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  ~


  ‘Mau ke mana, Mister, mau ke mana?’ voices tagged me from the dark, ‘Where are you going, Mister, where are you going?’


  ‘Lisa’s.’


  ‘Ah. Lisa. He’s going to Lisa’s. Hati-hati. Be careful.’


  I felt alert, able to take in details now for the first time since I’d arrived in Indonesia. Lisa had described how the road zigzagged down the hill. The houses on the crest belonged to richer people. The fences of these houses were topped with barbed wire or crushed glass set in cement. But soon the homes rose higgledy-piggledy in the dark, crammed in tightly with strings of clothes hanging limp between them, the houses divided only by knee-high fences and hedges. People sat on boxlike porches, slackly playing guitars, softly blowing harmonicas. Above them, attics teetered high in the night. Before them, food sellers pushed barrows, making bird calls or percussive noises to indicate the food they sold – dozens of different calls, drawing people to their doors. The further I went down this road, the more I felt I had been here before.


  The road gave way to stones set in mud, and a gaunt figure climbed toward me. His white face looked up, and he moaned as he passed, ignoring my hello.


  Lisa’s place was set in a cutting below the end of the path, a besser brick structure with a flat tin roof. I ran around the side, out of a burst of warm rain, brushing the web of an immense spider. Beyond the web two Indonesian boys squatted near the door, scaling a fish. Was I here to see about the room for rent? They gestured I should go in.


  ‘Fuck off!’ cried Lisa, whipping about from where she sat in the middle of the floor. ‘Oh, it’s only you, Joe. Sorry. I thought you were Martin. He just left.’


  ‘I passed someone in the dark –’


  ‘That was him!’


  Lisa began to cry, and the two boys stole inside on their haunches. One, with a deeply pocked face, began stroking her arm. The other, with a face smooth as a pebble, set himself to stirring a pot on a portable gas cooker. Scattered on the ground before Lisa were two beer bottles, a collection of glasses, a packet of clove cigarettes, and an incense stick burning in a can on a mat. Apart from these things, the cooker, a bed and a small bar fridge, the room was bare.


  ‘I’m sorry, Joe,’ said Lisa, ‘I’m in chaos at the moment. I haven’t long moved in here myself. Martin’s told me – only then – that he refuses to live here. He sprang it on me. I said, “Alright, Martin, if that’s how you feel, it’s over”. I think we just broke up.’


  ‘Don’t cry, don’t cry,’ implored the pockmarked boy, still stroking Lisa’s arm, ‘Jangan nangis, jangan nangis.’


  ‘Maybe I should come back another time,’ I said. I had only met Lisa once before. On that occasion she had been in work mode, efficient and measured.


  ‘No, no! Please stay, Joe. I’m glad you’ve come. We’ll have a drink, maybe a smoke, if you smoke. This is Clive, and that’s Budi, making the soup.’


  Clive began blinking compulsively. Budi’s face, oddly swollen in its smoothness, shone as he stirred the pot. The boys were perhaps fifteen.


  ‘And that’s Adi on the bed, playing the guitar. Have some beer, Joe.’


  I hadn’t even noticed the person on the bed. Adi was long-haired and doe-eyed, and so tiny he seemed to cling for ballast to a monstrous-seeming guitar. He smiled as I saw him, and started a slow strum in a blue key.


  I perched near the door. Lisa poured me beer, relit the incense, drew back on her cigarette, and squinted at me through a series of smoke rings. Her hair was thin, straggly, blonde; her eyes watery. She was aged about twenty-eight, I guessed, but her skin was red and damaged, no longer the skin of a young person. It puckered on the back of her hands.


  ‘Did the spider at the door get you, Joe?’


  ‘Almost. It’s so utterly black.’


  ‘Even black here is different. I’ve been around the world – Africa, India, South America, Scandinavia – and I’ve never seen the colours I see here.’ Lisa topped the beers, arms jerky. ‘But it’s all changing now. Bandung used to be called the most beautiful city in the world, “the city of flowers”. The old people say the colours have faded, literally faded.’


  She looked at me rather a long time, unsmiling. I was thinking about her accent, which I could not place.


  ‘You’re wondering where I’m from, right?’


  I shivered; I always had a slight fever in Indonesia.


  ‘I come from the ocean. I was born on a boat. On the waves. Those waves I was born on are probably still travelling around the world. Like me. Well, I’m a bit Californian, a bit British, a bit Scandinavian, and a bit something else. But I’m talking too much. Tell me about yourself, Joe. What brings you here?’


  ‘I’ve only been here a few weeks. I’ve been living at Ibu’s place. But now I’ve got the teaching job at the school –’


  ‘But why did you come to Indonesia? Why Java, why Bandung?’


  ‘Is this my interview?’ I laughed.


  ‘If you like.’


  I shrugged. ‘Something about this place seems familiar.’


  ‘And that’s true,’ Lisa said swiftly. ‘Weird, but there’s something about Indonesia I immediately recognised, but had forgotten. When I arrived it was as if something lost from myself had been restored: as if I remembered the shape it had left behind, then it started filling in again. It is so beautiful, that remembering.’ She watched me through another series of smoke rings. ‘I felt, this is what I’ve been missing – and I never knew. So that’s why I’m here. Is that how you feel? Yes, I think a lot of Westerners have the same feeling here. Indonesia’s a place inside us, a forgotten place. When you recognise that, you fall in love. What a relief – you give me back my self! Now I remember who I am!’


  The boys laughed, animated by this unexpected surge in Lisa’s spirits.


  ‘It’s good you came tonight, Joe, I feel better already. I’m totally blabbing, but it feels right. It feels good. It’s what I needed. And I thought you were Martin when you first walked in! I was ready for a fight. But instead, the person I needed at this moment appeared. See, things just happen here.’


  This was getting weird, and I wondered if I should go – but I really wanted a room.


  Lisa wiped her nose on her sleeve, and watched Budi chop strange vegetables and throw them in the pot. Every now and then something large and meaty surfaced in the brew, forced back under by the vigilant boy. Adi slipped into a sunny major key, and frowned. I realised he had been playing insistent, spidery arpeggios.


  ‘I’m only now beginning to actually see Indonesia, Joe.’


  ‘How long have you been here?’


  ‘Two years. All the teachers you meet at the school – Tom, Georgie, all of them – they live in their own little Western worlds, shut away from anything Indonesian. The only Indonesians they get to see are their maids, their fucks, and the students in their classes. Sorry, you don’t mind me talking like this, do you? And most of the students are Chinese, not Indos. Most of those teachers have no Indo friends, and they know nothing about the culture. They live in their own little fish tanks, and it’s easier like that, God knows it is. I’ve made a decision not to be like that. Budi, Clive and Adi are my friends. I’ve immersed myself in the local culture.’


  Budi crossed the room on his haunches to the scaled fish lying on a sheet of newspaper near the door. He returned with it.


  Lisa hummed a phrase Adi had been playing. ‘I’ve lived in many places,’ she said, undoing her ponytail, prising open the second bottle of Bintang. ‘But Java is the only place I feel I can’t leave. I should leave, my stomach is basically ruined. I’ve lived on sweet potatoes for the last three months and I still can’t stop the dysentery – and I’ve got some kind of liver fluke – but I can’t leave. I hope you don’t mind me telling you all this. Something about this place keeps me, there’s something magical about it. It doesn’t matter if my body’s sick, I believe that’s not the most important thing. This place can heal me in other ways, more important ways. The healing of the body follows the healing of the spirit, right? Yes, that’s why I’m here, to be healed. It’s the people. They’re so friendly, so warm, so giving. They’re unique. Like my boys – Clive, Budi, Adi. They’re naive really, unspoilt. They’re childlike. You’ll find most of the Indos are like children. It’s the imports here – you know, the Arabs, the Indians, the Chinese, the bulehs – that’s the whites – who treat local people like shit.’


  Lisa began lightly stroking Clive’s shirt, and the boy’s face went into spasm. Little Adi hopped up and opened the bar fridge. I was surprised (I’m not sure why) to see it full to bursting. Packets of biscuits and chocolate bars slid to the floor.


  ‘So how are you finding the school, Joe?’


  ‘Oh, alright. Teaching’s a bit –’


  ‘They hate me at the school. Did you notice how they treat me in the staffroom? They ignore me. Did you notice? I’m sick of their rubbish. Georgie hates me. She’s sure to tell you a pack of lies about me, if she hasn’t already, right? I’ve seen her talking to you about me.’


  ‘She hasn’t –’


  ‘Some people are healers, some are wreckers. I’m only just beginning to realise. Oh, stuff it. I don’t want to talk about that place. I’m thinking of resigning anyway. Thank God Martin’s already resigned, so I won’t have to put up with seeing him every day. How old are you, Joe?’


  ‘Twenty-four.’


  Clive and Budi began playing with the dead fish, pretending it had come back to life, until Lisa laughed again.


  ‘See, the boys will do anything to keep me happy. Aren’t they beautiful? You’ll be living with them. We’re like a family here. The room’s through that way, down the hall.’


  ‘Through that – dark door?’


  ‘Adi’s sleeping there at the moment. But he can sleep anywhere.’


  I could see Adi had been listening, while helping himself to a steady stream of chocolate bars. But he listened as if to the sound of our words, not their meaning. How much English did he have? He stared at the interior of the fridge while discarded wrappers floated to the floor.


  I followed Lisa down the short hall to a concrete box, the mirror image of her room.


  ‘You’ll see the lake in the morning,’ she said.


  ‘I’ll take it. I’ll move in tomorrow.’ Tomorrow was a Saturday. ‘I’ve got to go now.’


  ‘What, you’re leaving already? I thought you were staying awhile. I’ve got some hash. Don’t you want some hash?’


  I explained I had arranged to go out with some of the other teachers from the school that night.


  ‘Oh. I see.’


  ‘I haven’t been anywhere with any of them yet.’


  Lisa left the room, as if offended.
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  Mangy, skeletal cats were picking over the garbage in the street. These local cats were small and ringwormy, with knotted tails. People stood in doorways, murmuring low and sweet, little slow-moving musical people with naked children on their hips or knees. But I could not take in as much as I had going down. My thoughts kept circling back to Lisa and the boys. Some of the things Lisa said were strange. Yet strangest of all was that she described how I felt: something of me was in this place, but I could not say what. Not yet.


  I arrived at the school as the last night classes were finishing. Georgie was visible through the glass of the foyer, talking animatedly to someone unseen. She raised her arms to adjust a comb in her coppery hair, then returned to her silent gesturing.


  ‘Here you are, m’laddie!’ she cried, jumping up as I pushed open the door. ‘A quarter to nine on the dot! Just in the nick of time, young man, just in the nick of time. Off we go to the disco then.’ She peered at me. ‘Is something wrong?’


  ‘No. Just – taking it all in.’


  ‘Well, look sharp, m’laddie, and smile please, no shirking now. We thought you’d deserted us, let the side down. You don’t know what you’ve let yourself in for working at this school, Mr Joe, that’s all I can say.’


  Georgie had somehow managed to commandeer the school’s vehicle to drive us to the nearby disco. She perched by the driver, giving him directions in a slow, deliberate voice. I sat in the back beside an unwholesome-looking Englishman named Tom. Tom had a huge hooked nose and an abstracted air. He was perhaps forty. He announced he was looking forward to getting smashed tonight, really smashed.


  ‘More people are coming to the disco later,’ Georgie said, her talk abruptly accelerating as she turned to face us. ‘Martin’s meeting us there, if he feels up to it. I’m so glad you could come, Mr Joe. Now, tell us all about it, then.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Your life, of course!’


  ‘At least wait till we get smashed, Georgie,’ said Tom. ‘Take no notice, Jim.’


  ‘His name’s Joe, Tom.’


  ‘Sorry, they come and they go, you know.’


  ‘We’re not forcing you to talk, m’laddie! But you’re part of the gang here now – be grateful, that’s what I say. It’s lonely here otherwise.’ She turned to talk to the driver, slow again.


  ‘The expat community’s like that,’ Tom explained to me, paternal, ‘it’s small. Yeah. They latch on to newcomers like you, you’ll find. You’ll have to have good boundaries.’


  ‘What are you muttering about in the back then, Tom?’ asked Georgie, whipping around again, fixing us with fierce, deep-set eyes.


  ‘Nothing, nothing.’


  ‘Oh come on, one for all, all for one, you know.’


  I saw Tom ignoring her, holding his head back, accentuating the beak of his nose.


  The driver negotiated the bumping beeping traffic with preternatural calm. Through the window came night layered with magnolia, incense, sewage, piquant durian, gasoline. Old plane trees crossed above the road, their thick limbs feebly lit from below. Georgie stared into the dark, telling us of a childhood in Liverpool, Glasgow, Frankfurt, Cologne …


  We stopped to pick up another reveller, Aki, who squeezed in alongside Georgie. Aki was about my age. Georgie, chattering away, tugged at her sleeve and ran her hand along Aki’s arm. Aki kept nodding and smiling.


  Driving around the corner, the driver halted the van, rested his forehead on the wheel, and whispered, ‘This is it.’


  ‘Here we are then!’ cried Georgie. ‘Out you get, out you get! Don’t just sit there, Mr Joe, wake up sleepyhead, full steam ahead.’ Then she trilled. She trilled when excited.


  In the gutter a man sat holding a tin with the smooth shining stumps of his arms. Georgie leapt over him, leaving a coin rolling in his tin, and scurried bent toward the disco, holding up her skirt above the path.


  We found ourselves in a hall decked with angled mirrors, the glass presenting different aspects of our group. Parts of me moved – a hand, which I then felt smoothing my hair. I stood about with the others, laughing at the effects – the back of me talking to the side of Aki. Then we entered an interior booming with music, and climbed three flights of chrome-railed stairs. Even the far tier was crowded. We sat at a low table in the dark while Georgie went to the bar along the wall.


  ‘Just arrived?’ Aki shouted in Bahasa over the dance music, her face close to mine.


  ‘A few weeks!’ I shouted back.


  Aki nodded, considering. ‘Like it? Suka?’


  ‘Suka! But it’s a bit confusing.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Confusing! It’s confusing!’


  Aki only laughed. ‘Don’t worry, it’s not you, it’s them! Always remember this is a strange place. And –’


  Aki’s eyes rolled up in her smooth, elliptical face. Smoke began billowing from the roof. Dance music morphed into the deafening strains of a galactic overture. The ceiling opened up and revolving racks of lights descended toward us, snowing discs of strobe light. Aki’s face turned red, blue, orange, and she leaned back in staggered stages, laughing from an orange-lit distance. The flesh rose in orbs under her eyes, and her unusually large hands, spreading over her designer-ripped jeans, continually changed colour.


  ‘Why do they have this smoke and light show?’ she laughed, ‘why do they do this?’


  Tom slapped his knee, and guffawed like a toucan.


  The locals were not laughing. They watched the light show sombrely.


  Dance music started pumping again.


  ‘I’ve been here three years now,’ shouted Aki, ‘a bit too long. Do you like the girls?’


  I kept being asked this. ‘Very pretty!’ I shouted back.


  ‘But the local girls,’ she said, ‘they aren’t – what can I say? They don’t often do much!’


  In a sudden lull between songs Aki was caught yelling. She widened her eyes in surprise, then went on rapidly in a lowered voice: ‘Do you know you can be divorced here if your husband discovers you’re not a virgin on your wedding night?’


  ‘That’s right,’ said Tom, ‘it’s grounds for divorce. How are you finding the place, mate? A bit overwhelming at first. All the sights and sounds. But lots of wonderful things about this country. Sound English, don’t I? Truth is, I’ve only got an English accent because my parents were English. Actually only ever lived in England for eight months. Father was in an oil company. Always moving around. So you see I’m not really English at all. Not sure what I am, really. Never really got on with my parents. Might as well tell you now, my father was a very violent man.’


  ‘Really.’


  ‘A very angry man, you might call him. You’ve no idea how he abused me. A bit kinky, you know. Yeah. I was always picked on at every school I went to, always the new boy. Always shifted around. No one ever really got to know me. I’ve lived in seventeen countries. Know what?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Of all the countries I’ve lived in, this country is the one I like most. Really saying something, isn’t it.’


  Lisa appeared, climbing the stairs, boys in tow. I watched her pushing toward the bar, where Georgie still waited for drinks.


  ‘Been here three years now,’ continued Tom, rolling a cigarette, ‘I could show you around, if you like, Joe. See the sights. I know quite a lot about this place. Picked it up, over the years.’


  Georgie and Lisa were talking by the bar.


  ‘I could show you the things people don’t usually see.’


  ‘Okay.’


  ‘No problem. Love it here, easiest place in the world to live. I’ll tell you something: Indonesians are the friendliest people on the planet. Always got a smile. Tasted any of the local delights yet?’


  ‘The food? I’m still getting used to it. I like it, though. It’s spicy.’


  ‘No, not the food. The women.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘You do like women, don’t you? I mean, it’s no problem if you don’t.’


  ‘I like women.’


  Georgie and Lisa had begun gesticulating at each other. Locals were stepping back, staring.


  ‘This might be an Islamic country, but I know where you can find plenty of – yeah. So, do you want to go later? I know a place down the road, come to think of it. Don’t have to stay long, we can just drop by. It’s not far, and not at all expensive, in fact it’s very cheap, as you’d expect. All the men do it here, you know, it’s part of the culture, it’s normal, although no one really talks about it. So there’s no need to worry. Actually, you can get away with most things here if you’re a Westerner. The locals are a bit frightened of us whities, deep down, I’ve discovered. And the ladies need the cash. You’re doing them a favour, in fact, keeping them employed. Come on, let’s go – it’s not as much fun going alone.’


  Lisa had stormed away from the bar. Adi, Clive and Budi followed, looking angry too, but also embarrassed. They stomped down to tier two.


  ‘Every girl here wants to go out with a Westerner,’ droned Tom, exhaling smoke, eyeing figures in the shadows, ‘they assume Westerners have money, and it’s a status thing for them, you know, to have a Westerner. Be seen with a whitie. And they’ll do whatever you tell them to, they’re not like Western women –’


  ‘That fucking bitch!’ yelled Georgie, back from the bar, ‘she sees Martin downstairs, sees me, puts two and six together, and comes marching over to warn me off him. I tell you! What a hide! Lisa telling me what I can and can’t do with her ex-boyfriend! Lordy lordy! She’s fucking those three boys, you know: one, two, three. God knows how old they are. It’s sexual exploitation, as far as I’m concerned. You wouldn’t condone that kind of behaviour now, would you, Mr Joe?’


  ‘I –’


  ‘Oh yeah, the poor things!’ snorted Tom, ‘she feeds them, she gives them a bed and a roof over their heads. She even buys them clothes. It all adds up to more than they’ve ever dreamed of having. And to cap it off they get to go to bed with a white lady. They’re from remote villages, now they’re in clover. What are you talking about, Georgie?’ He relit his cigarette.


  ‘And that little witchdoctor, Adi, he gives me the creeps. A little shape-shifter from the village.’ Georgie shuddered, then suddenly calmed and focused on me. ‘Now, Mr Joe, I’ve been meaning to ask you: what brings you to this neck of the woods?’


  ‘Bandung? Everyone’s heard of Bandung, Georgie.’


  ‘No, really, out with it.’


  ‘My brother used to live here. I visited him once, years ago.’


  ‘What’s his name? Tom’s an old timer, he might remember him. All the expats know one another here – there aren’t that many of us, are there, Tom? Come on, then: when was your brother here?’


  ‘Six or seven years ago.’


  ‘Before my time,’ said Tom. ‘I was in Samoa then. Now, the women in Samoa –’


  ‘The only person left who might remember him,’ said Georgie, ‘is Babette.’


  ‘I remember her. An Englishwoman. Babette was a friend of my brother’s.’


  ‘That’s her!’


  ‘Must be thirty by now, long golden hair, fair, blue eyes –’


  ‘Yes, that’s her!’


  ‘Quite a looker,’ said Tom, ‘works for the competition here, the other English school in town. Bit of a recluse.’


  ‘And she’s got two kids, although no one ever sees them.’


  ‘She stays out of all the backbiting and that sort of stuff.’


  ‘She won’t gossip.’


  ‘She’s got good boundaries. Not many stay as long as she has. They come and they go.’


  ‘Aye-aye,’ said Georgie. ‘Well, here’s to you, Bright Eyes.’ She watched me over the rim of her glass.
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  I dreaded going back to Ibu’s place. I had been staying with the old lady and her three daughters since arriving; now I had to tell her I was moving. She would be offended. And she would be waiting up. I crept in after midnight. Sure enough, Ibu padded out of the dark kitchen into the living room. She was a woman nearing seventy, always wrapped in a gleaming green sarong, with owlish glasses distorting her eyes.


  ‘Where have you been?’ she whispered, ‘we were all so worried.’


  ‘I wish you wouldn’t stay up, Ibu,’ I whispered back (the three adult daughters slept in a room adjoining the living room), ‘it makes me feel so guilty coming home late.’


  ‘I can’t sleep anyway.’


  I waited until the morning to tell her I was moving. She could not hide her disappointment. Wasn’t my room big enough? Was it the food – was there not enough food?


  ‘No, Ibu. I just want to meet new people.’


  This sounded terrible. I flushed, staring at the swirling patterns of silver and emerald on the green sarong.


  Feeling wretched – yet relieved – I sat at the dining room table, waiting for a pupil I met on Saturday mornings. Danu spoke perfect English, so the ‘lesson’ consisted of not much more than interesting conversation. I would ply her for information about her country, and Danu politely plied back.


  Danu drove a new and expensive car. Yet she dressed simply, jeans and shirt, and had an unassuming bearing. She seemed to embody a Bahasa word, halus: refined and exquisite in an integral way. That’s a quality, I suppose, that has depreciated in value in the West. Nevertheless, I always felt shabby beside Danu.


  We sat at the dining room table in the centre of the house. Arrayed between us were the covered dishes and plates of food which remained on the table throughout the day. A fish tank covered half the wall behind the table. Carved sideboards crowded with crockery and knick-knacks squeezed along the remaining wall space; the remnants, perhaps, of more prosperous times. A doorway led to the kitchen, where the maid sang and banged pots. Another door led to the living room, where Ibu’s three daughters sat before a large television.


  The maid brought us the sweet coffee standard to Java, served in long glasses, pale and sticky with condensed milk. I began telling Danu about a wedding I’d attended, a three-day ‘extravaganza’, as I called it – Danu insisted I use long and unusual words.


  ‘Life here centres around weddings,’ she said, diplomatic.


  ‘The bride seemed in a daze.’


  ‘She may have been hungry,’ said Danu after a pause. ‘The bride fasts for days before the wedding.’


  ‘She didn’t look happy at any stage.’


  After another pause, and after scanning my face with a quick look, Danu said, ‘Most visitors notice different things. The ceremonies –’


  ‘Oh, they were great. There was one I watched through a window at night. The bride and groom were sitting on the floor inside a little room, squeezed in with their families. Breaking eggs, grinding pestles, dressed in fantastic fairytale clothes –’


  ‘The clothes impressed you,’ said Danu, her voice flat.


  ‘Well – it was an amazing picture.’


  ‘How would you describe it?’


  ‘Well, the reception was in an enormous hall, there must have been over five hundred people there. Little food stalls were scattered around the sides with signs telling you what they were serving. Almost like a food hall. Against one wall was a long stage with the bride and groom sitting there like statues in golden clothes. And there was a band and an orchestra playing on opposite sides of the hall, at the same time! And this incredibly irritating, glib MC on the stage –’


  ‘Sorry – glib? What does “glib” mean again?’


  ‘Smooth. Too smooth.’


  ‘And MC?’


  ‘Master of ceremonies.’


  ‘Ah, of course. Acronyms.’ She smiled.


  ‘Then everyone queued up to give their respects to the bride and groom. That went on for hours.’


  ‘Yes. I’ve done it many times.’


  ‘I felt sorry for them. They were sitting on stage like zombies. Like two puppets.’


  ‘Yes. You can almost see the strings. In fact, I can.’


  Danu had begun speaking in a slightly distracted way. It occurred to me, as it had the week before, that she possessed an authority that lay beyond her wealth, or her looks, or her intelligence, all of which she evidently possessed in abundance. I was not sure where it lay. She was a few years older than me … but that was not it, either.


  ‘And I’ve discovered something, Danu. Your name is a boy’s name.’


  She smiled. ‘It’s the name I give myself, and I always have. Danu is a name for the sea-goddess.’


  Ibu came shuffling into the room. She was huffy around Danu, intimidated by her. She bustled past, muttering.


  ‘Sorry, Danu. I talk too much.’


  ‘No. I learn by listening. I like hearing about this place from your point of view. It’s hard to get other points of view here.’


  ‘You mean my blunt point of view.’


  She laughed.


  ‘You know, at home I’m comparatively discreet,’ I said. ‘I’m considered polite.’


  For a while we sat, taking in the other’s unexpected presence.


  I watched her watching the fish tank along the wall. Her eyes, following the fish, were large, the colour of sunlit amber. She had straight dark-brown hair, the fringe resting lightly along her forehead. Her limbs were long and slender – she was almost six foot tall. Her skin would be that soft caramel that pressed against me in the crush of the minibuses. Flesh seemed more yielding here, as if softened by the heat.


  ‘If you stay on, Joe, you will be invited to many more weddings.’


  ‘Actually, I’ve already been invited to another one – and I’m part of the wedding party!’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Yes, they asked me last week. The Idas. I’ve only really known them a few weeks. I’m not sure why they asked me.’


  Ibu padded back into the room. She looked at the dishes on the table, our coffee cups, asked if we wanted more? She shuffled off again, and we listened to her quietly commanding the maid.


  ‘Four minutes since she last checked,’ I said, looking at my watch.


  ‘It is a bit hard to talk here.’


  I could not offer the expected reply. Something was emerging, something being born.


  Danu’s eyes looked toward the fish tank and tracked the path of a fish. The frilly tropical creature cruised; the filter bubbled silently. A plastic diver stood on his head. The wall behind the fish tank was made of some isinglass material, flecked with gold, almost opaque, through which dark forms were just discernible. The moving shadows were the neighbours, going up and down their driveway. I started shivering.


  Several imams began calling from surrounding mosques, and it occurred to me that Danu already knew of me.


  ‘You said the bride did not – didn’t – look happy at any stage,’ said Danu, looking beyond the fish, even beyond the neighbouring yard. ‘It does not matter if she is happy or not.’


  ‘It doesn’t?’


  ‘It doesn’t matter what she thinks or feels. She does what her family tells her. I think it is different in your country. It’s different. Women have more freedom in Australia, don’t they?’


  The imams ululated.


  ‘That’s complicated,’ I said.


  ‘I mean they are equal to men? I have heard they are.’


  ‘You should ask an Australian woman.’


  ‘But I can’t. I don’t know any Australian women. Not many Westerners visit Bandung. For example, in your country women work the same jobs as men, don’t they?’


  ‘That’s mostly true.’


  ‘And there is no such thing as an arranged marriage in your country, is there?’


  ‘It’s not part of the mainstream culture. And it wouldn’t happen here, would it, except maybe in the village?’


  A pale fish hovered in a corner of the tank.


  ‘Well, time’s up,’ said Danu, looking at her watch. She handed me some money.


  ‘Danu, I can’t take it.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘I’m not teaching you. You’re teaching me.’


  She tucked the money under the rice bowl.


  ‘Now, I heard you are moving house, Joe?’


  ‘How did you know that?’


  ‘Then use this money to buy Ibu a farewell present. She will like that. Or can I say “she’ll”, rather than “she will?”’


  ‘You can say that.’


  ‘I know “can’t”, and those other easy contractions.’


  ‘I’ve noticed.’


  ‘And “you’re.”’


  ‘You can say that too. I heard you say it.’


  ‘And “haven’t?”’


  ‘Good.’


  ‘And “I’ll?”’


  ‘That too.’


  Danu began getting up. ‘Next time I’ll have to show you around, Joe.’


  I must have looked a simpleton.


  ‘I mean, I can show you around Bandung,’ she said slowly, enunciating clearly, standing over me. ‘I know all the best places.’ For a moment she stood watching the fish, and her eyes flickered.


  4
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  In daylight I could see that Lisa’s house stood surprisingly close to the lake. The lake, brown, rectangular, was crossed by a bamboo causeway. A row of anglers squatted along the causeway, protected from the sun and the rains by a roof of woven reeds. Across the water I could see a line of huts and houses through strokes of greenery. Behind the houses rose a steep hillside notched with staggered terraces, a sequined ascent in the morning light. Villagers waded through the padi, the little people seemingly on top of one another, their trousers rolled above their knees.


  On the concrete slab by the doorway, facing the lake, sat Lisa, sharpening a stick with a Stanley knife. Blinking Clive crouched beside her, holding a wooden comb. Chocolate wrappers and empty biscuit packets glittered on the concrete.


  ‘We were wondering where you’d got to,’ said Lisa. ‘That’s Adi hammering up on the roof. We’re making a lock for the new door in the attic, and we need this stick. It’s good here, isn’t it?’


  Large yellow and orange flowers bloomed beyond knickers and bras draped on a sagging string. Something was going on over the water. Children were racing pigeons up and down a path. The birds flew back and forth, in and out of bamboo cages.


  ‘They do that for hours,’ said Lisa. She sighed. ‘I’m so glad I found this house. The boys are helping me get everything set up. We’ve found another mattress and some pots and pans. And the music’s coming together too. I’m writing songs with Adi.’


  The hammering on the roof, which had resumed soon after my arrival, paused again.


  ‘Everything’s been going right for me ever since I came to this place. Although I’ve had a few problems with the owner, but I’m being positive about that. It’s got a good energy here, hasn’t it? It’s healing. Can you feel it?’


  I squatted on the concrete. The insects were much louder close to the ground. Flies crawled over Friday night’s fish entrails. I remembered Lisa’s words about these islands being a forgotten place inside: I felt myself remembering that place.


  ‘There is something magical about it,’ I said.


  ‘You can feel it too? I was wondering if you could feel it. Some places are healing – they offer a special kind of energy. When you’re really sick you learn about those places.’


  Clive waddled around Lisa and began combing the other side of her head, dragging the comb with long, scooping motions. I noticed Lisa had no lashes or eyebrows. Adi hammered a steady powerful rhythm on the roof.


  ‘There’s magic in this house. I’ve been using magic to get back a guitar lead we had stolen. Last week I had to walk out of class and swallow two eggs, scatter earth over myself, and repeat an incantation while turning in circles. I did it in the bathroom at school! And as it turns out we’ve just found out who took the lead, haven’t we, Clive? I used this earth here.’ Lisa chattered on, her accent sometimes Californian, sometimes English, even in the one sentence. ‘Everyone here believes in spirits, in magic, right? It’s the critical mass of belief that makes the spirit world real. That’s why you can sense the spirit world all around you here. It’s very close to the surface. It’s like the lava in the volcanoes this entire island is made of. The lava is just under the surface, always bursting through. And that’s what the spirit world is like here too. I rarely feel the spirit world in the West. But that’s the West, isn’t it. Most of the spirits have left it, through neglect, I suppose. You pick up on spirits even more when you’re sick.’


  ‘Are you feeling better?’ I asked.


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘You said you were sick the other night.’


  ‘I’m always sick. I thought I made that clear.’


  ‘Right.’


  ‘I haven’t been this sick since I was a girl on the boat. I told you I was born on a boat, didn’t I? About the waves that are still going around the world? That’s why I always have to live by the water, even if it’s only a little man-made lake like this one. I have this crazy dream that I’m going to see the wave I was born on, coming around again. Did I tell you? When I was in grade three my parents took me out of school and we sailed around the world. We sailed for years. Either we ate out of a tin or we ate fish. After a few months I couldn’t bear to eat another fish, and I still can’t eat out of tins. All that time I virtually lived off water and biscuits. I was starving, but my parents didn’t seem to notice. They kept sailing. They never wanted to put into port. I would watch the towns and villages slowly disappearing from view and the water deepening. I hate the feeling of water deepening under the boat. But I didn’t want to be always complaining and ruining it for them – you know, the big adventure they’d been planning all their lives, right? They were so consumed by their personal journey, their spiritual odyssey. So I ended up being hungry all the time. And it’s never left me, that hunger. I always feel a bit hungry. Not just for food.’


  She squinted up at me, her blouse open, her breasts slack. The skin was stippled about her raw neck. She went back to stripping the stick. Clive put aside the comb and began braiding her hair, letting loose a flurry of blinking.


  Lisa asked if she talked too much, and went on without waiting for a reply, ‘I’ve had letters and phone calls from my friends telling me I have to leave this country, that it’s ruining my health. I may have said this to you already, have I? People can’t understand what I’m doing here, or why I like it. And they never will unless they come and see it for themselves. Then they’ll understand. You can’t describe this place, you can’t capture it. It’s not like home, it’s outside the home experience. It’s on a different plane. How can you describe the spirit world?’


  ‘You have to be under its spell to even see it.’


  ‘Right.’


  Clive said suddenly in Bahasa, his delicate fingers pinching Lisa’s hair, ‘Lisa, may I ride your bike soon? Boleh?’


  ‘You’re allowed. Boleh. But Adi’s riding it tonight. So maybe tomorrow you can ride it.’


  ‘Could I ride it now? Sekarang?’


  ‘No. You may not. I said tomorrow. I made that clear.’


  ‘Can I ride it tonight? Malam ini?’


  The hammering on the roof was waiting.


  ‘No. I said Adi could use it tonight. That would be unfair to Adi if I changed my mind and let you ride it. You must wait your turn. You’ll get a turn, but only if you are patient.’


  The hammering resumed, slow and emphatic now.


  ‘Well, go on through,’ Lisa said to me. ‘Don’t mind my mess.’


  The room was bare except for a rolled-up mattress. The window looking onto the lake took up most of the wall. The exterior door faced the upward slope. I placed my backpack in a corner and unrolled the mattress. A small crowd had begun watching through the window, and I regretted having so thoughtlessly carried my backpack into the room. I unzipped it, took out a sheet, and tacked it across the unmoving onlookers. An imam started a call to prayers from a tower, which sounded as if it was right above the house. A second started wailing over the lake, a third somewhere beyond that, and countless more followed across the city. The moment they stopped – all as one – I heard a knock at the door.


  Danu stood in the sun. A smaller person stood behind her.


  She had said she would show me the best places. Didn’t I remember? Her car was just up the hill. She had brought her friend Siri.


  Soon we were walking away from the crowd that had moved about the house to gawk at Danu. I saw Adi on the roof, watching us climb the hill.


  Danu’s car was air-conditioned, the windows tinted. Danu’s friend smiled at me, turned about in the front seat. Siri’s manner was deferential and tentative, and she appeared only able to speak in a whisper. One eye was lazy.


  While we were snarled at an intersection, a policeman drew alongside on his motorbike, rapped on the driver’s window and waited, looking ahead in his creaseless khaki uniform, immaculate cream gloves, calf-sculpting boots, glossy dark glasses. Danu eased down the window, spoke a few words, handed him a crisp banknote. The policeman pocketed the note and waved us through a path magically opening in the traffic. We passed another policeman as we left the intersection … but no, it was a concrete mannequin of a policeman, whistle stuck in his lips, arm permanently extended.


  Danu smiled in the rear-vision mirror. ‘That’s the problem with driving a new car. The police are always stopping you.’ Her face hanging in the mirror looked darker, older. ‘I suppose it’s a kind of tax.’


  ‘Applied by the department of police,’ giggled Siri.


  At the next set of lights a boy came up to the driver’s window, played his ukulele listlessly for a few seconds, then thrust out his hand. His mouth was like a tennis ball, and his eyes angry. Danu again pressed down her window, passing him a crushed and grubby note. This intersection teemed with beggars. One dragged himself on a trolley between vehicles. Another vigorously swung along the ground on his palms.


  The traffic thinned the further we climbed into the hills; soon we were in tea plantations, hill after hill crossed by neat rows of the compact tea bushes, the rows dark green on bright green, running in and out of the mist.


  ‘It’s like being in the clouds, isn’t it,’ said Danu, looking askance in the mirror. ‘But the tea industry almost collapsed because of the tigers. Yes, the cats were eating the workers. Eating hundreds of them every year. I’m not exaggerating.’ She watched me in the mirror, while Siri continued smiling at me. ‘This island used to be full of big cats. Now it’s full of people and their rubbish. I think there are over ninety million people living on this island alone. No one really knows how many. The officials lie about the number. They don’t want to admit how many people are here.’


  ‘There are too many people,’ explained Siri. ‘That’s why we like leaving the city. There are four million people in that bowl back there.’ She wore either a worried expression or a wondering smile, sometimes both at once. Her eyes reserved some mischief. So many people here had small deformities – squints, birthmarks, limps, growths, rashes, hare lips.


  We stopped at a cutting by the roadside. The tea fields were deserted, silent, without even an occasional bird call (I don’t recall seeing a bird in Bandung). The road wound on over the hills, in and out of the clouds. Siri laid out a tartan rug on the grassy margin between the verge and the uncertain edge of mist, opened a picnic basket, and filled three cups with milky tea from a thermos.


  ‘Where are we going?’ I asked.


  ‘You’ll see,’ said Danu.


  ‘It’s a lake, a bit further up in the hills,’ Siri whispered. ‘Usually it’s crowded. But we don’t think it will be today. It’s good to get away from people, isn’t it?’


  ‘No one’s here to sell us anything,’ I said. That already felt strange.


  And it was cool here, miraculously cool. Why wasn’t everyone living up here?


  ‘Do you have a girlfriend in Australia, Joe?’ asked Siri.


  ‘I did. She left me just before I came here.’


  ‘Oh, I see, you’re fleeing a broken heart,’ said Siri tenderly, unwrapping a little crustless segment of sandwich. ‘Women in Australia are strong, aren’t they?’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘They do as they please,’ said Danu. ‘They live with men, don’t they, before they marry?’


  ‘Some do. It depends on the person.’


  Danu and Siri nodded slowly, intent on every word.


  ‘You know it would be extremely rare for a woman to do that in this country,’ said Danu.


  ‘And yet it’s so close,’ I said.


  ‘How do you mean?’


  ‘Geographically.’


  ‘Only geographically.’


  ‘Do you think Indonesian women are pretty?’ pursued Siri, sensing some opening.


  ‘They’re gorgeous.’


  Siri squealed and clutched Danu. This kind of simpering was de rigueur among the women here – apart from Danu, who never did it.


  ‘Would you marry one?’ asked Siri, fascinated by her own daring.


  ‘You’d have beautiful children,’ said Danu. ‘Everyone says Eurasians are the best-looking. But it would mean converting to Islam.’ She smiled.


  She pulled up the sleeves of her light cashmere cardigan, and for the first time I noticed scars carelessly crossing her wrists.


  ‘Are you Protestant or Catholic?’ asked Siri, pianissimo. I was often asked this. It seemed that Protestantism and Catholicism were considered two distinct religions in this country.


  ‘I’m neither.’


  ‘But you go to church?’ pressed Siri.


  ‘No.’


  Danu and Siri considered this, talking together in Javanese, a language I could not understand.


  ‘You don’t have to have a religion in Australia, do you?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘It’s against the law not to believe in a god here. You have to have a religion here.’


  ‘Do I need one now?’


  Siri looked confused.


  ‘We’ll give you until the next time we meet,’ said Danu.


  ‘And you don’t have poor people in your country, do you?’ wondered Siri.


  ‘We certainly do, Siri.’


  ‘But not like people are poor here,’ said Danu, ‘hopelessly poor, with absolutely nothing, tens of millions of them, virtually starving.’


  ‘No, not many like that, I suppose. I don’t really know how to compare.’


  ‘I think I can compare,’ said Danu. ‘You’ve got social security. So no one starves. There’s no social security here. Here you or your family makes money, or you starve.’


  ‘There’s a different kind of poverty at home.’


  ‘Don’t say spiritual.’


  I laughed.


  Danu shook her head. ‘All you Westerners say the same thing. I should have been born in Australia, and you should have been born here.’


  ‘Let me say this, Danu. Look at the Westerners here. Do they seem admirable to you? Would you really want to be like them?’


  ‘Yes, why not? They have everything that matters as far as I’m concerned. I don’t mean wealth. I have wealth. I mean freedom. In your country women come and go as they please. I cannot. They go out with whoever they please, they talk to whoever they please. That’s what I have been told.’


  ‘We’re not as free as you think.’


  Danu appeared angry at this, and her head snaked a little. ‘But I’ve been told, by Australians, that women and men are equal in your country.’


  Danu had some kind of episode as we were packing up. She turned pale, started trembling, and could not rise from the grass. She talked rapidly to Siri, again in Javanese, and lay limp as a marionette on the ground. Siri ran to the car, returning with a little zippered pack. She took out a syringe and injected Danu.


  Within minutes Danu was up and mobile again. She drove down to the lake evenly, if slowly, circling down through always-thickening layers of mist. Nothing, it seemed, had happened.


  We walked the red shoreline between water and cloud. Mist disguised the lake’s extent. Treetops vanished upwards in radiating lines. Here and there a monkey or some rainforest bird called. I had the feeling of knowing this place vicariously, of having pictured it in my mind, of having heard it described.


  ‘Hardly anyone’s about,’ said Danu, ‘that’s good.’


  A few rowboats nestled in an inlet, a man snoozing in one of the hulls. Soon he was scrambling about looking for oars and oarlocks. Siri held up her phone to take a photo, but Danu waved it aside. After a confused pause, Siri obeyed.


  ‘You row, Joe,’ said Danu, as we climbed into the boat.


  ‘Isn’t Siri coming?’


  ‘No, she’s not. She’s too scared. She can’t swim.’


  For some reason I hesitated. But I got in.


  The man pushed us out. I put in one oar, then the other, and began rowing from shore, finding a rhythm, yet still uneasy. Siri grew wispy, before the mist swallowed her. The shore disappeared too, the water steadily contracting to a circle about the boat. The sun was confusingly low and watery, surrounded by diluted lemon rings. Then I could see nothing but Danu in front of me, and hear only the dipping oars.


  Danu appeared excited, and gazed intently at the water. She had wrapped the tartan blanket about her, into a dark pyramid pearly with water drops. Highlights dabbed the tip of her nose, her bottom lip. I suppose most men would have been happy to be stuck in a boat with a Danu, but I wasn’t enjoying our little row. I was oppressed by the feeling of shabbiness that afflicted me whenever I was around her. And I was trapped in my physicality, trapped by knobbly elbows and knobbly knees, by a nose that seemed to grow larger every day in this place, by skin so pale it showed every blemish. I felt inadequate in other ways, too. Danu had constructed some kind of ideal Western man for herself, and how could I ever match him? I had the sensation of being on stage – now – but not knowing my lines. I was an imposter, without knowing how or why.


  ‘Siri’s the only person I could call a friend,’ Danu was saying from under her beaded pyramid, ‘I’m not close to anyone else, and I’m not close to anyone in my family. Except my brother. The rest of them mean little to me. I know they’ve given me my education, a place to live, a car – so much more than most people in this country could even dream of. I know that. But they have never had anything to do with me. I’ve always lived in a different city to the rest of my family. I was sent to boarding school here in Bandung, while my parents lived four hours away in Jakarta. I had my own house here even as a child, because it was too far to travel back to Jakarta every weekend. It was as if my parents didn’t want to know me. I think they are cold people.’


  I sculled on, the strokes barely audible. A dark shape appeared in the mist. It became an island, unveiled as we slid close by.


  ‘Whoah!’ I cried. ‘We could have hit that.’


  ‘That’s Passion Island,’ said Danu, ignoring my alarm. ‘There’s an old story about that island. It has just one tree growing on it, a magnolia. See? No, it’s gone now, it’s lost in the mist. They say that tree has been there for hundreds of years. But it shows no signs of ageing. In fact, it’s still a young tree. The story goes that two young lovers are buried under it. That’s why it never grows old. Did you see it had flowers? It always has flowers.’


  I put down the oars, realising at last the futility of rowing. Fish mouthed the surface, sank back under. The mist opened up once, and a cloud came skating down from the hills, drizzle dimpling the water: Danu’s blanket shone, then darkened. Hilltops appeared briefly between the lower and upper cloud, a pair of ivory ducks flew against the mist.


  ‘My parents’ marriage was arranged,’ said Danu. ‘It was loveless. It was dutiful. I was born out of duty. My parents say romantic love is a decadent lie of the West. But I know it exists. And the story knows,’ she said, looking back at where the island might have been, but where shoreline now stretched. Parkland, running away under frosted trees. A shape in the mist evolved, a brandy tiger with shoulder blades revolving as it padded forward. Then it drifted apart.


  ‘I don’t like my new maid. They sacked the old one because I got along with her too well.’


  ‘Who sacked her?’


  ‘My family, of course. They control me. Or try to. I fight and fight not to be a puppet. I’m not a doll or a puppet to be manipulated.’


  Now a furry green hull was wavering below the surface, timbers trailing weed. That was real. ‘Look, Danu, there’s a boat under the water.’


  ‘Oh, the lake is full of wrecks. Lots of people drown in this lake. They say drowning is the dreamy way to die. I’ve nearly drowned a few times. I keep going into the water when I shouldn’t. I can’t swim either.’


  Siri appeared at the water’s edge, holding up her phone. I took up the oars again.


  When Danu had gone to collect the deposit from the boatman, Siri limped close to me, whispering, ‘You know Danu’s sick? She’s not a well person. And she’s lovesick too. She’s in love. She’s having trouble with her family at the moment, big trouble. They want her to marry a man she doesn’t even like. A man she doesn’t want to marry.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘She’s determined not to. But it’s all meant to happen – do you understand? Don’t tell her I told you any of this.’


  Danu was haggling with the boatman. I walked toward them.


  ‘She was supposed to marry him a year ago,’ Siri continued, following closely, ‘but she managed to trick her family, saying she was too sick. The time before that, she slashed her wrists. That bought her a bit of time. But the truth is she’s in love with someone else.’


  ‘Siri, please stop.’ Some kind of vacuum was opening up and I was being drawn into it.


  Siri did not seem to hear, or comprehend, and kept coming. ‘She says she’ll die before she marries the man her family wants her to marry, no matter how much they punish her. And they do punish her! They read her letters, spy on her, they threaten to take away her allowance so that she can no longer study. I hope you never meet her brother. But he follows her. Her family took no notice of her all her life until it was time for her to marry. Poor Danu. She appears to have everything, but she’s trapped. Sometimes Danu has talked of fleeing. But a woman can’t leave the country without her father’s permission, or her husband’s. That’s the law.’


  ‘Can’t anyone help?’


  ‘Oh no, she’s not asking for help.’


  I had been unaware of time passing; the day was nearly gone by the time we returned to the car. From the back seat I watched the mist turning blue in the growing dark. A livid sun plunged between black volcanic peaks. I was shaky, febrile, hungry.


  Danu drew to the side of the road.


  ‘Where are we now?’


  ‘We always stop here to eat before going back down, Joe.’


  A lone hut perched on the side of the mountain, by the road. Inside, a humpbacked woman roasted corn on a brazier. The corn was three-quarter sized – like the people, the cats, the houses, the fences, the hedges, the buses, the cars of this place. Everything here was three-quarter sized. Two-third sized, even. Sometimes I thought I was in a dream, in which everything had shrunk.


  Close above the table hung a kerosene lantern. No cars passed, no voices intruded from the night. The air was almost cold, and lights spluttered on the slopes below.


  ‘Everything’s changing in Bandung,’ said Danu. ‘When I was a kid it used to rain for five months solid during the wet season. Now you get three months if you’re lucky, and it’s on and off.’


  ‘Once people heated the water to have a bath.’


  ‘That’s right. Now they never need to. At least you can breathe up here in the hills, and there’s still space. That’s what I think I’d like most about Australia, it’s not so crowded, is it? I’ve always loved your country, Joe, ever since I was a girl. It seemed so free, and not so far away, just over the water. Yet different. Completely different. Sometimes I try to imagine what spring must feel like, or autumn. We only have the wet and the dry here, no real seasons. What’s autumn like? I think I can imagine it.’ Danu leaned closer in the gaslight. The peasant woman served the hot, garnished little cobs. The brazier hissed. Siri too was leaning forward from the shadows, her eye roaming freely over me. The lamp swung, its yellow beam crossing the women’s faces. Danu’s face was opening, and I saw how closed it had been before.


  ‘There’s actually a reason why so few Indonesians have gone to Australia in the past, Joe. They’ve been told to fear the space between our countries. There’s a legend of a sea goddess who lives in the ocean between our lands. Ordinary people believed it; they still do. That’s why so few Indonesians sailed that way. They thought the goddess would eat them.’


  ‘You see, people have never been encouraged to leave, have they!’ exclaimed Siri.


  ‘I got around that story when I was a child by dreaming I flew to Australia – flying with my own wings. I would always fly low, and see the goddess beneath the surface of the water, and watch her black eye following me. But she couldn’t get me.’


  Danu was flexing her arm.


  ‘Are you warm enough?’ whispered Siri. ‘I could get the blanket.’


  ‘I’m a little bit stiff, that’s all. Now I know there is no goddess, Joe. Yet still I can’t cross the water.’


  The peasant woman served another batch of corn. This garnish was delicious. I had never tasted anything like it. I forced myself to eat slowly, and no more than my share. I already felt a new clarity, as if my brewing fever had evaporated. The peasant woman arranged a last line of corn on the brazier, before hobbling off to sweep the earth floor with a large handbroom shaped like a fan. She avoided our eyes.


  ‘She’s half-Japanese, from the war,’ muttered Siri, looking sidelong. Then, looping her arm inside Danu’s, she returned to her favourite theme. ‘You said you thought the women here were pretty, Joe. Does that mean you would go out with an Indonesian woman?’


  ‘Probably not.’


  Siri’s mouth fell open. ‘Why not?’


  ‘The culture’s too different. It would be too hard.’


  Danu and Siri frowned, shook their heads.


  ‘No, no, no. You make things too complicated,’ said Siri.


  ‘What differences are you talking about?’ asked Danu, unsmiling. ‘Westerners marry Indonesians all the time. I know one couple who ran away together, because her family didn’t like him. They ran away to England. I know her. She writes to me from Durham. A mixed marriage can work, I’m sure it can.’


  I watched the left side of her face grow slack. Then without warning her face closed, and she came forward out of the shadows. ‘Do you know why I can’t go to Australia, Joe? It’s because my parents won’t let me. They’re frightened I’ll never come back. A daughter has to have her father’s consent to leave this country. And my father won’t give it.’


  Siri put her hand over Danu’s hand, reassuring – or perhaps restraining.


  ‘Danu!’


  Blood was streaming from Danu’s nose, twin streams over her lips onto the corn. I saw the bleed before either woman was aware of it.


  The peasant woman stopped sweeping and began staring. Siri rushed as fast as she could to the car, scurrying back with the little hypodermic kit.


  ‘Don’t worry, Joe, don’t worry,’ said Danu, watching Siri hurriedly unpack another syringe. ‘It’s nothing. It happens sometimes. It’s nothing.’


  ‘Nothing,’ echoed Siri, who began ministering to her friend.


  5
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  I had that imposter feeling again when I got to work the next Monday. But this time it originated from a different source: I felt I was not the same person as I had been the week before. I had been altered in the interim, I could not think how.


  The feeling lingered through the week. Thursday came, and still I was uneasy. I got to the staffroom early, rostered to teach a single lesson in the morning. Georgie’s face popped up from midway down the long row of desks. ‘Have you heard, Mr Joe?’


  ‘Heard what?’


  ‘My my, who’s a slowcoach today, who’s a bit slow off the blocks? Still half-asleep are we? Wake up, m’laddie, rise and shine! You’re getting paid for this. The school, Mr Joe, the school. They say it’s going to shut down.’ She held my gaze with over-open hazel eyes.


  ‘This school?’


  ‘The very same.’


  ‘It’s only a rumour,’ drawled an older woman named Annette, a sandy-haired, slow-moving Canadian. She smiled at me from the far end of the staffroom.


  ‘Apparently the school’s gone broke,’ continued Georgie excitably, jumping into her seat, tucking up her legs under her. ‘Yes, broke, and it seems none of us are going to get paid this week. There’s an urgent meeting of the management going on upstairs at this very moment, even as we speak.’


  ‘We’re not going to get paid?’


  ‘No, Mr Joe, it’s unbelievable! I tell you what, I’m going to have their heads on a platter if I don’t get every single penny I’ve earned! And the story goes they’re definitely laying off a few teachers if they don’t shut down. But who knows what’s going on up there, no one tells us anything, do they? Oh no. We’re only the teachers. This sort of thing has happened before with other schools around here, you know. It’s all so dodgy. I’m not saying it wouldn’t happen in Old Blighty. You look surprised, m’laddie!’


  ‘So nothing’s definite?’ I said. ‘We’re not definitely shutting down?’


  ‘I’m sure we won’t shut down,’ said Annette calmly, cutting out animal shapes at her desk. She took the children’s classes.


  ‘Nothing’s ever definite here, Mr Joe. And we never get told a skerrick, do we? We’re just the silly old teachers! I don’t know what I’m doing in this country half the time, I really don’t. Most of the time. But Old Blighty’s just not an option. It really isn’t.’


  Georgie sighed heavily, made several of her trademark trills, shifted in her seat, and scanned her desk.


  ‘I say, don’t get too worried about it, Mr Joe,’ she piped up again after a moment, ‘I didn’t mean to upset you.’


  ‘I’m not –’


  ‘You can’t worry about it until you find out what’s really happening, can you now? You’re not sick, are you, Mr Joe? No, you look a bit pale, that’s all. Now a funny thought’s just occurred to me, m’laddie. All this trouble has only begun since a certain person graced us with his presence. Yes! Everything was going swimmingly before you-know-who arrived!’ The women laughed. ‘Oh, have you heard the latest about Martin?’


  ‘He and Lisa broke up,’ I said.


  ‘No, not that. That happens all the time.’


  ‘You mean his bout of typhus?’ said Annette.


  ‘No, no, no, that was last week. The latest. Someone broke into his house, and then the thieves tried to burn it down.’


  ‘Lisa and Martin’s old place?’ asked Annette, pinning a tail on a monkey.


  ‘That’s right.’


  ‘How strange. That’s generally a safe area.’


  ‘Apparently Martin’s distraught about it – the last straw, that sort of thing – and now he’s gone missing.


  He was last seen ranting and raving near the bus station. It sounds serious, doesn’t it? Nobody’s seen him since. Thank God I’ve only got one class this morning, that’s all I can say, then I’m off home. Two painkillers and a nice cup of tea, then it’s straight to bed for Georgie! Now Annette, you’re an old timer, one of the old guard: have you noticed how waves of madness come around in this place, and everything, absolutely everything, just goes to pot? Have you noticed that?’


  Annette laughed.


  ‘No, I’m serious. Anything could happen at the moment, that’s how I feel. You wait, something bizarre is about to happen to every one of us. So just you watch out, m’laddie! It’s one of those times. Are you sure you’re feeling alright, Mr Joe? You don’t look yourself.’


  ‘I’m fine.’ I did feel strange – unsettled. Georgie caught me swallowing some painkillers. ‘Oh! That’s the other thing,’ she continued, ‘Tom’s gone missing too. See, I told you, it’s bizarre. The thing with Tom is really quite exciting. Apparently he’s being sought by the police, or the government, or the military – anyway, somebody’s after him. Tom’s really got himself in hot water this time.’


  Annette muttered.


  ‘The men in uniform have been asking for him at the front desk all morning,’ said Georgie. ‘He was supposed to have taken a class at nine and he simply hasn’t shown up. I wonder where he could be hiding.’


  Footsteps approached the staffroom. A gaunt figure leaned in the doorway.


  ‘Tom, old chap!’ cried Georgie. ‘We’ve been worried sick about you!’


  ‘Have you?’ Tom said softly. ‘That’s nice. Someone else taking my class, I hope? That’s good. I guess I owe them one.’


  He sank into the battered couch facing the door, and began forlornly stroking his moustache. Even his moustache looked weary. Sighing, he began rolling a cigarette. His clothes were crumpled, his eyes bloodshot.


  ‘You are alright, Tom, old stick?’ asked Georgie, peering at him from her desk.


  ‘Oh … a bit down and out. Yeah. You know. You have your ups and downs in this place.’


  ‘Oh?’


  ‘In a spot of bother, actually, Georgie. You know.’


  ‘Really?’


  Tom drew the cigarette paper across his sizeable tongue. ‘Yeah, bit irritating, actually. Everything seems to happen at once in this country, doesn’t it?’


  For a moment Tom’s eyes filled with what might become tears. The staffroom held its breath.


  ‘Ah well,’ he murmured, and bit his lower lip. ‘The bank.’


  ‘What about it?’


  ‘Gone bankrupt, Georgie.’


  ‘What bank?’


  ‘Tiger Bank.’


  ‘Never heard of it.’


  ‘Well, a small venture it is, or was, you know, they generally are here. Yeah. Result is – well, in short, all my money’s gone.’


  ‘Oh, Tom, that’s terrible.’


  ‘Yeah. And my visa’s run out. I need the money to get out of the country if I want to get a new visa to get back into the country, in order to stay on in the country – which is where I want to be. Confusing, isn’t it? Sort of stuck here, when I’m not supposed to be here at all, but I want to be here. Yeah. All a bit of a balls-up, really. Hey, good night the other night, wasn’t it, Joe, at the disco?’ But soon Tom returned to his theme. ‘Been a bit sick lately, too, this ringworm. And the shits, just can’t get rid of them, wears you down after a while, that sort of thing, doesn’t it? Everyone seems to have the runs here, more or less most of the time. I think it’s because the locals wipe their arses with their hands and they really shouldn’t do that. Yeah. There needs to be some kind of campaign about that, a public health campaign or something. It’d be worth the money. Disease spreads so fast in this heat, too. I just need a decent roast, you know, with lots of potatoes and beans and carrots and all that, and some nice thick gravy. That’s what I need. Something to bind me up. Or a big, juicy, barbecued T-bone, with some onions fried on the hotplate, like they do in the Midwest, or even some plain old snags with tomato sauce, like I used to have in Oz. Bloody sick of nasi goreng and gado gado, I am. God knows how many fingers have been in the bowl.’


  ‘I’ve been craving really good fish and chips,’ said Georgie excitedly, ‘no chance of germy fingers there! I truly lie awake at night thinking about fish and chips, you know, with lashings of salt and vinegar, and a slice of lemon, a tub of mayonnaise, the lot. I used to buy them on the pier at home. The sea seemed so fresh and clean at home. Everything did. The North Sea is not the Yellow Sea!’


  ‘And to cap it all off,’ Tom continued, ‘the house where I’ve been staying has disappeared. Gone. Came in and bulldozed the street at four in the morning, they did – no notice, no community consultation, no nothing. Just like that, it was. Didn’t tell anyone.’


  ‘They can’t do that!’ shrilled Georgie, throwing down her pen. ‘What about the people!’


  ‘The people were running about in the street, that’s why I’m a bit bleary-eyed today. Didn’t get much sleep, you know. Doesn’t rain but it pours, eh, Joe? Ah well. Just couldn’t take that class this morning. Couldn’t face it. All those little Chinese kids. So clean and keen. Yeah.’


  Tom shook his head philosophically, and continued. ‘Then there’s this girl, see, who’s onto me – telling lies about me – says I have to marry her – you know how it is, they all want you to marry them once it’s too late. Then there’s this other girl who says she’s going to kill herself if I don’t marry her – and they found out about one another, see. Yeah. And they’re going to kill one another. Or themselves. Or me.’


  ‘Oh, Tom –’


  ‘Worst thing is I’ve had this religious fanatic keeping me up all night, I have, calling down God’s wrath upon me. There’s always one. I think he’s mentally ill. Gets you down, that sort of thing, doesn’t it. God’s wrath, directed at you personally. Yeah. Don’t like those religious types. Hey, anyone heard about this imam calling for some kind of jihad against the Westerners here? Seems he’s stirring everyone up –’


  ‘What? Are you serious?’ cried Georgie.


  ‘I’m sure it’s only a rumour,’ said Annette. ‘I’ve heard this before, nothing ever comes of it. Not enough people take their religion seriously here, Tom. It’s too tropical.’


  ‘Well, must just be me they object to.’ He laughed, a kind of braying.


  The school receptionist sashayed into the staffroom, pert in her red uniform and high heels. ‘Joe, telephone for you.’ She pirouetted. Tom watched her going down the corridor, licking his lips.


  ‘They’ve tracked you down, young man!’ called Georgie as I left the staffroom. ‘Hey, don’t admit anything! And don’t sign anything!’


  Their laughter faded. ‘Oh, yes, and then there’s the latest about Martin,’ Tom was saying as I moved out of earshot, ‘in a downward spiral, is poor old Martin. Wouldn’t want to be in Martin’s shoes … ’


  6
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  Down the phone I heard a woman’s voice, a voice from long ago, a long ago I could not place. ‘This is Babette. We met a few years ago. Well, six years ago now. I knew your brother, Emile. Hello? I’m a friend of Emile’s.’


  The call distracted me during the lesson that followed. Babette had asked me to her house. ‘Come tonight,’ she said, ‘after dinner. Come later, after eight, when the children have gone to bed, so we can talk.’


  After the lesson I wandered under the plane trees: I found I was too hungry to know what to eat, to have the presence of mind to stop to eat. I stood before a warung – one of a multitude of small roadside restaurants consisting of a marquee, a brazier, some tables and benches. I had eaten here before, and it was good. But I kept on with a kind of involuntary drifting, parting a flock of white-shirted, identical-looking children. This flock began threading through a second flock of white-shirted, identical-looking children. School was in two shifts here.


  I only just remembered that I had arranged to meet Aki for lunch that day at the nearby Cafe Vermeer. The cafe building was a Dutch colonial house with thick whitewashed walls, wide overhanging eaves, blue shutters, and low-spreading, shade-giving trees. I arrived a little early but found her already waiting, perched at a plastic table in the back garden. Aki sat with her back to the building, stubbing out a cigarette. She was alone, apart from a few waitresses posted about.


  ‘Apa kabar? How are you?’ she sang.


  ‘Baik baik saja. I’m fine.’ But I wasn’t feeling too good. I seemed more feverish that day – people, places, everything was paper-thin. And a disorientation was growing in me. I sat with some relief, happy to be screened from the road by the dense, well-trimmed hedge. Walking here from the school had involved knocking back seventy-two solicitations – I had absent-mindedly counted them.


  Aki lit another cigarette. Her nose was small and indistinct, a button nose, and I remembered her face from some ancient Japanese print.


  ‘It was funny, wasn’t it,’ she said, pinpointing me with long, narrow eyes.


  ‘What?’


  ‘The disco. They take it s-o-o-o seriously.’ Aki blew twin jets of blue smoke, regarding me, her clove cigarette sizzling and popping. ‘How’s your job?’


  ‘So-so,’ I answered.


  ‘Got a contract yet?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Is the school going to fix up your working visa?’


  ‘It is.’


  ‘And they’re paying you alright?’


  ‘So far.’


  ‘But you’ve been okay?’


  ‘Yes. I’ve found a new place to live, at Lisa’s.’


  Aki pursed her lips, eyes tracking a head moving above the hedge. It was the head of a becak driver. Becak were three-wheeled pedalled vehicles, which quietly swarmed public places and intersections. The man’s weathered head rose and fell, rose and fell, his burnt skin stretched tight over sharp planes. He looked preoccupied, anxious.


  ‘Find some ally at work,’ advised Aki. ‘I’ve been living here three years now, and I’ve learnt to trust two people. But two’s enough. Anyone living here becomes a great gossip. That’s the main problem. Gossip’s a disease in this place. Basically there’s nothing else to do.’


  ‘Sounds a bit like the suburb in Sydney I grew up in.’


  ‘Come to think of it – it was like that in Osaka too! But no. Be careful. It’s different here. Appearances are everything.’


  She made a fierce little movement, catching the eye of a waitress. A small army of these girls, dressed in orange, stared out windows, lolled behind the counter, stood about the garden. A pair was going through the motions of sweeping the garden path.


  ‘What did you think of Tom?’ Aki asked. ‘He’s gone to seed. But you can trust Georgie. I’m friends with Georgie and Babette.’


  ‘You know Babette?’


  ‘Everyone knows Babette. She taught me English when I first arrived. She’s been here forever. Well, forever for an expat.’


  ‘My brother knew Babette.’


  ‘Ah. Your brother told you about this place.’


  ‘I visited him once while he was here. Years ago now.’


  ‘And why come back?’


  ‘The place stayed with me. It intrigues me. How could somewhere so different exist just over the water? I mean, I don’t idealise Indonesia, I don’t put it on a pedestal like some Westerners do.’


  ‘You mean Lisa. Does your brother ever come back?’


  ‘I don’t know. I don’t think so. He’s teaching in Japan at the moment, as far as I know. That was the last I heard.’


  Aki watched, eyes narrowed, thinking.


  ‘So what brings you here, Aki? Japan is a lot further than Australia from Java.’


  ‘Japan is too …’ She squeezed her shoulders and screwed up her face and laughed. ‘I had to get out. In a sense here is worse, it’s even more restrictive. But at least in this place I’m a foreigner. I can get away with things for that reason. Like talking to you, the two of us. I couldn’t do that if I was a local. I tell you, they are obsessed with appearances. And I can smoke in public here. If I was Indonesian, it would be assumed I was some kind of slut or prostitute, because I’m smoking in public, and I’m alone with a man. But, no, I’m really here because I’m studying Indonesian history. I’m writing my thesis at the moment. Or I’m meant to be. It’s about the Japanese occupation.’


  Aki paused as the waitress placed glasses of weak orange-brown tea on the table. The girl scratched our order with a pink pencil stub.


  Aki shook her head at the departing girl, and peeled the foil from another packet of cigarettes.


  ‘After all that I bet she doesn’t bring us what we asked for. They’re incapable of following instructions. Where was I? Oh yes. It’s hard for me to find out about the occupation, hard for me to get information. First there’s the problem of having to learn so many languages. Dutch is the hardest. Then there’s the problem that almost all the records the Japanese military kept were destroyed at the end of the war, and the Indonesians wrote next to nothing about the war themselves; they’re not in the habit of writing. Then there’s a culture here of not talking about anything difficult or confronting or unpleasant. You simply don’t talk about potentially embarrassing or hurtful things. It’s as if you can’t afford to, the fabric of society is still too fragile here. If you are forced to talk about bad stuff from the past, you agree to lie about it – sorry, I mean use euphemisms! There’s fear in this country. It’s only been a few decades since one million communists or so-called communists were shot on this island. That’s one million. Ibu, who you are staying with, her husband was one of them. The three girls she calls her daughters, their families were more of the dead. See, the fabric is still very thin.’ Aki was tearing the cigarette foil into little pieces. ‘But as far as getting information goes, the main problem is I’m Japanese. Many Indonesians still remember what the Japanese did here, the old people were children then. When I walk down the street they whisper behind my back, “Japanese, Japanese”. They click their fingers, like this: click, click. They never do it to my face, of course.’


  ‘I thought they only did things like that to bulehs.’


  ‘No. On the other hand they idealise the Japanese for standing up to the Europeans and briefly defeating them. If not for the Japanese, perhaps Indonesia might not have gained independence after the war, at least not so quickly. But as an invaded country they haven’t forgotten the war.’


  Aki waited while a fresh waitress, who I at first took to be the same as the last, placed some bread on the table.


  ‘Some of the things the imperial army did here are pretty painful to learn about. But for some reason I need to know. I want to face the past. It’s no good having secrets. They make you ill. Not just mentally and spiritually, but physically ill. I find Indonesia a very secretive society. And that’s coming from me, a Japanese! Secrecy here is entrenched at all levels. Nothing’s ever approached directly, because that’s not safe. Things are avoided, coded, left unsaid. It’s a pressure cooker society, over eighty million people in Java alone, all coming from hundreds of different ethnic backgrounds, all living on top of one another. Most of them have almost no education beyond primary level and can’t expect to get more than a bit of food and some shelter for the day. You can see for yourself that’s how most people live here, day after day. Just surviving. That makes people angry, depressed, frustrated. And people are often sick – that doesn’t help. If you stay long enough, you’ll see some of that anger bubble over, particularly in the build-up to the wet season. It’s scary. And the great mass of people is politically powerless. That can’t last. So things are approached sideways, the long way around, the safest way around – if they’re approached at all. Everything is distorted as a result. That makes finding out the truth almost impossible.’


  ‘My great-uncle fought the Japanese in Java.’


  ‘Ah. It could have been Bandung. What happened to him?’


  ‘I don’t really want to say.’


  ‘You don’t have to spare my feelings, Joe. I’m reminded every day of what the Japanese did here. In fact, I’m searching for it.’


  She took up her glass of tea, observing me over its rim. Her eyes seemed almost to close. I could not tell if she was looking at me. ‘There’s an old Dutch building up in the hills around Bandung, Joe. It was used by the imperial army in the war. I’ll take you there, if you want. I go there sometimes. There’s a graveyard too, from the war.’


  ‘Okay. But it’s not a big thing for me.’


  ‘It is for me. Not many people are interested in the past. I am. I’m a historian. I believe all questions and answers lie in the past. Indonesia has a very long past, many pasts. Not many people outside or even inside the country know about it. Do you know what kind of history they teach the kids in the schools here?’


  She reached for the bread on the table, broke it, and handed me half.


  7
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  I spent the afternoon with Aki. It was evening when I went back to Lisa’s. I peeped behind the sheet tacked over the window. The anglers squatted in a line on the causeway, exactly as they had in the morning. Only now they sat in gathering gloom. The imams started up from different towers, this time tinnily bewailing sunset.


  Then I heard a little animal scraping and shuffling somewhere in the house. I found Budi sitting on Lisa’s bed, his smooth face puffy.


  ‘What’s wrong?’


  ‘Dia belum pulang,’ the boy sobbed. ‘She hasn’t come home yet.’


  ‘Lisa?’


  ‘Yes, and she’s with him.’


  ‘Dengan siapa? With who?’


  ‘Dengan Clive. She used to like me. But now she likes Clive better. He gets to ride her bike, he gets to ride her. And Adi, he gets her every night. Why does she like him? He’s creepy. Don’t you think? And sometimes Lisa makes all three of us get into bed with her at once. I don’t like doing that. I won’t tell you about that. Worst of all, this morning she bought Adi a new shirt. She bought Clive one too. And they’re red ones, that’s my favourite colour. I want to run away. I know when I’m not wanted, but I have to stay in this house because I don’t know anyone else in this city. I come from far away. No one’s even heard of my island. Adi said my island wasn’t on the map yet. And that could be true.’ The boy wiped tears across his face.


  ‘Does Clive –’


  ‘Clive? Don’t mention Clive! Clive and I were best friends. When we left the village and came here we promised to go halves in everything, like brothers. But now that Lisa likes him better he thinks only of himself. He’s getting really sombong, really up himself.’


  ‘I’m sure she doesn’t like him better, Budi.’


  ‘Yes she does! And none of the neighbours are talking to any of us because we’re living with a white woman. Clive says they’re jealous. And – and they think it’s bad, sinful. They think we’ve all got AIDS and they’ll catch it from us. At first they kept asking us to borrow things for them. They didn’t understand that we had to ask Lisa first. It’s hard to keep asking Lisa for things. So when we said no to the neighbours, they stopped talking to us. Now they think we’re all sombong.’ Budi grew reflective. ‘Lisa does look after us, it’s true. We have things they don’t. But now Clive gets to use her bike, when I never do. I really want to ride that bike. And he gets to use her CD player. And he can go to the fridge and get food whenever he wants, like Adi does.’


  Budi looked about the empty room. He looked like a freshly minted Buddha, an ancient boy. ‘I do like it here really,’ he sniffed. ‘I forget how much I’ve already got here. Lisa gives us food – I’ve never eaten half as much food in my whole life. And a bed. There’s a good feeling here, too, Lisa says good things happen here. Although it’s been getting a bit scary in the last few days. I know the neighbours want us to go. And the owner keeps changing the conditions, and the Pak R.T. keeps making requests Lisa can’t meet.’


  The Pak R.T. was the local, nominal community leader.


  Lisa strode past the window, pale against the evening. ‘I’ve got a letter!’ she sang, rushing in and sitting cross-legged on the floor. Budi clapped for the sudden happiness in the house. ‘It’s from Mummy and Daddy. After all this time, they’ve written. It’s from Rio. And here’s another from the house owner. But I’ll open that last.’ Lisa tore open the envelope from her parents, and read. The clove cigarette crackled between her fingers. Then her face grew bland, and the page sailed to the floor.


  Budi almost crawled to her side.


  ‘Where’s Clive? Where’s Adi?’ asked Lisa, stonily.


  ‘They’re not here.’


  ‘Where are their things?’


  ‘They’ll be back, don’t worry,’ said Budi. ‘Bad news?’ he whispered, gently touching the letter.


  ‘No,’ replied Lisa dully. ‘No news. Oh, their boat’s in good condition. The keel’s fixed.’


  ‘I’m going out for a while,’ I said. ‘When I come back I’ll bring some beer.’


  ‘Yes, you go. Yes – beer, that’s a good idea.’


  It was dark. Taxis slowed to identify, trail, hail, berate. Bright minibuses shadowed me along the street, before spurting off irritably. Another would appear within seconds, veering across tink-tinking bicycles, honk-honking becaks, beep-beeping cars, turning my head with a snap of the fingers. I only ever wanted to walk. Tonight I continued unthinkingly uphill. Houses leaned into one another. A mouth organ played snatches of a song I half recognised. Trumpet flowers quivered between trees thick with a pink bell-shaped fruit I had never seen before.


  Mad-eyed men lolled, and asked, ‘Mau ke mana, Mister?’


  ‘Just walking.’


  ‘Ah, just walking. He’s just walking.’


  The open gutters by the path, a metre wide and deep, roared with water. That was strange: the path was wet, and I was wet, yet I could not remember any rain.


  Then I was being pelted, pelted with peels and husks. A monkey sat chained in a tree above, baring its teeth. I hurried on. Now the moon was trying to peep through. The stars might become visible tonight. I had not seen stars since arriving in this place.


  The streets began to match a map long dormant in my head, and I saw I was close to Babette’s house. I had forgotten Babette. But I had walked this way before. I had visited her with my brother, Emile, years ago, and now I was unthinkingly retracing the path. When I crossed that bridge ahead and rounded a bend, I would see her house, set back on a rise. And there it was.


  I leaned on her gatepost. Why were my shoes so wet? That’s right, I had got sodden. And now, in the warm night, and after my rapid walking, I was literally steaming.


  Behind the gate ran a dark garden. The skeleton of some century-old plan could still be traced in silver outline – a moonlit banyan tree growing in the midst of what had once been a circular gravel drive, a rose bed being reclaimed by a swathe of hibiscus, the tissue-paper flowers pushing through the thorns. I came to a wooden door in a stone wall, and knocked.


  The door was opened immediately by a child-sized maid, who closed the door behind me and bolted it then quickly slipped away, leaving me in a roofless high-walled courtyard. I had forgotten the courtyard. I looked up, turning in circles, and saw the newly revealed stars, isolated, or in sprays of nebulae. The stars illuminated black and white flagstones patterning the courtyard. I wandered down a colonnade alongside the house, past some beast snoring in the dark. It was quiet here, and smelt musty. The walls were cool, a weeping bluestone cut in large blocks. I came to another door, this one bolstered with ironwork. It was dragged open by the same maid, now holding a fat candle, and I followed her down a hall, lit only by the candle. My steps clapped and echoed on the stone, while the maid moved quietly, barefoot. She stopped before a red, pleated velvet drape on her left, indicated that I should draw it aside, and disappeared into the darkness ahead.


  Putting aside the drape, I saw first a pale band of light about the middle of the room. The walls were revealed by the mass-giving flames of candles, so that the floor and the roof shaded into darkness. Two large tapestries hung on the far wall. One showed a deer fleeing a hunt; the other, feasting and revelry. Their edges were faded and frayed. Between the two was a blank space, waiting for a third image. A long table ran in front of the tapestries, where the gathered candles cast a slippery light over a series of silver dishes.


  Babette sat in the space between the tapestries. She waited in profile, her golden hair pulled back, her features outlined. She had porcelain skin, and her lashes were long, more visible as shadows on her cheeks. She wore a blue cardigan over a dress of darker blue. Then I saw she was looking down at a baby in her arms.


  ‘Look, he’s here, my little one, Emile’s brother,’ she cooed. The baby kinked to see.


  ‘This is Leni,’ said Babette, nodding to me to sit in an empty chair at the end of the table. ‘My eldest, Amelia, is in bed.’


  Her voice chimed somehow. I did not remember that.


  I sat steaming.


  ‘Sorry to drop in so late, Babette.’


  ‘I said after dinner, didn’t I? We’ve only just finished.’


  ‘Maybe I should come back another time.’


  ‘It’s not that late, is it?’


  ‘I don’t know, actually. I have no idea what the time is. I would have called.’


  ‘But I’ve got no phone. Have you eaten, Joe? I’m sorry, I have to talk quietly and keep still. I’m trying to put the baby to sleep. That way we can have a proper talk. It’s useless when they’re awake.’


  The maid slipped into the room from behind the drape.


  ‘Bring Joe some food and a drink, Mira,’ said Babette in a quiet, commanding voice, ‘and don’t listen to us from behind the curtain.’


  The maid nodded and withdrew. The house was coming back to me now, a rambling Dutch colonial home, cool and dark, always slightly moist. It smelt of damp flagstones and things long held in storage. The flannel smell of baby did not seem so odd here. I listened, becoming aware of rooms around us. There was a child in one of them, asleep. I could hear it breathing, and sense the rise and fall of its quilt. Another room was measured by a dripping tap.


  ‘I’m glad you visited, Joe. I was wondering if you would. But you look hungry.’


  ‘I am hungry.’


  ‘You look so like your brother.’


  She contemplated me a long time, gently rocking the baby. I found her words disagreeable. I could not say why. She called for Mira to hurry up.


  ‘Anyway, it’s probably good you didn’t come earlier. Martin has just been. Have you met Martin yet?’


  ‘I haven’t met him, but I keep hearing about him.’ I was sounding irritable; why did I always forget to eat in this country?


  ‘I’m a bit upset about Martin, actually. He was one of those Westerners who came to Indonesia so together and confident, and now he’s a wreck. This evening he walked in here and burst into tears. He’s being taken apart by this place. I’m a bit rattled myself, sorry. It brings back memories.’


  Mira brought a plate and some cutlery, setting it before me.


  ‘I’m rattled too,’ I said, slowly helping myself to the food heaped in dishes along the table. ‘I don’t know why.’


  I was about to begin eating when I found myself frozen over the plate.


  Babette put down the baby in a rocker beside her chair, then stood and came around the table. She came closer, her eyes moving from one point on my face to another. She leaned over me. I saw a coral pendant swinging at the base of her throat. I could see the yellow in the whites of her eyes. These details began breaking up into crystals. Then I felt her all around me, embracing me. I shivered, and cried for a minute. Then she was gone.


  ‘Mira!’


  Mira answered instantly from behind the drape.


  ‘Bring us that bottle of wine.’


  I began upon the food, ravenous now. Somewhere in the house Mira or someone was opening and shutting cupboards. Every now and then the sound of the street faintly entered the walls – a shout, a whistle, a revved engine. The baby grizzled in the dark, settled. Even as I grew full I shivered. Perhaps it was the dampness in my clothes. Mira reappeared, placed a wine bottle and two glasses on the table, and retreated behind the drape.


  ‘I’ve had that bottle of white for years,’ said Babette, ‘I’ve been saving it up.’


  The baby woke again. Babette leaned to pick it up. She returned to her seat behind the table, slipped her hand inside the cardigan, unbuttoned her dress with one hand, and lifted a breast clear of the material. But the baby twisted away to look at me again, leaving me looking at Babette’s engorged white breast.


  ‘Mira!’


  The maid jumped from behind the drape.


  ‘This isn’t working. Put Leni to bed. Put two blankets on her. Dry ones, not the ones that were on the line today.’ Then she said to me in a voice that still retained authority, ‘Can you ever get anything dry in this country?’ Then back to Mira: ‘She doesn’t need to be changed. Make sure she doesn’t sleep on her stomach.’ Mira took the baby. ‘Then lock the front door. Hang a lamp in the hallway. Don’t disturb us. I’ll take care of Joe myself.’


  Mira carried off a screaming Leni.


  Babette sat rubbing her forehead. She had not done up her dress. I was becoming entirely present. I felt myself almost land in the room.


  ‘This is deja vu,’ Babette said at last, now rubbing her eyes, ‘and I say that because it’s something I should tell you.’


  Babette poured more wine. She saw I had looked away, and absentmindedly buttoned up her dress. I watched her ordering her thoughts, mustering emotions. She was going to tell me.


  ‘How are you feeling now?’ she asked, clearing her throat.


  ‘Better.’


  ‘You can stay tonight if you want. There are plenty of rooms here. Sure you’re alright?’


  ‘I only needed a good feed, and – well, you knew what I needed. I guess I’m a bit homesick, that’s all. I hadn’t realised. It crept up on me. And the wine’s what I needed, too. I’m fine, thank you.’


  ‘In that case, there’s something I have to say to you, Joe. I’ve thought again and again how to tell you this. I had it in mind when I called you today. I’ve had it in mind a long time.’


  I remember smiling at her, still not understanding, only feeling dread. Something was unfolding, something unexpectedly large, something long coiled in on itself.


  ‘I have to say that as soon as I heard you’d arrived here, and I learned who you were, I’ve been meaning to have this conversation. It’s hard explaining this to you, Joe, because I have never explained it to anyone. Not even your brother, Emile. I want to tell you. I need to.’


  The intermittent waves of distantly beeping vehicles had ceased, leaving only the inner noises of the house – a rustling, the baby’s last cries, an animal snorting in the courtyard.


  ‘Mummy!’ piped a voice in a not-so-distant room.


  ‘Wait, Amelia darling, wait!’ cried Babette. ‘Mira! Where are you?’


  Mira called from far away.


  ‘Oh look, that’s done it,’ said Babette. ‘I have to tell you anyway. I’m still not sure how to say this, Joe. In the last few days your brother spent in Indonesia, something happened between us. Perhaps you already know?’


  ‘I don’t know anything.’


  We heard little footsteps pattering down the hall. Babette straightened, and seemed to withdraw. The edge of the drape was moved aside, a little girl peeped into the room. The blue-eyed girl saw me. Her white hair fell to her shoulders. She was dressed in a red satiny Chinese gown with a black cord about her waist. She did not look the least Chinese, however, and she did not look much like her mother. She dashed forward and dipped under the table, rising in the blue folds of Babette’s dress.


  The silence in the room became a spreading bruise. The child buried herself deeper in the dress.


  ‘Can I have some meat?’ squeaked Amelia. ‘Can you bring some slices to me? On the yellow plate. Make sure it’s the yellow.’


  Babette did as Amelia asked, and took the child back to bed.


  Sometime later I became aware of Babette standing by the drape, watching me, waiting.


  ‘I didn’t know I had a niece, Babette.’


  ‘I’m sorry to surprise you.’


  ‘And Emile? He never told me.’


  ‘Emile doesn’t know. After he left Indonesia he never called me, he never wrote. He left long before I knew I was pregnant. Are you angry?’


  ‘Me? No!’


  ‘I thought you might be angry. I thought you might have known somehow.’


  ‘Of course not. How could I? This – this is another world.’


  I rose, and clumsily embraced her. I remember her being rigid at first, then begin to tremble, then grow limp and heavy. Her heaviness flowed into me, turning me to clay. I had to push myself away.
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  I wandered, in a new daze. The stars had gone. I found myself standing before a stall by the road, one of many stalls the size of a large box with the owner perched inside. The very old and elfin man had one tooth, which was overly long. Was I sick, he asked? Lost, then? What did I want to buy?


  His stall displayed the same lines of goods as every other stall, in more or less identical fashion, little packets of little things overlapping in scales, inside and outside.


  I bought some clove cigarettes (good and cheap), some chocolate (bad and cheap), a bottle of water (tap water was dysentery-inducing), and two longnecks of beer. Hadn’t I said that I would buy beer for Lisa? I set off downhill, thinking I would have a quick drink with her and the boys, take a mandi (a shower scooped from a deep, water-filled recess), then go to bed. I would process what had happened at Babette’s in the morning. For now, my mind could not contain it.


  Near the top of the road I thought I saw Adi and Clive, but the two figures disappeared into the darkness of an alley. Near the end of the path I found Lisa and Budi in earnest conversation, before the boy walked away.


  As I approached, Lisa began taking up her backpack, which seemed broken. ‘I can’t go back,’ she said, ‘it’s no good. I’m going. I can’t live in that house any longer.’


  ‘You’re moving?’


  ‘You’ll have to go somewhere else, Joe. We’re not wanted. I’m not wanted.’


  ‘Are you hurt?’ I asked after following her a little way up the hill. ‘Your backpack’s torn.’


  ‘Yes. The strap broke. Martin lives up this road. That’s where I’m going.’


  ‘Are you sure you’re alright?’


  ‘Yes. Leave me and go away.’


  ‘But the house –’


  ‘Just fuck off.’


  ‘Right.’


  She shakily slipped on her backpack, clipping the remaining shoulder strap. Then she turned and staggered, climbing the hill in short crooked dashes, shedding packets of food, tacking into darkness.
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  I fled. After retrieving my things from the house I walked directly to the bus station in the centre of town. I would leave Bandung. I did not teach on Fridays. I would spend three days as far away from this place as I could.


  Emile had once taken me to a strange beach on Java’s southern coast. With the last of my wits, I set about repeating this trip. The bus station was a dusty block in the centre of town. Even at this late hour fleets of vehicles revved impatiently. We set off the moment our full complement was made; soon I was the only passenger awake, watching dark heads loll in the low light.


  Sooner than I expected forms were hardening with morning. Yes, I had been this way before. Mountain peaks above rafts of cloud, red rivers far below, faces ballooning up to the windows, palms spread upon greasy glass.


  ‘Don’t wear green if you’re going to the beach,’ the man sitting next to me suddenly volunteered. I had thought he was asleep. ‘The goddess will eat you.’


  He began tucking in to his breakfast, arranged in a partitioned plastic box, but not before insisting I eat half, seeing I was so unprepared for the journey.


  ‘What goddess?’ I asked.


  ‘The sea goddess. A young and handsome man like you, she’ll gobble you up!’


  Soon the man went back to sleep, using my shoulder as a headrest.


  In the afternoon I sensed the approaching ocean. Yes, I remembered this, too – the trees squatter and scrubbier, the sky paler, the air saltier. Emile had described the place in a letter home, before the letters dried up.


  The road ended in a dismal, windswept village behind black dunes. After booking into the little losmen I went straight to the beach. I’d been missing the ocean, I realised: I must be a coastal creature. A herd of goats nibbled on the dark dune ahead, kids sliding in the sand. Two monkeys, a third, then a fourth, came leaping and slipping down the slope, edging past me with sideways movements. Beyond the dune’s crest ran the ocean, moving rapidly shoreward from several directions at once. It seemed to move in shallow but surging sheets, the foamy crests crisscrossing. The thin strip of dark beach curled, deserted.


  I sat watching the water, while the land behind grew sepia in fading light. On the low headland to the left, stooped figures capered at the jungle’s edge.


  The other headland rose high and rocky.


  A large figure torpedoed in on a wave. The water dispersed, leaving an enormous man in its wake, a man all torso. He walked straight at me, heavily muscled and tattooed, some kind of Islander, no doubt. I thought he was going to walk straight over me, but at the last moment he swerved, saying nothing, only disappearing over the dune.


  I took off my shirt and walked into the water, up to my knees. A swim, the ocean – that was what I needed. To have my head cleared. Noticing a line of foam baubles leading out from the shore, as if a net travelled under the surface, I followed from bauble to bauble, venturing in up to my waist. The waves leapt over one another, low, almost triangular. I looked over my shoulder. From this angle, the low headland seemed familiar.


  I looked back as two waves ran seething toward me. I was standing at the apex of the two walls of approaching water, suddenly able to calculate their power. Then it was done, and I was under, bouncing along the bottom, over sand, over rocks, perhaps I was being swept to the headland … I was driven to the frothing surface, an element half-air, half-water, then dragged down again. I had glimpsed a line of spotted deer, small and delicate, moving along the beach, monkeys knuckling along after them. Up in the other element the sun flamed. But a hand was holding me under. Suddenly sure of this, spite surged in my gullet and I swept aside the hand, driving myself up toward the air, really struggling for the first time. But a body had joined mine, fighting to keep me down. This body’s weight was my weight, it fought as I fought, yet its flesh was softer than mine, and it had full breasts, and its long hair whipped my face. When its fingers pressed against my mouth, I bit them. Then I had found the creature’s throat, and squeezed it, until I could feel its weight separating from me, and bumping away over the sand. It was swept back and down into the ocean, as I was borne to the surface, and by stages out of the water, onto shore.
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  I left my backpack in a room in a cheap losmen near the bus station, and wandered with no destination in mind. I was back in Bandung. It was Sunday afternoon. Turning a corner, I almost trod on a butterfly the size of a plate, trembling on the path, wet, aqua, still unfolding. A small crowd of men circled it. We stared, and then we joked, an oddly elated group.


  Rain pattered through the smell of chicken cooking, frying onion, boiling cabbage, newly pumped petrol, stagnant sewage.


  ‘Mau ke mana, Mister?’ asked the man turning the long lines of spitting satay in the nearest warung.


  ‘Babette’s,’ I replied mechanically, only knowing as I spoke that was where I had been heading. I was nearly there.


  ‘Ah,’ said the man, nodding. ‘Ba-betz. Hati-hati.’


  ‘You know her?’


  ‘You be careful, Mister.’


  I passed again under the chained monkey rattling its links, screeching, flinging its peanuts at the path. I searched for the moon as I crossed the bridge to Babette’s house, but saw only purple cloud.


  Mira seemed to be expecting me. I followed her through the courtyard, past the smell of some animal, which I could hear circling its bed of straw. Babette sat in the room behind the drape, working on a tapestry stretched before her. She had drawn the candles in a cluster about her, deepening the darkness of the room.


  ‘I’m glad you came,’ she said, without looking up or pausing with the needle. ‘I was wondering whether you would. I half expected to never see you again.’


  ‘Sorry to just drop in –’


  ‘Don’t apologise. Your brother hasn’t been back for six years.’


  I sat tentatively at the end of the table, on her right.


  ‘Sorry,’ said Babette, ‘I shouldn’t have said that.’


  ‘How’s – how are the children?’


  ‘In bed. Which is good. You look tired, Joe. Mira!’


  The maid was there.


  ‘Bring Joe some coffee.’


  Mira stepped back.


  ‘I heard about Lisa’s, Joe. People were worried about you.’


  ‘I’m fine. I’ll find somewhere else.’


  Then Babette sighed, and the needle went down. ‘What a place this is. I didn’t want to go to work all last week. Some weeks I’m so unsettled. It’s just the getting to work that I hate. I arrive exhausted. The heat, the crowds. Sometimes I can’t face going outside the door in this country. I never get used to all the attention – the people whistling at you, trying to sell you things. The staring, always staring. It’s like going on stage every morning. Some days I haven’t got the energy for that.’


  As Babette spoke I began to make out the tapestry on which she was working: clouds above a distant forest, flowers at the foot of the image, and in the middle, the foreground, the so far headless bodies of two figures. Lovers, I supposed.


  ‘You’ve got that lost look, Joe.’


  ‘I’m alright, really.’


  ‘I’ve seen it before.’


  ‘No, I’m fine.’


  ‘Do you feel you have to stay in Bandung, Joe? I mean, for my sake? Or Amelia’s? Because that would be ridiculous.’


  ‘I’m staying because I want to stay.’


  ‘I’m glad to hear that. And, you know, it’s such a relief for me to have told you what I did the other night. It’s not good keeping something like that to yourself, year after year.’


  She put down the needle, rubbed her eyes, and smoothed back the escaped tendrils of her hair.


  ‘And it’s good you’ve met Amelia. Since other than me, you’re the only person who knows her story. Do you see? No one else but you could tell her who she is. You’re the only other relation she’s met.’


  Somewhere in the house a child began to cry. Babette began mechanically unfastening the top buttons of her shirt.


  The cry faded. Babette’s hand slowed on a twisted button, then dropped away.


  ‘It occurred to me, Joe, that I should have told you that Emile was good to me. He was good, especially when I first arrived in this place. We used to talk, swap notes. We laughed. He even nursed me once, when I was sick. You’ve got to have someone in this country you can talk to and laugh with and trust. It’s too lonely otherwise. The place seems too strange. I still get overwhelmed, I still misunderstand what’s going on. But I can’t go home. I have a life here, a job, a house, children. At home I’d just be another single mother on welfare.’ She looked up. ‘Is it true that you haven’t heard from Emile for years?’


  ‘He sent my sister a Christmas card last year. From Japan.’


  ‘I’ve not heard from him since the day he left Java. At first I was hurt. Yet not really surprised. Emile never did anything in half measure, did he? I suppose he needed to leave all this behind.’


  ‘Although he seemed to love it here.’


  ‘And he was doing very well.’


  ‘He raved about the place, he virtually insisted I come over to see it. Then suddenly he left.’


  ‘Listen: the last time I saw Emile, he turned up on my doorstep late one night – which wasn’t unusual, he used to drop in unannounced at any time; we had an understanding about that. I gave him some dinner. He had that lost look Westerners get here, sort of hollow. He was in love with a local woman. I had heard a bit about his love affair from other people. I’d seen him be transformed by being in love. It grew in him. It changed the way he looked, the way he moved, spoke, everything. It was all the more amazing because he was so – how would you describe him? Not jaded, certainly not unfeeling. But you wouldn’t pick him as the romantic type.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘But he was. It was as if everything he felt for Java – and you know how this island entranced him – had flowed into his love for this woman. But on the night he came here, he had learnt his girlfriend’s family refused to even meet him. It wasn’t going to work. It had sunk in what he was up against. They wanted nothing to do with him. He wasn’t going to get the woman he wanted. He told me all this himself, on that night, that last night. I don’t think he’d ever really been in love before. He told me he hadn’t. And you know what he’s like, all or nothing. I don’t think I was very sympathetic. I didn’t like hearing about this other woman. But he was vulnerable, and he had come to me. That meant something, at the time. And I felt I owed him something. I was lonely, a bit confused, disoriented. He’d looked after me. Now I could … look after him. I’ve never talked about it before. But his story was somehow mine. I fell in love with this country too, and I fell in love in this country. To fall in love in a strange land is doubly confusing. Seeing Martin, and then seeing you the other night, has brought everything back to me. And you look like Emile – you could be Emile.’


  She began sucking her thumb. She had pricked herself.


  ‘I shouldn’t have said that either, I’m sorry. Where’s that Mira with your coffee?’ In agitation she pulled a candle closer. ‘I shouldn’t work at night. It’s stupid. I’m ruining my eyes, I know I am.’


  ‘How did you hear about Lisa’s?’ I asked.


  ‘Aki told me.’


  This surprised me.


  ‘By the way, I think Aki rather likes you. She’s a good person. Please don’t hurt her.’


  I was surprised again.


  For some time we sat. Then I got up, kissed her forehead, and left. She seemed almost to expect this, and did not look up from the tapestry. It was in the story.
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  ‘What’s become of Martin?’ asked Tom, haunting the pigeonholes. ‘Poor sod. Wasn’t such a bad bloke.’


  ‘He’s left his new job and he’s planning to go to one of the outer islands,’ said Jan, a stout English woman with a snub nose and a penetrating voice. ‘I forget which one. Well, is the school going to cut our wages or what? Georgie told me last week they were. What’s the latest?’


  ‘Can’t do, surely,’ said Tom.


  ‘Nothing would surprise me in this bloody country,’ said Jan, ‘they get away with bloody blue murder in this place. What gets me is that the locals are so inefficient. I tried to send a parcel home this morning and it took three hours – three hours – to get sent. It went from one person to another to the next; one little man to stamp it, one little man to wrap it, one little man to unwrap and inspect it, another little man to stamp it again, another little man to weigh it, two little men to sell me the stamps, one little man to lick the stamp, another little man to put the stamps on, and then a group discussion about where it was going and who it was for. And in the end I had to bribe them to put it in the bag to get sent at all – after I’d already paid for the stamps! What a lark, I would say, except it wasn’t funny. They cannot organise a thing – they’re just dumb; no wonder they get dumped on by whatever foreigners come along. That’s their history. And there’s a reason for it.’


  ‘I dunno,’ said Tom, lighting a cigarette, stroking his moustache. ‘May not be all that smart, but they are friendly. Easiest place in the world to live, Indonesia.’


  ‘Oh yeah, they’re friendly,’ said Jan, ‘what a lark! That’s because they always want something from you. That’s why they smile so much, smiling’s the best policy. It’s dog eat dog in this country. I was fooled for about the first two hours.’


  ‘I dunno,’ said Tom, ‘don’t think they expect that much, really.’


  ‘Oh yeah, all this humility crap they go on with, all this politeness – what a charade! Scratch the surface and you’ll find they’re only trying to take you down. How could Tati, an intelligent woman, a good Bible Belt Midwestern American girl, the manager of our school, have married one? She changed her name and religion and apparently does exactly what her husband says – gets down on her knees and scrubs the floor, prays five times a day –’


  ‘Seems happy,’ said Tom.


  ‘She might think she’s happy. The fact is she’s oppressed, Tom.’


  ‘Sounds like you should find another country, Jan,’ laughed Tom. ‘Time to move on, as they say. Yeah. Hey, if it’s organisation you’re after, why not try Japan?’


  ‘Try Japan – what a lark! I’ll try anything after this place.’


  ‘Smart too, over there, really smart, if it’s intelligence you’re after.’


  ‘Oh shut up, Tom. Maybe I will try Japan if they’re going to cut our wages here.’


  ‘Footloose and fancy-free,’ said Tom, ‘that’s the spirit.’


  ‘That’s right, no ties. That’s what I like about Asia – if I don’t like one country, there’s always another. And the pay’s shit here.’


  ‘I dunno,’ persisted Tom placidly, ‘we earn more in a day than most Indonesians would see in a month.’


  Georgie’s voice was approaching down the hallway, rapidly rising from a distant chirruping. ‘Well, well, well, what a class I’ve just had – cheeky, I tell you! That lot needs taking down a peg or two. Hello, Tom, Jan. Oh hello, Joe, m’laddie. Head up, young man! Shoulders back! Hey, what’s up?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  All that week Georgie had been dying to talk to me about Lisa’s, but she couldn’t quite broach it.


  ‘You’re losing weight, m’laddie.’


  ‘Nothing wrong with him,’ said Jan. ‘It’s this bloody country that’s the problem.’


  ‘Are you sure you’re alright, Mr Joe? No. Well, we wouldn’t want to spoil you now, would we? Don’t begin to think it’s easy living in this country. Oh no, no, no.’


  Georgie emitted her trill and sank into her seat. After a few moments she leaned across the desk between us and whispered, ‘Now, I’ve heard that you went to Babette’s last week. Is this true, m’laddie? How was it? Did you meet the children?’


  ‘Yes, of course.’


  ‘Don’t “of course” me, Mr Joe! Take nothing for granted – that’s my motto in this country. I’ve never met the children. None of us have. Haven’t enjoyed the privilege, never was invited! So – come on, out with it: what are they like? What do they look like? They’re not – you know, part Indonesian?’


  ‘The youngest is.’


  ‘Oh, really? So they’ve got different fathers?’


  ‘I assume so.’


  ‘I wonder who – but – the eldest – oh, never mind. And what’s Babette’s place like, on the inside?’


  ‘It’s stone.’


  ‘Yes, I knew that, Mr Joe. You’re not very forthcoming, m’laddie, it must be said. We’ll have to apply the thumbscrews.’


  ‘Georgie?’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘They don’t still have arranged marriages here, do they? I mean, the rich Javanese wouldn’t do that, would they?’


  ‘I’ve never heard of it.’


  A little man with luminous eyes, a goatee beard, and a long twitching nose scooted into the staffroom. ‘Level Three,’ he announced, ‘name’s Susie O. Yes, Susie O. She is gorgeous. Who knows her? Who’s taught her before? What a honey.’


  ‘Oscar!’ protested Georgie, ‘you’re disgusting. The girl’s come here to learn English, not to be perved on by her teacher.’


  ‘What rubbish. She’s come here to hang out with Westerners and hopefully plug into one. She sits in the front row stroking and sucking her pencil.’


  ‘Oscar!’


  Oscar began pacing the staffroom, working his hands together, intent on Susie O of Level Three. ‘She kept looking at me, even after class. She asked to be put in my class. I know she’s singled me out –’


  ‘Oscar!’ Georgie shrieked, throwing down her pen, ‘this is incredibly unprofessional. I’m going to have a word with the management about this. You shouldn’t be set loose on the poor little lambs, a lecher like you.’


  Oscar ignored her. ‘Hey Tom!’ he called the length of the room, ‘do you know a Susie O?’ Tom was loitering near the door.


  ‘Level Three?’ Tom called back, ‘the one with the fuck-me eyes?’


  Georgie’s head shot up.


  ‘That’s her, that’s her! What do you think? Eight out of ten?’


  ‘Do feel free, boys, take no notice of us! Don’t listen to them, Joe.’


  ‘Seven, could be,’ said Tom.


  ‘She’s even got tits, now that’s something for an In–’


  ‘Excuse me, boys! Hel-lo!’


  ‘Does have knockers, come to think of it, doesn’t she,’ mused Tom. ‘I’ve been missing that a bit. Alright then, make it eight out of ten.’


  ‘By the way, has anyone heard about Martin?’ asked Oscar, changing tack. No one had. ‘I heard he had a nasty accident the other night.’


  ‘Really?’ cried Georgie.


  ‘Attacked by a minibus driver – yes, attacked, hit from behind with a spanner while he was getting out of the bus. They’re all Sumatrans, those drivers, they’re dangerous people. Apparently it’s done real damage to his spine. Broken the skin and gone deeper. Refused to pay the fare they wanted him to pay.’


  ‘Sounds like Martin,’ said Georgie.


  ‘Yeah, bit of a tight-arse, really,’ said Tom. ‘Oh, by the way, there’s a new recruit outside. Tati’s interviewing her.’


  ‘Did you say “her?”’


  ‘Where’s she from?’


  ‘Ireland. Pretty, too,’ said Tom, ‘peaches and cream. Fresh from the home country.’


  ‘But what’s she like?’


  ‘Quite curvy.’


  ‘No, no –’


  ‘She seemed a bit shy, you know, just arrived here. A bit stunned, really. Yeah. That stunned look. Not sure who to trust. I think I’ll have to take her in hand. Show her the ropes.’


  ‘Right, I’m going to have a look,’ said Oscar.


  ‘I’ve got a class in three minutes, or I’d save her,’ said Georgie, ‘poor unsuspecting girl.’


  ‘She’s quite a looker,’ Tom droned.


  ‘But unfortunately speaks English,’ Georgie muttered.


  I went back to the losmen. Soon, however, I was getting ready to go out, again with nowhere in mind. I counted my money, arranging coins for beggars and notes for buses in different pockets, then wandered from a maze of alleyways onto a broad street, where the crowns of the plane trees were inset with rain.


  ‘Mau ke mana, Mister?’ parroted the smiling schoolchildren. Morning shift must be over. They were walking home from school in their still-immaculate uniforms. ‘Mau ke mana?’


  ‘The Cafe Vermeer.’


  ‘Ah, Vermeer.’


  I was in a state of absorbing, just watching.


  Two girls skipped over the paved forecourt in front of the cafe, dressed in matching red, jet hair swinging, skipping through leaf-filtered light. About Amelia’s age, they rushed in to hover before rows of sweets under the glass counter, poring over the sliced squares of pink-and-green striped jellies. Nearby, two neat women whispered head to head, sucking something saffron from straws protruding from the one glass.


  Almost as soon as I sat in the garden, a waitress appeared with one of the striped sweets made of coconut milk, prettily arranged with a spray of cocoa on a white saucer.


  ‘But I didn’t order this.’


  ‘We saw you sitting by yourself, looking so lonely. And here’s your coffee.’


  The giggly waitress stood with a colleague, watching me eat. More of them looked on from the cafe, some pointing: See, he is alone, poor man, and far from home. He has no friends. Look how he eats.


  The imams were crying, decrying, decreeing.


  A black and expensive car stopped with a gravelly crunch in the drive at the bottom of the garden. The car rested, considering for a moment, engine humming. The vehicle was anonymous enough.


  Danu emerged, ignoring the orange flock of girls.


  ‘I knew I’d find you here, Joe.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘This is your … hangout. Is that the word?’


  ‘I guess it is. Do you want a coffee?’


  ‘I’m sorry, I can’t. I’m alone.’


  ‘Of course. Sorry, wrong country.’


  ‘But do you want to see where I live? It’s not far away.’


  We headed toward the hills around the city, where the cooler heights were enjoyed by grander houses.


  ‘You know I’m very forward for an Indonesian woman, Joe.’


  ‘I’m gathering that.’


  ‘You like forward women?’


  ‘Demure women don’t really interest me, no. And I don’t like simpering women.’


  ‘What’s that mean?’


  ‘Giggling, silly and giggling.’


  ‘Is that a common word?’


  ‘It’s pretty uncommon. It’s derogatory.’


  Danu weaved through the traffic. I found the hairs were standing up on my arm nearest her hand.


  ‘Now I think you’re criticising my countrywomen, Joe.’


  ‘Some act a bit cutesy, that’s all. Saccharine.’


  ‘That’s something I put in my tea.’


  ‘I mean the women act overly sweet.’


  ‘Oh, I agree. The women here act like ten-yearold girls until they get married. Then they become maternal overnight and talk like old … matrons, I think you would say.’


  ‘You’d say that.’


  ‘They think that’s attractive to men. You don’t?’


  ‘No I do not. You’re grilling me.’


  ‘Sorry. I’m studying law! And I’m doing it while I’ve got the chance. I don’t often find someone I can really talk to – I mean, fearlessly, openly. Most of the women I talk to only want to get married and have kids. Or they say they do. This country is boring me to death.’


  ‘What about on campus?’


  ‘I don’t go to campus anymore. My parents have stopped paying for my studies. They say they won’t pay until I marry the man they want me to marry. That’s a big problem for me. Study is expensive here.’


  We waited at an intersection. Danu was pensive. Suddenly she said, ‘What would you do in my position, Joe? It’s like this: there’s a man I want to marry, and he wants to marry me. We’re engaged. But my family wants me to marry the rich Javanese boy they chose for me about the time I was born, the one whose family owns half the oil in Sumatra or somewhere. What would you do? Am I wrong to want to marry someone my parents hate? I have to choose between my family, my past, my religion, my culture – and a man. I have to choose, and I don’t have much time left. I want to know what you think. Is any person worth that?’


  The traffic moved and she accelerated, almost hitting a becak driver, who waved her back serenely.


  ‘Why ask me?’


  ‘Because you’re an outsider, you’re disinterested, you’re independent. That makes you relatively trustworthy.’


  ‘Relatively.’


  ‘Well, this is my life. I’ve told nobody what I’ve just told you, not a single person. Or only bits, to different people. The thing is, my fiancé has been out of the country for some time, but he’s coming back soon – any day now. When he gets here we’re going to run away together, marry, and leave the country.’


  Danu did a U-turn. I said nothing.


  ‘We’ve got everything arranged, passports, papers, who to pay. But until then I’m left waiting and having to deal with my family.’


  We were meandering through a maze of alleyways.


  ‘Wouldn’t your family get used to this other man you want to marry, in time?’


  ‘No. You see, the problem is, he’s a Westerner. Or that’s part of the problem. Part of his unsuitability. I know what you’d advise me to do, Joe, if you felt free to. Go with your heart. That’s what you’d say.’


  I felt myself smile, and the hairs on my arm came back up.


  ‘You’re all so selfish, you Westerners,’ she said.


  ‘You’re so dutiful, you Easterners.’


  We came out onto a main road, only to be stopped again. Danu put down her window, gave a beggar a note, and put the window back up.


  ‘You know, I’ve got nothing to lose in talking to you like this, Joe. Nothing. I think about things like that a lot – who loses, who wins, what’s at stake. Percentages. People think I have everything. But because all I want is something I cannot have, I have nothing. Look, let’s not go to my place, Joe. The maid’s there, and she’ll tell my family. Let’s keep driving. And this might be the last day I have a car. My family’s taking that, too.’


  ‘Where do you want to go?


  ‘Have you been to the Japanese caves yet?’


  ‘Maybe I should go home, Danu.’


  ‘Come on, you’ll love the caves. They’re weird. They’re tunnelled into the hillside. It’s where the Japanese kept all their bullets and bombs during the war.’


  How did she know I would like that? Where exactly were we going, and where would we end up? The road was steep. I felt the flicker of my moral compass wavering, and an accompanying nausea. I felt like the madly sliding bubble in a spirit level.


  The caves were hidden in a forested park in the hills. We walked down a red slippery path under the trees. The day’s rain had passed. Sunlight gave the distant forested slopes a broccoli texture, the trees glistening along the ridges, dark in the ravines. Time had passed, and somewhere an imam called, then another and another. But not too close.


  ‘There are usually more people about,’ said Danu. ‘It’s a bit odd.’


  ‘Aren’t you worried about us being seen?’


  ‘We’ll pretend we are married. We’re married. Would that be fun? Would you pretend we’re married?’ She smiled, extending her hand.


  ‘I would pretend.’


  We laughed, wide-eyed and staring, and I took her hand.


  ‘If you married me, it would solve all my problems, Joe.’


  ‘Just like that, with a wave of my … hand.’


  ‘We could go back to Australia together, I could be free. Yes, it would solve everything.’


  ‘I’d love to solve all your problems, Danu. God knows I would. So – will you marry me?’


  ‘I would, as it would solve all my problems! Except one. There’s still the problem of Passion Island.’


  ‘Oh, drat Passion Island!’


  ‘I love another man. And my love hasn’t grown old, either.’


  ‘If only you could love me. Then all your problems would be solved.’


  ‘Could I try?’


  We laughed again, simultaneously raising our hands, swinging them.


  We came to a bare area before a bald rock face, where two high arched entrances led into the rock. The Japanese caves. ‘They branch off through the mountain like a maze. No one really knows how many there are. Come on, let’s go in.’


  We paused as the imam’s call ceased, the message from far away retreating over the canopy. Voices were approaching along the path, and our hands unclasped. We walked apart into darkness.


  12


  ~


  Aki sounded wary when I called her the next week. ‘My boyfriend DJ will be here,’ she said.


  ‘Okay.’


  Aki was living in a boarding house, three long low buildings around a grassy compound kept immaculately trimmed and mown. She met me at the door of her room.


  ‘Let me make you tea, Joe. It’s Japanese tea, real Japanese tea. I’m sorry the room is so small. DJ should be here any moment. Sit, sit.’


  I took off my shoes and placed them by the door, which Aki left open. A bed, a desk, a cupboard and a chair were crammed into the room. The walls were covered with Japanese pictures and artefacts – a fan, some calligraphy, a print of some blossom. She wanted me to sit in the chair. I sat on the floor on a cushion. After switching on a little plastic kettle on the desk, she perched on the bed, legs dangling over the side, and lit up a cigarette with her big hands.


  ‘Where did you go?’ she asked, after a second long inhalation. ‘We lost track of you.’


  ‘I went to Pandangaran for a few days. Or is it Parangtritis? What’s that beach called? The spooky one with the black sand? Wherever it was, I only stayed a few days.’


  ‘But where are you now?’


  ‘At a losmen near the station.’


  ‘We’ll have to find you somewhere else. I’ll ask around. Okay?’


  ‘Great.’


  ‘We didn’t know where you were. We were very worried. I even had Danu around here asking after you.’


  ‘Danu came here?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘But – how do you know her?’


  ‘We went to the same English school. We learnt English from Babette together. Danu was always the best in the class. People said even then that she spoke English perfectly. Does she?’


  ‘She does.’


  ‘She seemed very worried about you, too.’ Aki almost closed her eyes. Her nose released smoke. ‘You’d better be careful with her.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘She’s got a mad brother.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Bobo. He’s insanely jealous. Jealous of her. Yes. Bobo won’t let Danu go near a man. Any man.’


  ‘That’s strange. I haven’t met him.’


  ‘You will.’ Aki smiled. ‘Although I hear that Danu’s pretty clever at throwing him off the trail.’


  ‘He’s got nothing to worry about with me. Danu and I aren’t going out or anything.’


  ‘Sorry, Bobo doesn’t understand those kinds of distinctions. Anyway, be careful. He has a history of violence.’


  ‘Great. I look forward to meeting him.’


  ‘Have you heard about Lisa? She’s back with Martin. They’re heading to Flores. They have a strange relationship. On again, off again. I think Lisa is a bit …’ Aki twirled her finger around her temple. ‘Now, about my boyfriend, DJ – I want to warn you, Joe, he will try to sell you something, okay? But don’t get involved. Just don’t buy anything off him. And don’t say yes to anything – no plan, no meeting, nothing.’ Aki gestured flatly with her hands. ‘He’s a born entrepreneur, and he’s always trying to drag other people into some scheme or other. He’s been dying to meet you.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Yes. He knows the Idas, too. He’s a friend of Ronnie’s.’


  The Idas were old friends of Emile’s, a family I had also got to know. It was the Idas who had asked me to take part in their daughter’s wedding ceremony.


  ‘Ronnie’s beside himself organising his sister’s wedding. Oh, that reminds me, Joe – he wants you to go over as soon as possible. You have to be measured up for the groom’s party. We should do that today. DJ knows all about it.’


  ‘I’ve got to get measured?’


  ‘Yes. You’re wearing special clothes. You’ve got to get measured for a sarong. DJ and I were going over later. You could come with us.’


  Aki stubbed out her cigarette.


  ‘How have you been, Aki?’


  ‘Homesick,’ she muttered, turning down her mouth. Then she jumped up and dragged from under the bed something resembling a child’s coffin. She opened long cardboard flaps. ‘Look what my family sent me. This is what made me homesick. They were trying to cheer me up. I just cried and cried.’ Aki began pulling packets of food out of the box: dried fish, seaweed crackers, noodles, endless packets of tea. She smelled each parcel. ‘You’ve got to keep eating properly here,’ she said. ‘People eat less and less the longer they stay. It’s the heat, and the stomach problems. I suspect a diet of only Asian food isn’t entirely adequate or appropriate for Westerners. You’ve lost weight, for example.’


  ‘I’m always a bit sick here.’


  ‘I’m used to it, finally. Still, I’m always irritated here – here, inside.’ She placed a hand over her stomach. ‘And here.’ She placed a hand over her heart. ‘It’s the constant attention. There is no privacy in this place. They think there’s something wrong with you if you want to be alone. There is nowhere you can go to be alone. It’s killing me. Being Japanese I’m supposed to be used to having no privacy. But this is different.’


  ‘Everyone wants a piece of you.’


  ‘Exactly.’


  DJ arrived. He was short but solid, with a boyish face and a grin. He looked well-fed and pleased with himself, and was sharply dressed. He sported what looked like a pager clipped to his waist, and put away his mobile when he saw me. Staring a little disbelievingly into my face, DJ shook hands vigorously, always grinning, making little jokes. Then he handed me his card. ‘It’s got my number on it, Joe. Call me if you ever need help. With anything. Anything.’ He made the same flat gesture with his hands that Aki had made. Aki watched with a poker face. ‘Joe, what about the Idas – they’re waiting for you! You’re holding up the wedding. They’ve been looking for you all week. You need to be measured up. The wedding’s not far off. Now that we’ve got you, I think we’d better go over there right away. Come on, Aki-san.’ His mobile began ringing.


  ‘Alright, alright,’ said Aki, pushing the box back under her bed.


  ‘Have you been to The Road, Joe?’ DJ asked as we walked toward his car. The Road was a strip of twenty or thirty clothes shops, each shop selling identical ranges of precisely the same clothes. To differentiate between shops, huge carvings of demons stood above each entrance. ‘We’ll have to take you. Indonesian clothes are very, very cheap. You’ll get a real bargain. How much did those jeans you’re wearing cost at home?’


  ‘I don’t know. Fifty dollars?’


  ‘DJ,’ growled Aki. The pager beeped.


  ‘Here, fifteen dollars. Imagine the profit you could make importing Indonesian jeans into Australia. Now, a friend of mine has a friend in Melb–’


  ‘DJ!’ hissed Aki.


  DJ grinned more than ever. ‘Alright, alright,’ he said. ‘We’ll see, we’ll see.’


  The Idas lived in a new and comparatively expansive house, squeezed onto a small block near the centre of Bandung. The house was clearly the grandest in the street, with squat marble pillars either side of double wooden doors. After a short entrance hallway, with rooms to either side, the house opened into a large, high-roofed central living area. The floor was slate, the temperature cool. At the far end of the room stood a long table mounted on a raised area and strewn with food dishes. To the left were a large television and several sofas. In the far left corner a staircase led to a balcony. Upstairs were the rooms of the six Ida children, and a second huge television, currently blaring. The family had three boys – Reggie, Ricky and Ronnie, and three girls – Rini, Ruby and Ratu.


  The father of the household, Doctor Ida, worked from home. His surgery was accessed through a door to the right of the living area. An occasional scream or shriek would pierce the living room from this direction, inconvenient cries everyone ignored. The Doctor publicly deferred to Ibu Ida, or Mama, as everyone called her. Mama was a gravelly-voiced, sharp-eyed, quick-tempered, shuffling, slip-wearing, chain-smoking matriarch. A Sumatran, I had been warned early in the piece: a woman and a people of fierce reputation.


  The youngest son, Ronnie, met us in the living room. He was sleek, lithe, with the long eel eyes of his mother and thick flowing hair. Mercurial by temperament, jittery, always with a cigarette in hand, Ronnie was more the young artist to DJ’s young businessman. He seemed to spend his days watching the news on television and then writing songs about global disasters. He insisted on writing lyrics in peculiarly tormented English, which he gave to me for correction.


  ‘Hey, I’ve got a new song, Joe, come upstairs,’ said Ronnie. We followed as he bounded up to the second storey, away from a high scream coming from the surgery. Ronnie’s song was about a famine in Africa, with verses lamenting the generally poor governance of that continent, and a chorus decrying the evils of colonialism. After cleaning this up, I was ushered into Ronnie’s room for the preliminary measurements for my wedding sarong.


  ‘My God, look how big his chest is!’ said DJ, taking on the role of tailor. He ran the tape down my leg, around my waist, called out the numbers to Ronnie, who punched them into his mobile. All matters concerning the wedding were recorded into or conducted through this particular phone, which was pink. ‘And his legs are – hang on. Let’s check. That can’t be right. Hello, his waist is enormous!’


  Aki sat smoking on a beanbag outside the door, smiling at me slyly.


  ‘The tailor will think we’ve got the wrong measurements.’


  ‘I’ll make a note.’


  Ronnie took me aside and discussed with me the plans for his sister’s wedding. Although he was the youngest brother, it was Ronnie who had committed to managing the wedding. He took me downstairs to his sister’s future boudoir, one of the rooms near the front door, at that moment being painted hot pink. The bed was also pink, as were the chairs, the linen, the sideboard, even the ceiling. Mama shuffled out of her room opposite in a silver satin gown, wracking her throat, looking like she had just woken up. She spied me, squinted, gave another phlegmy cough, then jerked her arm up at me. ‘Eh! Joe! Where’ve you been? We were worried about you! You’re looking far too thin. Have you been eating?’


  ‘He’s here now, Mama. He’s just had something to eat –’


  ‘You’ve lost weight, Joe. What would your mama in America think?’


  ‘Australia, Mama, he’s from Australia.’


  ‘Makan, makan! Eat, eat!’ Mama stood pointing down the hall toward the dinner table. I knew I wouldn’t be allowed to leave until I had tried all of Mama’s favourite dishes, and the food at the losmen wasn’t so good – so I began tucking in.
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  I was wanted on the phone, I was told the moment I returned to the losmen.


  ‘Joe? It’s me, Siri. Danu’s not well. She’s very upset. Something’s happened.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘She wants to see you. Can she see you now?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘This afternoon?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘She’ll come by any minute now.’


  ‘Okay. But Siri –’


  ‘She’ll tell you all about it. You’ll make her feel better. She wants you to wait in the lobby of the losmen.’


  ‘Now?’


  ‘Yes, Joe. You must help her. Can you see her?’


  Through the barred glass a black car was double-parking in the street.


  ‘Goodbye, Siri.’


  The proprietor and several of his helpers watched me going back out.


  ‘Don’t you want to get in?’ said Danu, smiling, oblivious to the cacophony reaching a crescendo behind her.


  I looked about, peeped in the car: what about Bobo?


  ‘I’m not kidnapping you.’


  Danu seemed her usual self. Perhaps she was a little distracted, or just busy handling the peak-hour traffic, beggars on the road, and a convoy of military trucks strung through the town square. I was struck by how the interior of the car had little or no resemblance to the heat and squalor of the street. I began suffering a queasiness I had felt before in that car.


  ‘Where are we going?’


  ‘I wanted you to come and buy some azaleas with me.’


  ‘You want me to buy azaleas with you?’


  ‘Yes! I want to show you my favourite nursery. It’s one of my favourite places. The nursery’s in the hills. It’s a special nursery, entirely for azaleas. Well, it specialises in azaleas. It’s calming. There are lots of plants and no people.’


  ‘You still have the car.’


  ‘I told my family a few piggies.’


  ‘Porkies?’


  ‘That’s it.’


  We came to the nursery. A small white house stood alone by the road. Behind it, potted plants ran off in lines under green mesh. A young woman appeared from a shed as we stepped from the car. She peered up at Danu as if dazzled, and gestured to the plants, smiling.


  We wandered under the netting. Danu observed some plants minutely. Something had altered in her since our visit to the caves. She was further away, much further away. I sensed I had already served some practical purpose: What? I wondered.


  We had been down the pink, the purple, the white rows. Now we entered the red.


  ‘What do you think of this one?’ asked Danu, feeling the leaves of a flowering plant. ‘It would look good by a pond, my pond, don’t you think?’


  I looked at Danu’s hand on the plant, then at Danu. The light under the meshing was green, submarine. Wavering shadows dappled her. I wanted to take the cotton of her shirt between my thumb and fingers. And her shoes made a soft chocking sound on the paved path, expensive, low-soled Italian shoes, their leather darkened from the oozing plastic piping snaking at our feet.


  ‘I want to fill my garden with azaleas. But sometimes I think I won’t be here much longer, so why plant a garden? That’s the thing about gardens and pets – people say they tie you down.’


  I halted as Danu halted, then followed as she moved on.


  ‘Look, this plant is putting out too many blooms. It’s dying. Do you ever think about dying, Joe? I’ve tried to kill myself twice. Do you think there’s any reason not to kill yourself?’ Danu began inspecting the undersides of petals for mites and spiders. ‘People always say, “What about the ones you leave behind?” But my family would only see my death as a missed opportunity. Yesterday they took away my telephone. Can you see why I hate them? Next they will take the car, and then I really will be a prisoner in my own house.’


  We began walking down a row of tiered ferns.


  ‘Time’s running out for me. I’ve got days left. I’m afraid my fiancé won’t arrive in time. You see, if he doesn’t come any day now, it’s over for me. I’ve nowhere to go, no – what’s the word? No alternatives. In Australia it would be different, wouldn’t it? I would never be in this – this –’


  ‘Predicament.’


  ‘– situation.’


  We turned from the ferns to the camellias. Danu picked a dead leaf, inspecting the remains of once fleshy foliage.


  ‘I believe,’ she said, ‘that if you really love one person you should be with that person, whatever the cost. Your society believes that.’


  ‘Does it?’


  ‘It does. It’s in the old legends, the fairytales, the songs. I’ve studied it. So why was I born in a place like this, where I’m not allowed to follow my heart? This man I’m meant to marry is rich, his family is powerful, and everybody thinks he’s good-looking and charming and so on. In fact, he is all those things. But I don’t care, he leaves me cold. What are my options? If I don’t marry him I’ll be disowned and destitute.’


  I felt the buds of a young camellia. ‘What about Passion Island, Danu?’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘It’s here too. Passion, romantic love – it’s here too.’


  Danu darkened. Her head made a snaky movement, the only thing that could be called ugly in her. The snake had come out to certain music.


  ‘It’s not romance I want. It’s love. Someone who sees me for who I am, for what I am.’


  I looked up at the netting. Leaves and seed pods lay in drooping pockets. Hanging baskets of pansies and violets riffled with breezes undetected by my skin. A fountain dribbled into a pond. It was a secluded corner of the nursery.


  ‘I’m always talking about myself, aren’t I, Joe? I’m self-obsessed. Selfish, my family calls me. I never do my duty.’


  I wanted to say, Danu, if you need to escape from this place, marry me. My surprise that I should want to say this kept my mouth shut.


  ‘I’m going to buy this azalea, I think. You’ve been staring at it awhile, and it is pretty.’


  These words seemed to conjure one of the nursery workers, who stepped with a smile from behind a row of plants. Danu made the slightest dismissive gesture with one hand – so slight I did not immediately recognise it. The girl backed away.


  ‘Did I tell you, Joe, about the time this slimy Westerner proposed to me?’


  ‘Really?’ I shivered.


  ‘Yes. He said, “If you marry me, you can come and live in a country where everyone is free and rich.”’


  ‘That’s slimy?’


  ‘Yes, I met him about a year ago. He was so sleazy. I said, “Are you in love with me?” He said he wasn’t talking about a real marriage, that he only meant a marriage to help me get out of the country. He was tempting me. Somehow he’d found out my … predicament.’


  I stood stripping petals.


  ‘He barely knew me. “You don’t love me,” I said, and I told him I’d been in love for six years, that I had been waiting, true to one person, for six years. I’d fought my family – and many of my friends – and all alone – for that love, for that long. That is love.’


  ‘What did he say to that?’


  ‘He said he didn’t mean we’d marry in the proper sense, only legally marry. We’d fly to England, get married in a registrar’s office, and then separate. Then I could stay on in the UK. I said no. He was proposing a marriage of convenience. It would make him – and me – no better than my family.’


  ‘Who was this?’


  ‘I’ll only marry for love, Joe. That’s what I’ve sacrificed the last six years for. To marry for love. Not convenience. I’m not going to change that now, not for anything. I understood he was trying to help me,’ continued Danu in a softened voice, while taking up a flowerpot, ‘but I could never do what he suggested. Never.’


  ‘Even to gain your freedom?’


  ‘Even to gain my life. Which of these ones should I buy, Joe – this one with the big flowers? Or the one with the small flowers? Come on, help me.’


  Another nursery girl appeared from a row of plants, smiling, her pockmarked flesh tinted lime. The imam started up his call, and Danu dropped the plant she had taken up. She plucked a handkerchief from her sleeve and pressed it to her face, the white cloth rapidly reddening. The nursery girl began cleaning up the mess, and we walked on. Nothing was happening.


  The day was dark by the time we were idling outside the gang, a little alleyway, that ran down the side of my losmen. We were saying goodbye when the car lunged forward. I registered a seemingly disassociated crash.


  ‘That’s only Bobo,’ said Danu, opening her door.


  At last! I got to meet Bobo.


  ‘You stay here, Joe. I’ll talk to him.’


  In the mirror a pot-bellied man dressed in white advanced through feeble streetlight toward Danu. I got out of the car. Bobo was shorter than his sister, and his rotundity was oddly disarming.


  ‘Why are you with him? Kenapa?’ Bobo shrilled, waving his short arms. ‘Kenapa?’


  ‘Bobo –’


  ‘Pergi ke mana? Where did you go?’


  Danu answered in Javanese. But Bobo replied in Bahasa. ‘Tell me!’


  Down the alley some windows were being shut, others thrust open.


  ‘I want to know where you went! What are you doing driving about with him? Why is he back?’


  I walked toward them. Bobo did not look at me.


  ‘Nothing has happened between Danu and me, Bobo.’


  ‘Isn’t an Indonesian good enough for you?’ screamed Bobo. He made a sign with one hand.


  Danu walked into the darkness and began retching. Bobo returned to his car, reversing in a series of short screeches down the narrow gang.


  Danu reappeared, slid into the car without a look or a word, slammed the door, and sped away in the opposite direction.
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  I stood alone in the alleyway, with the cats returning to fight over the spilt rubbish. There was nothing to do but to set off walking. I walked a long time, and many things passed before me, but my mind could only loop from the scene with Bobo to Danu’s words in the nursery, then back again to Bobo.


  ‘Mau ke mana, Mister?’ piped voices in the dark, ‘Mau ke mana?’


  ‘To the dogs,’ I growled.


  ‘Ah, the dogs. He’s going to the dogs. What dogs, Mister? You want to go to dogfights? You want to eat dog?’


  The monkey watched me pass. The little simian seemed depressed tonight, jungle-sad.


  Babette’s roses were blooming, heads dense and fleshy in the darkness. I let myself in to the courtyard. Following voices, I crossed the courtyard to the termite-eaten shell of a door in a corner, passing into an inner garden. Babette and Amelia were crouching under a tree, digging in the earth. The scene was lit by a lantern hanging in the branches.


  ‘Ah! He’s here,’ said Amelia, spinning around, hopping up. ‘We were going to eat dinner without you.’


  ‘What? Was I invited to dinner?’


  Babette laughed softly. ‘That’s a game Amelia plays. But stay.’


  ‘A late dinner,’ I said.


  ‘Is it? We don’t take much notice of time here.’ Babette brushed the earth from her hands.


  ‘Sometimes we don’t have dinner at all,’ said Amelia. ‘We never have visitors.’


  I saw the moon, low and yellow, edging over the garden wall, flooding set shards of glass, and brightening hoops of barbed wire. Amelia skipped before us out of the garden, through the courtyard, down the hall.


  ‘You’ve got that look again,’ muttered Babette, briefly pressing my hand.


  ‘I feel better being here.’


  ‘Good,’ she said, and took my hand again.


  I followed her to the kitchen, a poorly lit chamber deep in the house, tonight smelling of roast chicken. Knives, chopping boards, onions, garlic and potatoes covered the huge table. Above hung pumpkins with faces cut into them, a candle burning in each. Along one wall a jumble of canisters and jars covered an old sideboard. Along the far wall ran a deep, dented sink. An ancient-looking oven stood beside it. Here Babette bent in the gloom, lighting a gas ring with a bang. Amelia laughed as I jumped.


  Babette began drawing things from shopping bags, placing each item on the table. Somewhere the baby began crying.


  ‘Don’t worry about Leni. Mira’s looking after her.’


  Babette began washing potatoes. She was dressed in blue again, a loose navy shirt over a pale skirt. Arcs of her tied-back hair escaped forward along her cheeks.


  ‘I still get homesick,’ she said. I heard the blade bite the potato.


  ‘I’m not homesick when I’m here.’


  She peeled the potato.


  ‘Do you ever get to go out for a night, Babette?’


  ‘I could if I wanted to. Mira’s good at looking after the girls. But I’m happiest making things at home. I’m quite privileged. Why? Are you asking me out?’


  She cocked her head and smiled, potato peeler raised.


  Amelia sat sideways on a chair, observing me. ‘Mummy drinks too much sometimes,’ she informed me.


  Babette began slicing white yielding flesh. ‘I miss the long summer evenings in England, the way the light fades. I like the snow, too. God, I could do with some of that around here sometimes. But I can’t go back. Once you’ve decided to live in another country, that’s it, there’s no going back. In your mind you’ve crossed a line. It’s like being married. Things can never be the same.’ Babette put aside the potatoes and washed some mushrooms. She began slicing them. ‘Amelia, do you want to show Joe what you made today? Today we’ve been making puppets, haven’t we?’


  ‘Puppets of devils. And puppets of ghosts. And I make them talk.’


  ‘The puppets are a bit scary,’ said Babette, pulling a face. ‘Amelia gets behind the table and gives me puppet shows.’ She held an apron about her waist. ‘Why don’t you go and get the puppets, Amelia?’ By touch, she tied the apron string in the small of her back. ‘I’m going to cook the vegetables.’


  ‘What’s Joe going to do?’


  ‘He might top and tail the beans.’


  Amelia ran to get her puppets.


  Babette swayed a little as she stirred the mushrooms in a pan of sizzling butter, the butter faintly rancid. She cleaned the baby’s bottle, placing it in a pot of boiling water. Then she stood at the sink stripping the beans. I found I liked the sound of the green flesh parting.


  ‘Joe, could you set the table? The knives and forks are in that drawer. And would you mind carving the chicken when it’s ready?’


  After some time Amelia reappeared, announcing the puppets were not ready. They would not perform. We carried our plates to the room behind the drape, where Mira was lighting the candles. Over the late dinner Amelia grew groggy, then irritable, then jerky, rubbing her eyes. Mira carried her off, the little maid almost bent over double with the child.


  ‘Stay here, Joe,’ said Babette, ‘and I’ll be back.’


  The two tapestries shifted in the candlelight. The dog leapt at the hind’s leg, a hunter slipped and staggered in a stream, a plump man laughed and raised his glass.


  Babette returned, changed into a long, short-sleeved dress. Her hair was back. Her cheeks were flushed. She threw a shawl about her exposed shoulders and arms. She wanted to go out, she said; I had convinced her.


  ‘You didn’t need much convincing! Where are we going?’


  ‘You wait and see.’


  We caught a minibus into the hills, the busload of men staring as one at Babette. After alighting we followed a path down through a stand of forest. I could smell sulphur. Soon we came upon a series of milky, steaming baths, hewn into the hillside. The baths were each a different size and shape, cut into the slope at various angles. Groups of men stayed their distance. The steam thickened as we kept following the path, and the people thinned, then disappeared.


  At some point Babette reached behind and took my hand. ‘They say these baths are healing,’ she said. ‘Emile and I came here a few times.’


  The last bath steamed at the slope’s edge. Through the mist, the city spread below. Off to the side, the moon climbed between screens of bamboo. We slowly lowered our legs into the pocking, bubbling creaminess.


  ‘Ah! Hot!’


  Babette already had her legs in up to the knee. ‘I used to come here all the time. I’d just float for hours looking at the clouds. Sometimes I’d be here at two or three in the morning. Do you want to go in? No one can see.’


  ‘Are you sure?’


  ‘We’re safe. Come on.’


  She lifted her dress over her head, undid her bra, and waded down submerged steps into the water, cupping her breasts, which were streaked with the floury runnels of stretch marks. Tiny filigree scars netted her hips. She floated on her back, hair spreading in a red net upon the marbling sulphur. Babette turned on her stomach and came to my side to watch the lights below, her arms and chin on the bath’s rim.


  ‘I think I’m being scalded,’ I said, floating beside her.


  ‘It’s healing.’


  ‘Losing a skin?’


  ‘Yes, that sometimes! There are so many places I’d love to take you, Joe. Lately I’ve been remembering some of the magical places around here I used to go. But I never seem to get to them these days. Emile showed me the best places. I don’t know how he found them. There’s a place called Passion Island. It’s a tiny island on a beautiful lake. There’s a magnolia tree there, a lovers’ tree, and it never grows old. And the tea fields, we should walk through them one day. You seem to float through the mist. And they’re deserted.’


  Babette rose from the water on hidden steps, her stomach balanced above the water, her thighs dented in creamy vanilla shades. These simple sights were putting me back together again. She sat with a towel about her, getting cool in the night air, before plunging back into the heat.


  ‘So, have you got a girlfriend yet?’ she asked, floating again.


  ‘Isn’t it stupid, I mean pointless, to go out with someone from this culture?’


  ‘Of course not! It can be wonderful. Think of how much you’d learn.’


  ‘But ultimately it’s never going to go anywhere, is it?’


  ‘Does it have to go somewhere?’


  ‘Not at home. But here it does, so much is expected of relationships. You have a coffee with someone, next you’re expected to marry them.’


  ‘It sounds like you have someone in mind.’


  ‘No. I don’t think so.’


  ‘Why think so far ahead about things going wrong? Why not have some fun? We could do that.’


  When I said nothing, she laughed: ‘Or am I too old?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Joe, I’m not looking for a father for Amelia.’


  Still I kept quiet, feeling the heat.


  ‘However, I do like having a man around, I must say. Every now and then.’


  She rolled over.


  I rolled over.
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  Tidying up my desk at the end of a work day, I heard sobbing. Georgie had her head on her desk, her copper hair sprawling over the wood.


  ‘I can’t help it, Mr Joe. Sorry. I just can’t stop.’


  ‘What’s up?’


  ‘Pippy died.’


  ‘Pippy? Oh no.’ Pippy was a cat that had been Georgie’s companion for years, travelling around the world, spending months in quarantine in Argentina, Dubai, Hungary. She had been sick many times, only to pull through. For these last few years she had been diabetic, and quite a lot of Georgie’s wages went on medicines for Pippy. But the cat had been irreversibly ailing for months, stuck on the couch hour after hour, day after day. This morning, there she was, in her usual place. ‘But dead, m’laddie!’ Georgie had cried through her two classes that day. ‘Pippy stuck by me no matter what, no matter where. Pippy was like home to me. Oh, it sounds indescribably stupid. I know it does.’


  ‘Georgie, I’m going to a friend’s place. Why don’t you come?’


  ‘Could I?’ said Georgie, immediately brightening. ‘That’s just what I need, Mr Joe, to get out. Oh, thank you! I say, young man, where are we going?’ She began sweeping papers from her desk.


  I took Georgie to the Idas. We found the maid singing as she took a load of washing down the path by the side of the house, sandals clacking, basket swinging.


  ‘Is Ronnie home?’ I asked.


  ‘No. Everyone’s out. Only Reggie’s home,’ smiled the girl. Reggie was the Idas’ oldest son.


  We let ourselves through the gate down the path and climbed a flight of external stairs. At the top was a small room on the side of the house.


  Reggie was alone. Slender, dreamy, lissom, he sat cross-legged on his bed in the corner, as if waiting for us. He lived on the opposite side of the house to Ronnie, and I had never seen the two brothers together. They had similar interests: both wrote songs, both were artistic. They looked almost identical. But some unspoken enmity existed between them, and each acted as if the other did not exist. One never spoke the name of the other, and they never appeared in a room at the same time. Ronnie seemed particularly irritated by his older brother’s nameless, invisible existence, and had taken on the role of eldest son almost aggressively. This included planning their sister’s wedding. In return, Reggie displayed an absolute lack of interest in Rini’s wedding. Perhaps he disliked weddings. I knew he had been divorced – Reggie quietly informed me of this the first time I had talked to him, as if to do so was his unpleasant duty.


  He smiled when he saw me, and raised an eyebrow at the sight of Georgie. Rousing himself silkily, he bounded to the tiny balcony, singing down to the maid: ‘Tea for three, please.’ The maid tittered below. Reggie came back into the room, offered the single chair to Georgie, then hopped back on the bed.


  ‘Reggie’s a musician,’ I said.


  ‘Ah, not anymore,’ sighed Reggie. He looked forlornly at a guitar in the corner. ‘Once I was: we were going somewhere; some of my band mates are now famous.’


  ‘Really?’ said Georgie.


  ‘Yes. They use some of my songs, you know. You might have heard them on the radio.’


  ‘Really? What –’


  ‘Then this happened.’ Reggie rolled up his sleeve. White and pink flecks ran from his wrist to his elbow. ‘Joe knows the story. I had a car accident. My arm went through the windscreen. All the tendons and ligaments were severed in this hand. I was a drummer, always had been. Now I can’t hold a drumstick. Watch.’


  He took up a snare drum and a stick from under his bed, and hit the drum. The stick bounced out of his hand into the wall above my head. Reggie winked at me. ‘See? I can’t hold a stick anymore. There’s no strength in my hand. Never mind. I can use it for other things. I can still strum a guitar, for example.’ He winked again.


  ‘Well, let’s hear it, then!’ sang Georgie.


  Reggie didn’t need to be asked twice. He took up the little guitar sitting by the bed and crooned a quiet, melodic song in Bahasa.


  ‘That’s an old one,’ he said.


  ‘Joe! Joe!’ a voice called from the bottom of the stairs. Mama had found us. She stood looking up, in her silver satin slip and pink slippers, gesturing impatiently with one hand, cigarette in the other. ‘Come down from up there! The food’s down here. There’s nothing to eat up there. Makan! Makan! Eat! Eat!’


  ‘Aduh, Mama’s on the warpath,’ moaned Reggie. ‘They used to be headhunters in Sumatra, you know. I’ll tell you about her grandfather one day – big chief. You’ll be glad you never met him. You’d better go.’


  He didn’t follow us as we trooped down the stairs into the house.


  ‘Makan, makan!’ harried Mama, coming out of her husband’s surgery and slamming the padded door behind her. Only then did she spy Georgie. ‘Aduh! Wanita!’


  ‘This is Georgie, Mama,’ I said. ‘She’s a work colleague.’


  ‘Ah! Where are you from, Jenny? Scotland? Austria? Italy? New York?’


  ‘England, actually!’


  ‘But you’re too thin – far, far too thin,’ bemoaned Mama, coming forward with one arm raised. ‘Have you got worms?’


  ‘I think not! Worms – did she say worms?’


  ‘What will they think at home? Your mother – what will your mother think?’


  ‘My … mother?’


  ‘That we have no food here in Indonesia? Don’t let her think that. You’re a beauty – white skin, red hair – but you’re far too thin. Men don’t like skin and bones. Trust me. It’s the same with Joe here. Too thin. Makan! Makan!’ She waved toward the table piled with food all day long. ‘It’s there, everything’s there. It’s laid out. Why go on ignoring it?’


  Rini, the betrothed daughter, smiled at us from deep in one of the leather couches, eel eyes swimming, legs tucked under her.


  ‘Eh, Joe, Joe!’ Ronnie leaned over the railing. ‘Come up,’ he said, ‘I have a new song.’ After some negotiation over a plate of cakes, Mama agreed to let us join Ronnie upstairs: as long as we ate a real meal later. ‘The song’s about the atrocities in the Balkans,’ said Ronnie excitedly, ‘I cannot believe what’s happened over there. What a country. What a sad continent. How can an army turn on its own people like that?’


  ‘We have another songwriter in the family,’ said Georgie.


  Ronnie ignored this. But he played his song for Georgie; bamboozled by the English, she looked at me cross-eyed.


  The maid reappeared with a tray of brown tea served in glasses as Ronnie began giving Georgie a run-down on the wedding preparations. Her eyes boggled again. ‘And everything has to be pink,’ concluded Ronnie, ‘everything, absolutely everything – pink. It’s what she wants. She’s always loved pink.’ The pink phone rang on cue, the ring tone a cute version of ‘Here Comes the Bride.’


  Ronnie offered to drive us home. On our way out, we came upon the bride-to-be standing with Mama in the hall, holding a length of satin, pink satin, running from a bolt. Ronnie joined them in a serious, rather fraught discussion about the cloth, the more descriptive remarks in Bahasa, the more emotional exchanges in heated Sundanese. They investigated the satin from different angles and in different lights. Mama was excited, Rini more considered, Ronnie attempted to remain businesslike. Finally he got emotional. He backed down on some points, but doggedly maintained his position on others, rolling up the satin to end the discussion.


  Reggie appeared at the side door and silently watched us leave. He no longer had a car. He had told me that he lost everything in the divorce.


  ‘Lordy lordy, and I was feeling a bit homesick earlier on,’ Georgie said from the back seat, leaning over our shoulders, ‘what with Pippy dying and all.’


  ‘What’s Pippy?’ asked Ronnie as he drove.


  ‘Pippy was my cat.’


  ‘A cat? A cat made you homesick? We’ve got plenty of cats here.’


  ‘That cat was my last little piece of home, I’ll have you know, young man. She ate mice in Manchester, Munich and Montreal.’
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  Ronnie dropped me off at the losmen. I said goodbye, and turned to face the discoloured building. The proprietor stood in the doorway, ready to intercept me. I almost turned away.


  ‘Ah, Mister Joe! You’re back at last! Someone on the phone for you. They’ve been ringing all afternoon. They say it’s urgent. They’ve just called for the twentieth time.’ He rubbed his hands and smiled. ‘It’s a lady.’


  Danu, said Siri, was in hospital. Could I come?


  ‘What’s wrong with her?’


  ‘I can’t say.’


  The hospital was blockish, red brick, antiseptic. I moved from foyer to lift to corridor to stairwell to waiting room to corridor in a state more enduring than wakefulness or experience. I was moving through parentheses outside of time. I always felt this in Danu’s proximity, but never more so than now. Through rubber doors into another ward, machinery bleeping and winking, past soft mauve nurses quietly reassuring; then through more doors, and down a corridor of individual rooms for the very rich. Reading the numbers now. Finally I came to the last room, where Danu lay under a white sheet, a drip in one arm. Was she asleep? Her skin, so smooth and hairless, seemed waxen. Her face was turned toward the curtained window. A vase of red roses had been placed on a table by the bedhead. Beyond the foot of the bed was a glassed-off, soundproofed area, strewn with cushions and a few plastic chairs. Here Danu’s family was assembled. The parents sat facing their daughter, two younger women seated on cushions at their feet. Bobo stood behind the group with head lowered, talking to them in a confidant’s pose. Siri stood to the side of this tableau. It was she who opened the glass door and padded out.


  Danu rolled over and dismissed her. Siri frowned, paused, and finally retreated. At a sign from her friend, she closed the door behind her.


  The family remained behind the glass, pretending not to watch.


  The sheet barely covered Danu. Her legs stretched long and thin, outlined by the material. The drip raised the skin in her extended arm, bruising the flesh yellow beyond the securing tape. She had closed her eyes again.


  ‘Danu? It’s me.’


  Bobo was handing about a packet of biscuits. The family munched soundlessly. Siri alone openly watched, with an eager look.


  ‘It’s typical, isn’t it,’ Danu was muttering, ‘I get here on time while Siri was meant to be here twenty minutes ago. It’s typical of this country. Nothing’s organised properly. Siri takes no notice of time. And she’s supposed to be a nurse.’


  ‘Danu, Siri’s here. She’s been here a while, I think.’


  ‘She is here? Someone lied to me, then. Lies, lies.’ Danu was trying to raise her head off the pillow. She let it fall back, and took my hand. ‘They’ve got me now.’


  Bobo was watching: although his face was turned down, I felt his eyes fixed upon our hands. The rest of the family continued chatting behind the glass. One of the young women, kneeling in profile, thin and closed-faced, was indicating me with one finger.


  ‘They’ve all come. That wouldn’t help them very much, if I died. And now I’m so tired. If you don’t take me away now, that’ll be it.’


  ‘Danu – it’s me – Joe.’


  She frowned, focused from far away.


  ‘Joe – I had something to ask you.’


  Dread came creeping, and it had a name: enmeshment.


  ‘It’s a little favour. What’s the time?’


  ‘Time? A quarter to four.’


  ‘In the afternoon?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘What day?’


  ‘Monday.’


  ‘What have we been talking about?’


  ‘Danu, I think you need rest –’


  ‘I’m fine. I’m sedated. But what were we talking about? Yes, freedom. I mean the freedom to be open, honest, true. I’m always telling lies to get away from my family, to gain more time. I yearn to be honest. But I’m not allowed to be. That’s terrible. I have become so sneaky. Now look at me.’ Beyond the glass Siri leaned forward on her tilted chair, and I had the absurd thought that she was lip-reading. ‘Do you know much about our history, Joe? About the wars, the – what’s the word for it – massacres? Whole villages. “Massacre” – nobody says that word, nobody talks about that. You will not hear about it. Won’t hear it. So many things aren’t talked about in this country. If something’s painful and difficult, then it’s …’ Danu made a smoothing motion.


  ‘Smoothed over?’


  ‘Ignored. Bad things don’t exist in my country, that’s the way we have it. Everything has to appear to be good, no matter what the truth is. Now you can see below the surface. Look at me, look at them behind the glass, this is what’s below the surface. They’re still acting as if nothing’s wrong. You see, lies destroy everything.’


  ‘Danu, every life is full of lies. It’s not only in your country.’


  ‘At least you can say what you think. At least you can criticise without fear. You have so much freedom. You don’t seem to appreciate it. It’s not fair. You’re attracted here. But that’s a mistake. And freedom is happiness, isn’t it, it’s what being human is about – to be free, to be able to grow, to explore, to be fearless. Here nobody criticises, people are not taught to criticise, they aren’t taught, and if it does occur to them, they’re too scared to open their mouths. Everything here has to appear to be right, when it’s not, it’s not! That’s why I’m like this! Do you see? I’m not ranting. I’m not exaggerating. Look at me! Lies did this.’


  Bobo had walked up to the glass and was scanning Danu’s face, reading it like a mirror.


  ‘That’s why nothing changes here, no one says what they think, that’s why nothing ever happens. That’s why I get sick like this, because nothing ever changes. Nothing will ever change.’


  Danu licked her lips and sighed. I felt her body relax abruptly.


  ‘Danu?’


  She was asleep.


  Her family was passing around a thermos. The thermos. And Siri folded the tartan picnic blanket.


  Danu made an inarticulate, animal noise, and slowly wiped her face with her hand, as if drawing away cobwebs, or an old skin.


  ‘Joe, can you do something for me?’


  ‘Anything.’


  I leaned closer. Siri put down the blanket and rose from her chair. Bobo became stiff.


  ‘This is a secret, Joe. No one must know. I trust you, Joe. The man I love was going to meet me yesterday, last night. Yes, we were going to meet – and flee this country. I seemed so normal the day we met in the nursery, didn’t I? The last time we met? That’s because I didn’t want to believe it was about to happen, that he was about to come back and take me away from all this. I wanted to go on doing what I would have done anyway, trying not to take too much notice of what was about to happen – otherwise the gods might notice and interfere. So I got about as normal. Then, when I went to meet him at the place we had arranged, he didn’t show up. I waited for hours, but he never came, no message, nothing. And it was the last day I had my car! That’s why I went home and swallowed the bottle of pills. I despaired. I despaired, and that was very stupid, because there’s another chance he might show up, but now I’m stuck in here. He was coming from far away, so something, anything, could have delayed him, now that I think about it. And we had arranged a – what do you call it? – a plan B – if we didn’t meet, if something went wrong. The plan B was that we should meet this evening. It is Monday? So, Joe, I want you to go and meet him for me. Because I know he’ll be there this time.’


  ‘Me? You want me –’


  ‘Ssshhh. He’ll be there. I know now he’ll be there.’ Bobo had his hand on the door handle; so did Siri.


  ‘Why me?’


  ‘There is a reason, Joe. One very good reason. You are an outsider. Understand? I don’t trust anyone else.’


  ‘What about Siri?’


  ‘Siri’s a little spy. Don’t tell her any of this. No – I do not trust Siri. But you – you are in a position to do this for me, Joe. I have thought about it. Will you help me? You have said you wanted to help. That is how you can.’


  I looked at the blinking red machinery, the snaking cannula, the roses.


  ‘I’ll meet him, Danu. But what do I say?’


  ‘Just meet him and tell him this – are you listening?’


  ‘What? What do I say?’


  ‘Tell him I will be in the gardens. Tell him that exactly. What did I say?’


  ‘You’ll be in the gardens.’


  ‘Yes. That’s right.’


  ‘Is that all?’


  ‘That is all. That’s all he needs to know, he will understand. Don’t tell him – do not tell him – this has happened to me. Understand?’


  ‘I understand.’


  Siri was turning the handle.


  ‘We were going to meet at five this afternoon at the Cafe Vermeer. Five. The cafe. Monday. This is Monday, isn’t it? And what’s the time now?’


  ‘Almost four.’


  ‘You’d better go then, quickly. Don’t miss him. It’s my last chance. Will you do it for me?’


  ‘Of course I will. What does he look like?’


  ‘You’ll know him,’ said Danu. Then she turned aside on the pillow, and was asleep.


  Siri opened the door and quietly stole forward, her loose eye roaming my shirt, as if crumbs of information might be found there.


  ‘What did she say, Joe?’


  ‘Oh, she was rambling a bit.’


  ‘Yes, I’m afraid Danu’s been talking strangely. It’s the drugs. I’m sure it made no sense.’


  I stood by the road outside the hospital, thinking I had plenty of time to reach the cafe. But the streets were jammed with peak-hour traffic, and one overflowing minibus after another passed without stopping. It had been a rare day of no rain, and dust and heat and tempers went unrelieved. I looked at my watch. Four-twenty. It took over thirty minutes from here to the cafe on a good day. Should I catch a becak? No, that would take forever. Finally I succeeded in hailing a taxi. The driver began a leisurely-paced conversation about his desire to travel the world one day. He idled for five, seven, ten minutes at one intersection. No one in this place took any notice of the lights, least of all taxi drivers. This one had now begun telling me about his family. It was five to five. I gave him a note far exceeding the fare. I would have to run the remaining half a kilometre or so, across a wide market square. I jogged in the growing dark, past cartloads of fruit and people sitting on their heels gossiping and pairs of women holding hands as they came home from work in bright uniforms and old peasants bent-backed over baskets and gaggles of schoolchildren laughing at me. Just as I was about to cross the road – the cafe was in sight – I heard an approaching roar. People were screaming and running toward me. Becak drivers peddled furiously, heads down, knees pumping, driving their carriages up onto the footpath. Then enormous trucks, army trucks, hurtled straight through the market. The tops of the trucks were studded with the smooth green helmets of the soldiers sitting within, and bristled with the tips of their weaponry. Chickens flew, dogs scattered, children screamed, women sobbed. The trucks (second-hand Australian Army trucks, I noticed) were gone.


  A swathe had been cleared through the market. A riot of fruit, scattered stalls, broken things lay where the trucks had careered. People were already picking up the debris, taking up from where their lives had been severed, ignoring a dog that turned in circles, yapping, getting nowhere, its back legs smeared to a pink paste on the asphalt.


  ‘The army does that every so often,’ a studious-looking man said to me, inspecting his broken glasses. He had popped up at my shoulder.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Just so we don’t forget who’s really in charge.’ He grinned, shaking, and walked away.


  A fight started. A young man began laying into a woman. An Arabic-looking man came forward, trying to calm the young Malay who was belting the woman. The woman screeched at the youth. The Malay was running his hands over her, tapping, flipping, slapping. Her head covering came off. She spat in his face. He slapped her. I walked on, head down.


  Evening had come to the quiet, leafy street of the Cafe Vermeer. The premises were outlined in a string of fairy lights draped along its eaves, looped about the hedge. Almost half-past five. No one was in the forecourt. I walked inside. No one inside, either. Danu’s man must have left, if he had ever been there in the first place. No, surely not, surely he would have waited. I looked through the glass into the back garden.


  Sitting alone at one of the plastic tables, lit only by the fairy lights, was a European man. For some reason he seemed surprisingly small. And he seemed unusually still, as if unmoved by whatever might happen next. He wasn’t as young as I’d expected. What had I expected? I had just not expected my brother, Emile.
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  ‘Hello, Joe,’ said Babette, ‘where have you been?’


  ‘Walking,’ I said softly. I had come straight from the cafe.


  ‘What’s wrong?’


  I was sitting in Babette’s courtyard. Mira had beckoned me in, but I remained in the courtyard. Surely I should tell Babette about Emile.


  I had not approached my brother. I had retreated to the written word: I asked for a pencil and paper from one of the waitresses, scribbled down Danu’s message, and asked the highly excited waitress to pass it on. Then I fled.


  The inner half of Babette’s courtyard was in near darkness. I sat on a high step in the outer, starlit half. Amelia crouched below me, spinning a wooden top, its sound skirting the stone walls. She wore a jerkin, probably green, and claret-coloured tights. Babette stood attentively, half in darkness, holding a candle. The pet animal was watching from the deeper gloom behind, staring big-eyed at me. It was a type of local goat, I had discovered. It was named Stanley.


  After Amelia spun her top, her head moved in long slow ovals.


  ‘What’s wrong, Joe?’ asked Babette. I felt the fall of her clothes, and smelt her skin.


  ‘He didn’t say hello to Stanley,’ said Amelia, in her high peremptory voice.


  ‘Is it true, Babette, that a woman can only leave this country if she has her father’s or her husband’s permission?’


  ‘No, I don’t think so. I don’t know. I’ve never heard of that. Joe, this time you are lost.’


  She came closer. I saw the coral pendant resting on her throat, and the pulse in her neck.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘This time, I really shouldn’t have come.’


  ‘Don’t be silly, we’ll go inside when you’re ready and have something to eat.’ She sat beside me. She felt my forehead.


  From over the wall I could hear a familiar song from my childhood. But I could not place it here, I could not remember its title or who sang it. Amelia was watching me now. I saw that her hair fell from her head the way mine did, her lips were my lips, and her forehead was mine. She even looked at people the way I looked at them, seeing what I saw, ignoring what I ignored, leaving what I left.


  ‘Are you sure you’re not sick?’ asked Babette, squeezing my hand, placing the candle on the paving stones. ‘What’s happened?’


  ‘It’s a friend of mine, an Indonesian woman. She’s really sick. She’s in hospital. She tried to kill herself.’


  ‘Take your hands away,’ said Babette, gently prying my hands from my face.


  ‘What’s he crying for?’ Amelia asked, some way off. She was skipping on the white stones, avoiding the black. Skt, skt, skt, went her bare feet.


  I kept expecting a knock at the door. Mira would announce Emile. It was going to happen.


  The tinny song over the wall had been replaced by overly familiar piano chords, another song I had always known. Yet I could not remember that song’s title either, or who sang it.


  ‘I’ve got to go,’ I said, breaking away from Babette’s embrace.


  ‘Mau ke mana?’ said Amelia.


  ‘Joe, I think you should stay, and have something to eat and drink. You’ll calm down soon. Stay until you feel better, then you can go. You don’t need to say anything.’


  I followed Babette inside, through the room of tapestries, into an adjoining chamber. She stood below the only window. It was less a window than an aperture set high and deep in the stone. I sat slumped against the inner wall, watching her in the candlelight. She began sorting a pile of coloured pencils fanned on the table before her.


  ‘Dinner will be ready soon. You’ll feel better once you’ve had something to eat.’


  ‘I’m feeling better already.’


  ‘Good. I enjoyed our outing to the sulphur baths, Joe. I felt I was about eighteen again.’


  I laughed. ‘It was a moment out of time.’


  ‘That’s what it was.’


  ‘I liked what happened back here, after.’


  ‘Yes,’ she said, in a poised, thoughtful voice.


  After a moment I asked, ‘Have you had any visitors today?’


  ‘No? Should we have? We never have visitors.’


  Babette was putting the pencils into different jars – one jar each for the greens, reds, yellows, blues and purples, and a jar for the browns and the blacks.


  ‘You know, I’ve never slept with brothers before, Joe. It doesn’t seem quite right.’


  ‘It didn’t seem quite wrong, either.’


  ‘But it is taboo, isn’t it?’


  I sat, listening to the silence.


  Babette placed an olive pencil in the jar of greens. Then she lifted her head to stare out the window, hands on hips. Nothing but a square of night could be seen. A few candles lit the room, standing in brass fittings fixed along the stone walls. One illuminated a sepia map of Europe. Otherwise, there was only the window, the table, and Babette standing in near darkness – and Amelia, skipping in the courtyard.


  ‘Talking to you over the last few weeks has had an effect on me, Joe. I’m starting to remember how I used to feel about this country. I used to think I could start a new life here. I’m remembering that feeling. But you can’t start a new life simply by going to a new country. You’re always the same person you used to be. You always take yourself with you. I’ve said this to you before, haven’t I?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Well, it was something Emile and I used to talk about. It doesn’t matter what country you’re in, you can’t leave the past behind, because it has made you, you are in its shape. You have to live with it in the end. I think Georgie’s at the stage where she’s just realising that. She was so upset about that wretched cat. Out of all proportion, but I understand it, I’ve been like that. You latch onto little things, the last little connections to home. And then there are people like Lisa, who haven’t realised it yet, and maybe never will: you are the past, and you are always you. You shape whatever happens around you, no matter where you are, by the nature of who you are.’


  Amelia was running down the hall, her soles slapping stone. Babette lit another candle on the table. Shadow defined and strengthened the curves of her jaw and chin, making her lips pout, producing an emphatic downward stroke between her nose and mouth, brightening her eyes. She moved the candle, and it deepened her cleavage where crisscrossing lace ran. She rubbed her breasts dreamily, remembered herself, stopped, then continued anyway.


  ‘Are you sure you’re alright, Joe?’


  ‘Yes, I was just upset – you know, seeing someone in hospital. When her eyes opened she was like some snared animal. I hate that. People or animals in confined spaces, I’ve always hated seeing that. Then when she was asleep she looked like a big marionette laid out, with its strings cut.’


  ‘Did this woman call you from the hospital?’


  ‘Her friend did.’


  Babette turned back to the table to place a pink pencil with the red set. ‘Joe, does this woman think she’s going out with you?’


  ‘No. Why?’


  ‘What kind of relationship would you say you have with her, then?’


  ‘It’s not sexual. I can’t explain. It’s almost fairytale.’


  ‘How’s that?’


  ‘I can’t explain. I’m in role, she’s in role. It’s very frustrating. My hands are tied. And she seems to understand the story better than I do. The facts are, she’s refusing to go ahead with a marriage that her family keeps pressuring her into. That’s why she tried to kill herself.’


  I felt enormously relieved telling even this much. I felt my limbs becoming less heavy, my head rose. I saw Babette before me, solid and full in space, passing her hand over a run of pencils.


  ‘Joe, who exactly is she?’


  ‘Her name’s Danu.’


  ‘Ah!’ said Babette, and she laughed – bitterly, I realised slowly. ‘I should have known. Now I understand. It is such a small town, isn’t it?’


  She rolled her palm over the pencils, frowning. ‘You’re not in love with Danu, are you?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Because why would you be sleeping with me if you were in love with someone else?’


  ‘I’m not in love with her. And I’m certainly not sleeping with her.’


  ‘It sounds like you are involved with her. I don’t really know Danu, but I know she doesn’t like me.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Oh, why does it matter. It doesn’t matter. Everything goes round and round in circles and gets repeated. There’s absolutely nothing I can do about it.’ She shrugged, looked at me quickly, then back up at the window. She was crying. ‘What aren’t you telling me, Joe? There’s something more, isn’t there?’


  When I stayed silent, she said, ‘Come on. I took you in.’


  ‘There is more. Danu is engaged to Emile.’


  ‘She thinks she is.’


  ‘Danu was the woman Emile was in love with all those years ago, wasn’t she?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘They’ve been engaged ever since.’


  ‘That I wouldn’t be so sure about. Danu has a good imagination.’


  I felt miraculously lighter having said all this. I was floating.


  But Babette seemed correspondingly heavier. She retreated to the adjoining room, her feet dragging. I watched her walk about in a circle, lighting the candles on the wall one by one. I saw she was thinking, thinking. Across the room Mira pushed aside the drape, announcing dinner was ready. Should she bring it in?


  Babette sat in her usual place, her back to the tapestries. She had grown stony. I came a few steps into the room, and stood near enough to touch her.


  ‘Danu hadn’t told me she was engaged to Emile, Babette. She withheld that from me. I only found out tonight.’


  Babette shrugged. Mira entered and left behind a tray of steaming plates of food, then returned with glasses and a bottle of water. Babette poured the water and drank quickly, belatedly offering the second glass to me.


  Beyond the wall Amelia was chattering, supplying both voices in a dialogue.


  ‘As you know everything, perhaps you could tell me if Danu is still in touch with Emile?’ Babette said, draining her glass.


  ‘She knows where he is. They’ve been writing for years – or that’s what she tells me.’


  Still I could not bring myself to tell her Emile was here, now, probably about to knock.


  Babette digested what I had said, looking into her glass. ‘So he writes to Danu. He’s never written to me.’


  ‘Nor me,’ I offered.


  Amelia was still chattering on the other side of the wall.


  ‘Come inside, Amelia, it’s dinnertime!’ called Babette.


  ‘Not until that man leaves!’ Amelia shouted.


  ‘Oh, that naughty girl. She didn’t mean that.’


  I wanted to touch her, to try to place where she might now be. But Amelia entered, immediately helping herself to the food.


  We had barely begun eating when we heard footsteps in the hall.


  A frightened-looking Mira poked her head into the room. The candles swerved uniformly, uniformly righted themselves.


  ‘There’s a man here for you, Miss,’ whispered Mira. She glanced at me, wide-eyed.


  Babette looked up, wondering. I closed my eyes.


  When I opened them Emile had stepped through the drape. He looked straight to Babette, and smiled. He saw me, and stopped.


  Yes, he was smaller than I remembered, far smaller. He had lost hair. He would have been in his early thirties, but he seemed nearly middle-aged. His skin was burnt, his eyelids creased. But he did look like me. And he was alert. I could feel his mind was altered, enlarged.


  ‘I was expecting to meet an old friend,’ said Emile. His voice had changed too, softer, slower. ‘I wasn’t expecting to meet a younger brother as well.’


  Mira looked from one face to the other, then back again.


  ‘Bring Emile a plate, Mira.’


  Mira backed out.


  ‘It’s good to see you, Emile. A surprise. After all this time, your timing’s perfect. Sit down.’


  ‘Why are you here?’ he asked, looking at me and not seeming to hear Babette.


  I shrugged, but I was cut by his coldness. ‘I’ve begun working at the school.’


  Mira was back, placing a plate on the table before Emile, heaping it with rice. Confusion overcame her halfway through serving him, and she fled.


  Emile’s eyes were roaming about the room.


  ‘It’s all the same. Nothing’s changed. Nothing.’


  Finally his eyes rested upon Amelia.


  ‘Except –’


  ‘Yes, Amelia. Amelia, this is Emile, Joe’s –’


  ‘I know,’ said the pert child. ‘They’re exactly the same.’


  Emile looked at me again. Then he looked at the floor, white-faced.


  ‘Go to your room, Amelia.’


  ‘Mum!’


  ‘I said go!’


  Amelia kicked back her chair and ran sobbing down the hall. We heard Mira tut-tutting in the dark.


  ‘But what are you doing here?’ Emile asked me again. He could not register my presence, yet he could not deny it.


  ‘I’ll leave,’ I said.


  ‘I’m leaving,’ Emile said, turning before I could move.


  We listened to his steps down the hall.


  I followed. But in the night, I could not find Emile. He had slipped away, because he knew this place.
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  I didn’t exactly flee. I laid low in the losmen for a few days. Then one morning I went to a flower shop and bought a large bunch of irises. In blinkingly bright midday I reappeared at Babette’s house. As ever she was sitting in the cool dark within, working on the tapestry, which was now nearly finished.


  ‘Oh, look who’s back,’ she said, and kept working.


  I handed her the irises. She did not take them. I placed them some way down the table. She looked at them askance, through a revolving shaft of light.


  ‘Why have you come back?’


  ‘To confront you.’


  ‘Me! And with flowers?’


  ‘I need to confront things.’


  ‘What things?’


  ‘What’s happened here, between us.’


  ‘So it’s a confrontation. Well, you saw off Emile. He’s left the country.’


  ‘How do you know?’


  ‘A friend of mine saw him in Jakarta. He was on his way to the airport.’


  ‘I didn’t see him off. We’re not at war. We’ve lost – sympathy for one another. And –’


  Babette glanced at me, needle poised.


  ‘And I hope I get to spend more time with you.’


  She raised her eyebrows, and worked the needle.


  ‘You may take a seat,’ she said at last. ‘Mira’s listening behind the curtain. See how it moves a little? Watch this. Mira!’


  Mira jumped through the drape.


  ‘Oh, there you are. Now, bring us some tea, and something to eat.’


  Mira left.


  ‘She’s very naughty. But she’s such a good source of information. Oh, I have some gossip for you: Georgie’s started going out with that boy from that family you know.’


  ‘The Idas? Ronnie? Or Reggie? Not Ricky?’


  Babette laughed. ‘Ronnie rings a bell. Exactly how many of them are there?’


  ‘Well, there’s also Rini, Ruby and Ratu.’


  ‘Right. I don’t think it’s Rini, Ruby or Ratu, at least! Look, about Emile – it’s not your fault you’re his brother, is it?’


  ‘I’m glad you say that!’


  ‘And I can tell you apart, you know. The difference, in some ways, is significant.’


  I sat up quickly in Babette’s bed. It was night. Something had woken me. Something else in the house was awake.


  Moonlight entered through a high window and illuminated the ceiling. A gecko scampered across the pale expanse. The skin about the little lizard’s neck bulged. It croaked. Two more of its kind converged upon it.


  Babette’s back stretched in the mirror on the dresser, each of her vertebrae raised in succession. Her shoulder blades rose and fell.


  ‘You are in love with her, aren’t you, Joe?’


  ‘It’s not like that.’


  ‘Don’t make me replay my life. If you’d wanted to hurt me, you couldn’t have found a better way.’


  ‘I’m not in love with her.’


  ‘When I saw Emile, after all that time, I felt nothing for him. I saw him for what he is. I knew I’d done the right thing bringing up Amelia by myself.’


  Then she leapt up. Something was burning, I smelt it too.


  We ran down the hall through smoke. The door to the courtyard stood open, revealing three, no, four, five flaming pillars upon the tiles – a gutted puppet king, a witch and a cat in high flame, a rolling monkey with a flaming head, a tower with a blazing turret. Each puppet was the size of a small child.


  Amelia was sitting on the step in the yellow light, her head propped on her fists.


  ‘Oh, you naughty girl! You lit them, didn’t you! You could have burnt us all!’ Babette ran to Amelia and smacked her. Amelia jumped up and down laughing, making asides to some imaginary friend. ‘Amelia, you could have burned us, burned us all!’ she sang. She doubled over, sharing the joke with her invisible friend.


  ‘There’s straw in the breezeway – that’s where Stanley sleeps – you could have burnt Stanley alive!’


  Amelia paused for a moment. ‘But it got you out of bed, didn’t it!’


  Stanley the goat came tapping out of the shadows, slowing to a halt before the fires. He was dog-sized, but with delicate legs and a smooth tawny coat. He sported one short horn. He circled the courtyard, before pattering back into the shadows.


  Mira staggered out of the house, rolling her fists in her eyes. ‘I think something’s burning!’ she cried, and shrieked at the sight of the flames. Amelia shrieked back.


  ‘Oh you naughty, naughty girl!’ shouted Babette.


  ‘That’s right!’ Amelia shouted back, ‘I’m naughty – I’m the naughty witch Rangda! Now you,’ she said pointing at me, ‘disappear.’


  ‘I will,’ I said, ‘I’m going for good this time.’


  I doused the puppets with a few buckets of water from the mandi, then slunk into the night.
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  The next day I found the Idas in a chaos almost matching mine. Mama, groaning, swooning, was being supported through the living room when I arrived, Ronnie on one arm, and the middle brother, Ricky, on the other. Ronnie was stern, trying to keep a rein on things, shouting commands over his mother’s head. The pink mobile kept ringing. Ricky looked bewildered and glazed, but then he always did. He had only recently rejoined the family, having been surrendered as a baby to Mama’s mother, who at the time was not long a widow, and was considered to be in need of distracting company – so they gave him to her. Ricky had grown up in a remote Sumatran village, and no one had thought to tell him his real parentage until the death of the grandmother, a recent event. Although he was now living in the house, and getting on well enough with his new acquaintances, his brothers and sisters, he remained quiet, cautious, tentative. This seemed strange in someone built as solidly as Ricky, who was the only Indonesian body builder I ever saw.


  Ronnie guided Ricky to a sofa, still shouting instructions. Ricky laid down his mother as if she were a doll. Mama turned toward the television, she reached for the remote. Then I saw Ronnie had been hailing Georgie.


  ‘Fancy meeting you here, m’laddie! I thought I’d come around and help, what with the wedding and all!’ Georgie looked sheepish, and her patter fell away.


  Having dealt with Mama, and another incoming call from the florist, Ronnie consulted with Georgie. They had compiled a list of urgent things still to be done: the wedding was less than forty hours away, he said.


  Reggie appeared at the side door, shook his head slowly, rolled his eyes, and disappeared.


  I was given the task of writing place cards and sat at a small table near the surgery door. I found myself writing in time to a sobbing through the surgery wall. The Doctor had extended his hours, no doubt to help pay for the event, but also, perhaps, to avoid the chaos.


  ‘Makan, makan!’ croaked Mama from the sofa, waving a handkerchief across her face. A maid came running with an electric fan, aiming it at her. ‘We’ve been wondering where you were, Joe: makan!’


  DJ and Aki appeared at the side door. Aki stayed in the corner, smoking, while DJ bounded upstairs, where Ronnie and Georgie were delegating the outstanding tasks.


  ‘Oh, why must she marry? Must she? Why?’ moaned Mama from her sofa, trying to twist her head to see me. ‘My poor Rini – gone. Eat, Joe, eat. Makan, makan! The goat dish is there. Your favourite. I made it just for you.’


  Ricky stood looking down in quiet confusion at her, his massively muscled arms at the ready. He had only known this woman a matter of months.


  ‘Now, Joe has to be dressed and fitted out,’ I heard Ronnie saying to Georgie from the balcony above. ‘All the others are accounted for.’ He looked down at me. ‘Joe, come upstairs, your clothes have arrived back from the tailor. And I’ve got a new song. It’s about Chechnya. Have you heard what’s going on over there? It’s terrible, isn’t it, the way religion can divide some places? But it might have to wait until after the wedding.’


  Aki watched me climb the stairs, eyes narrowed, a smile about her lips. ‘I’ve got a message for you,’ she murmured, stopping me on the stairs. She leaned forward and whispered.
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  At the Cafe Vermeer I sat where I had seen Emile waiting. It was nearly dark. The fairy lights came on.


  Danu appeared from inside the cafe, tagged by her shadow. Her leather jacket sat shell-like, and her usually skin-hugging jeans seemed loose. I rose. Our sliding eyes met, uncertain.


  ‘Thank you for delivering my message, Joe.’ And Siri seconded Danu’s words.


  ‘I didn’t deliver it, not personally. I wrote a note. You didn’t tell me who it was for.’


  ‘It had to be like that, Joe.’ When I said nothing, she added, ‘Otherwise it had no chance of working. Secrecy was my one chance.’


  ‘But you’re still here. What went wrong?’


  Danu flinched. I winced. We stood about the table, not wanting to sit.


  ‘You’re probably right to be angry, Joe. But secrecy was a habit, a deep habit, a six-year habit.’


  ‘I know, Danu. I know that’s how you survive.’


  ‘And that’s true. I couldn’t break that habit of secrecy. I really felt my life, my future, depended upon never revealing Emile to anybody. I couldn’t risk it. I have been forced to be secretive. I would never have chosen to be. I think you know I’m not lying.’


  ‘Not now.’


  ‘I’ve tried explaining this to you.’


  ‘It doesn’t matter. I’ve realised it doesn’t matter.’


  At this Danu looked shocked. In the fairy light I noticed, for the first time, a curious light down covering her cheeks.


  ‘Can we go somewhere else to talk, Joe?’


  ‘Alright, then. But Danu –’


  ‘Yes?’


  ‘I’m sorry you were so sick.’


  ‘Oh, I’ve been there before. Do you want to go to Eternity?’


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘Eternity – it’s a restaurant in the hills. It’s always deserted in the evenings. There’s an open theatre in the park beside Eternity, an amphitheatre. No one goes there. Siri and I sit in the amphitheatre sometimes.’


  ‘It’s never used,’ whispered Siri as we walked to the car – her car. ‘There’s not much drama going on at the moment.’


  Siri drove. I sat beside a bunch of red roses lying on the back seat.


  ‘Bobo gave me those,’ said Danu, looking over her shoulder.


  ‘Really? Does he often give you flowers?’


  ‘The first day of every month. He always has.’


  Siri’s car coughed and skipped beats. Danu confirmed she no longer had a car. Bobo had personally confiscated it when he last brought her flowers.


  Siri halted the car outside large ornamental gates in the hills. ‘This is Eternity,’ she whispered.


  ‘No one’s here.’


  ‘That’s good.’


  The grounds of Eternity were newly mown and dewy. I could smell magnolia, blown up from the slopes below. We passed the closed restaurant, a low building. Not far away a long curving wall loomed in the night, resembling the back of a small sports stand. A stairwell climbed through the wall, emerging in the midst of tiers of seats. Below was the stage, and beyond twinkled the city.


  We climbed to the highest row, arranging ourselves around a concrete table. Siri placed the tartan rug over Danu’s lap, then handed about packed sandwiches from the picnic basket. Out came the thermos. The clouds grew tattered, a few stars came through. Bandung glittered, and sometimes it dully roared.


  ‘Siri, can you go and get my bag from the car?’ said Danu, wrapping the blanket about her shoulders.


  We listened to Siri’s shoes padding down the stairs, echoing around the theatre.


  ‘Have you heard from Emile?’ asked Danu.


  I had not.


  ‘He called me yesterday. Or rather, he called Siri. I no longer have a phone. Do you know where he is?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘He’s back in Australia.’ She closed her eyes and seemed to sleep for a moment. ‘Did you know he was going back?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘He didn’t tell me, he didn’t tell you. Strange. Why do you think he left? He seemed so happy to see me on – when was it? It was only last Thursday, in the garden in the hills.’


  ‘So you did meet him?’


  ‘Oh yes. I was out of hospital only a day after you saw me. Yes, Emile and I met, and we had a wonderful few hours together. It was just as I had imagined. And Friday too, although he was a bit strange in the afternoon. There was something he wasn’t telling me. We were going to meet on Saturday night, but he didn’t show up. I’ve spent the last week wondering what became of him. I’ve been frantic. Then he called Siri from Australia this morning.’


  She shivered, although the night was warm, and huddled into the blanket.


  ‘So, as you said, I haven’t made my escape.’


  ‘I’m sorry.’


  ‘I believe you when you say that. Thank you. But I know you’re angry at me for not telling you about Emile. I had one chance, one chance only.’


  ‘You could have told me everything from the start. I wouldn’t have told anyone, you know.’


  ‘Not even Babette?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘I wanted to tell you, Joe. But I wasn’t sure how you’d react. And then it got too late to tell you.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘You and I were too far – how do you say it –’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘– down the track. Because – because I like you, Joe. You interest me.’ She lifted her chin, looking over the rows of empty seats.


  ‘It’s not me that interests you, Danu. It’s where I come from, what you think I represent.’


  ‘I can’t separate those things. Now, Joe, this might sound strange, but I’m not quite sure what I told you while I was in hospital.’


  ‘You want me to tell you what you said?’


  ‘Well, I can’t remember exactly what I said. I feel embarrassed.’


  ‘You told me you’d swallowed some pills.’


  ‘Right, I did say that. What else did I say?’


  ‘You said you were cornered, a prisoner.’


  ‘Did Bobo speak to you, or anyone in my family?’


  ‘No. Only Siri.’


  ‘That would be right. What else did I say?’


  ‘That’s about it, that’s all. You were being more political than personal.’


  ‘I didn’t say anything about any arrangements – visas, money?’


  ‘No, no details like that, except where I should meet Emile and what to say to him.’


  ‘And I said that to you, only you?’


  ‘As far as I know. I saw no one else talking to you while I was there.’


  ‘Why do you think Emile left me?’


  ‘I don’t know, how could I know?’


  ‘You haven’t spoken to him about it at all?’


  ‘No, I said that.’


  ‘But how would he think? What would have been going through his head?’


  ‘I can’t possibly know.’


  ‘But you’re his brother, Joe, you must have some idea. I always know exactly what Bobo’s thinking. I just have to look at him. Or even if he’s not there, I only have to think of him, and I know what he’d think about whatever I was doing or saying.’


  ‘It’s been a long time since I’ve really spoken to Emile, Danu. Years. Somehow we’ve fallen out.’


  ‘Siblings can’t just ignore one another, Joe. They always know what the other is thinking or feeling, even if they don’t want to. It’s the shared experiences which are always there, the growing up together. You can never really grow apart from your siblings, even if you want to. You’re still branches of the same old tree. I don’t even like Bobo. And one of the reasons I don’t like him is because I can’t ignore him. I can’t shut him out. So I think you must have some idea: why did Emile come back, and then go again?’


  ‘I’m not my brother’s keeper. Don’t make me squirm like this.’


  ‘“Not my brother’s keeper?” What’s that mean?’


  ‘It’s a biblical phrase.’


  ‘I missed that one.’


  ‘Danu, travellers do strange things when they’re visiting a country, things that are out of character.’


  ‘What like?’


  ‘I’m not trying to justify what Emile did.’ I turned about in my chair, turned back. ‘But remember he could always leave Indonesia, he could always flee. It’s the same for all the Westerners here, they can always flee, and they know that. And they also know almost no Indonesian is going to have the money or capacity to follow them. Emile knew he could go at any moment, leaving behind whatever he’d done here and never having to face the consequences. Places like Indonesia are like another planet to Westerners, they feel they’re exempt here.’


  ‘You’ve been thinking about this.’


  ‘Because I’m seeing it all the time. The moral equation changes for the traveller, because the traveller is never going to have to deal with the consequences of what they do. They don’t believe what happens here matters, because their family and friends at home are never going to hear about it, and they’ll probably never be back themselves to be reminded. They can just act out all their stuff over here and get it out of their system. That makes this place not quite real. It’s a temptation, and maybe Emile fell for it, I don’t know.’


  Danu frowned at the lights below, and shrank further into the blanket. ‘I understand only some of that. But what I really don’t understand is why Emile came back at all. It was so wonderful to see him. And then he disappeared again.’


  ‘Perhaps he was trying to deal with what he’d left behind here six years ago, but once he actually got here, he found he couldn’t.’


  ‘Why not? Why not? We’d done the hard part. We had it all worked out – how to get out of the country – who to bribe, where to go, when to do it. We hadn’t only talked about these things, we’d planned them, bit by bit. We had the time, the place, the contacts, the money. We’d spent months, years, organising it. He only had to show up and get me. And he did show up. It was heaven – and then he disappeared. I feel stunned, sick in the stomach. He’s left me. He never loved me. He couldn’t have. You don’t do that to someone you love. Would you do that to someone you loved? Would you do what Emile did?’


  ‘Maybe he was threatened, maybe he got frightened. Something might have changed for him while he was here.’


  ‘In a strange way that’s what I wanted to believe, that Bobo found out and threatened him. I could perhaps understand that. But I now know the truth is this: Emile chose to leave me. That’s the truth. He abandoned me to my fate here. And I’d staked everything on him. Is that fair of me? Maybe he couldn’t bear that.’


  Siri appeared in the stairwell below. She stared at us a moment, then ducked back down the steps.


  ‘I can’t believe Emile slept with that woman,’ muttered Danu.


  ‘What woman?’


  ‘Babette. He slept with her.’


  ‘What? When?’


  ‘While he was here. Last week.’


  Now I felt sick in the stomach.


  ‘How did you find that out?’


  ‘Bandung’s not that big, Joe. Anyway, Mira’s a great gossip. I don’t understand the way it is in the West. Are you meant to have sex with everyone? It seems all the Westerners here do it all the time with everyone. Why?’


  ‘It’s not like that.’


  ‘If you’re in love with someone, how could you have sex with someone else? How could Emile do that? It seems so callous. Do you think I’m a prude? You must think I’m very prudish. Do you? That’s where Emile got to on the Saturday night, I later found out. He was at Babette’s. Aren’t you surprised at what he did?’


  I kept quiet.


  ‘And what about what the other Westerners here do? I heard Lisa was having sex with those three boys, is that right? How could she do that?’


  ‘I don’t think she thought it through, Danu. I can’t answer for others. I’m Joe. I’m just Joe. You don’t seem to see me as a separate, individual person. You see me as a type, a product, some kind of spokesperson.’


  ‘You’re raising your voice.’


  ‘I’m sorry.’


  ‘You’ve never done that before.’


  ‘I’m sorry.’


  ‘No, I’m sorry. I’m not seeing it from your point of view. I’m selfish, aren’t I? That’s what my family always said.’


  ‘Danu, I might be going home.’


  I had not been planning this: it was enmeshment speaking.


  ‘Home – to Australia?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Now you’re not fleeing, are you?’


  ‘Maybe I am.’


  ‘When are you going?’


  ‘I don’t know. Any time.’


  Danu turned her head away. ‘So, soon you’ll be back in Australia, just like that. Just like Emile. Easy, isn’t it.’


  ‘Danu –’


  ‘I have always loved your country. Ever since I was a little girl. It seemed so wonderful and mysterious and free. Just over the water. I always felt that in your country I could be the person I wanted to be, the person I could never be here. If only I could get there. I would dream of flying to Australia, flying with my own little wings. And as I flew I could see the goddess under the green water, waiting under the surface. I could see my shadow moving over her, a dot over one of her tentacles. Now I know there is no goddess waiting to eat me. What stops me crossing the water is my father, my culture. What stops me is other people’s fear. My country’s fear. But I’ve said this to you before. I know I have. But I can’t remember when, or where!’


  Siri reappeared. Danu waved her away impatiently.


  I sat glumly, my thoughts returning to Babette. Babette should have told me about Emile. Or was Danu making it up?


  ‘Joe, you asked me to marry you once. Remember? We were near the Japanese caves.’


  I started. ‘I was joking.’


  ‘I know. I was joking with you then too. Well, I’m not joking anymore.’


  The horns from distant traffic suddenly swelled.


  ‘I believed in love then.’


  ‘And I was impressed by that, Danu.’


  ‘You were? Really?’


  ‘It’s altered how I see things.’


  ‘Are you being sarcastic?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘That’s ironic. You see, I’m no longer so sure about love, “true love”, as they call it. I mean, I believe in the idea. But the idea might only ever be that. Look where it got me.’


  The wave of traffic noise broke, dispersing in a hush.


  ‘So what are you saying, Danu?’


  ‘I’d like to accept your proposal.’


  I looked away.


  ‘Think about it, Joe. But as far as getting out of this country, all the plans I have made are still in place. I know we’d have to talk about it carefully. Will you think about it?’


  ‘I can’t, Danu,’ I croaked. ‘I’ve changed even since then.’


  ‘You? You’ve changed?’


  ‘Yes. You changed me. I couldn’t marry you, even for convenience. Especially for convenience.’


  ‘What’s changed?’


  ‘You love someone else, Danu. Even if that someone wasn’t Emile, I couldn’t do it. I’ve seen how much you love him, and I’m not going to act against it.’


  ‘But I can’t care about that, not anymore. Can’t you see – look at me!’


  Siri came bounding up the steps, and I seemed to pass straight through her as I exited the theatre.
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  It was already hot when I arrived at the Idas house for Rini’s wedding. I was surprised to find the entire street blocked to traffic. A crowd milled in the front yard of the house, some sitting on fold-up chairs, others crammed about little tables nibbling snacks. The crowd had flowed inside too, completely jamming the house. Everyone was in bright and ornate traditional dress, and the din was painful. I was spotted by Ronnie from the second-storey balcony: he pointed at me, and sent Georgie to escort me up the steps.


  ‘Isn’t it amazing, isn’t it amazing!’ Georgie chattered excitedly as we climbed above the clamour, ‘What a wedding! It’s like something out of the Arabian Nights, isn’t it, Mr Joe? Can you believe we’re here? And it hasn’t even begun yet, m’laddie! Three days of this! Look at all the people! Their clothes are gorgeous!’


  DJ and Ronnie dressed me in Ronnie’s room, both men in a fever of efficiency. There was a last-minute hitch. Apparently I bulged in an unsightly way through the tightly wrapped sarong. Ronnie conferred urgently with DJ. It was resolved I should wear a pair of the skin-tight lycra shorts Ricky used for his bodybuilding at the gym. They were designed for the slim-hipped Indonesian market, a very tight fit. Somehow I managed to squeeze into these, the stretch material clinging to my thighs, biting my buttocks. I had my first inkling of trouble. I was about to protest when the call came for the groom’s party to assemble.


  ‘That’s good,’ said Ronnie, patting my behind, turning me about. ‘Nothing shows. Just in time.’


  I watched from the window as guests began pushing through the gate, swelling the crowd in the street. They turned and faced the empty road before them, squinting in the looking-glass light of the tropics. Now most of the people were in the street, and everything began slowing down, growing quiet.


  I was part of a group of twelve young men that formed a kind of guard for the bridal party, the twelve of us dressed in matching golden-brown sarongs with short black jackets. On our heads perched traditional black caps. Shuffling down the stairs, emerging into the light, I edged across the road with the eleven others. The tightly wrapped sarong was hard enough to walk in; the Lycra tights, I was already convinced, were going to emasculate me.


  We lined the edge of the road facing the house. A small orchestra in the yard produced a stream of dreamy gongs and celestial tinkles. Apart from this the street was silent – none of the usual passing cars, no bicycle bells, no shouts from passers-by, no pleading beggars. Only the gongs and chimes, the occasional shuffles and coughs from those gathered, and the speculative cackles of chickens wandering between feet. Everyone was straining to look in the same direction, down the empty street, but I could see nothing down there.


  Last to appear from the house was the bride, with Mama and the Doctor each holding an arm. The three of them took up positions at the head of the throng. Rini, wrapped in gold, face painted white, stared down the street, drained of expression, stiff as a doll. Mama had caught the stiffness too; her face was a mask of terror. The Doctor, stooped and genial, still wore his customary nervous grin under his walrus moustache. He nodded in a strained way at faces in the crowd. This might hurt a bit, his expression seemed to say.


  Ten, fifteen minutes passed. My legs prickled. I tried standing on tiptoe, one foot after another. Tried flexing. I had to keep the circulation going – I had long lost sensation in my groin. The orchestra tinkled on atmospherically. The bride swayed, eyes closing and opening slowly, closing again. Still the crowd gazed toward the end of the street – the future depended on that empty space, it seemed. Yet the blank would not fill. The sky was cloudless, the heat unfiltered, the place treeless. The chickens stalked on, pecking between sandals. I wriggled my toes, sticky with sweat. Now I was losing feeling in my feet. Something had better happen –and fast.


  I must have briefly blacked out; I woke, still standing, to find the crowd undulating, wavering all around me. Excitement was rippling back and forth in currents. The orchestra broke off. I blinked. Another crowd had manifested down the street, had taken up position there. They stood compact and still, as if they had been there some time. It was the groom’s party, the groom himself at its head, gleaming in a golden sarong. He stood below an unfurled banner, the banner limp in the stillness. The mirrored parties faced one another, unmoving and silent. The bride swayed, not staring down the empty street, but somewhere far inside.


  Then, as a body, the groom’s party advanced a pace, a uniform pace. A drum began pounding, quietly at first, then insistently. The group advanced another pace. Suddenly the drum’s rhythm accelerated. Two dancers broke free from behind the bride, one twirling a yellow parasol, and they danced down the street. Pink dancers emerged from the crowd and followed, turning forward in circles. Arriving under the groom’s banner, they danced his entourage down the road.


  As the group passed close to us, I found myself looking at a familiar face in the groom’s party. Yes, there was Reggie, spy, plant, hostage perhaps. He winked.


  Then an unexpected moan rose from the crowd. The bride had slumped. The Doctor and Mama briefly wrestled with Rini, grasping her slender arms tighter, propping her up. But the dancers never missed a step: they continued bearing down on the bride.


  That night I walked under the monkey, across the bridge, and stood before Babette’s gate. Maybe I could check if my equipment still worked. But I remembered the turning dancers, and I turned away.
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  The next time I saw the Idas the street was as crowded as ever. Yet the house had a deserted look, and I found the maid sweeping around the columns. Was Ronnie about? No, she said. What about Reggie? No – he was out with Georgie.


  ‘You mean Ronnie is with Georgie?’


  The maid giggled. ‘No, Reggie! He’s always out with Georgie now – and Ronnie’s not happy!’


  ‘Aduh! She’s switched brothers?’


  ‘Yes! Aduh!’


  The maid’s demeanor became stern as she led me into the living room, now even more cluttered with chairs, sofas, sideboards, coffee tables and televisions. As always the dinner table was completely covered with food under nets, lids and plates. Yet the house felt empty. Flies buzzed the table. Most of the doors leading off in various directions were open.


  Mama forlornly shuffled out of her room in her nightie and slippers. She looked at me with red eyes, blinked rapidly, and said in her deep, damaged voice, ‘Ah, it’s you, Joey. Where have you been? We were worried about you. We thought you might have gone home to Argentina without saying goodbye. You want some food? Mau makan? There’s still some cake from the wedding. It lasts years. Are you alright, Joey? You’ve still got that hungry look. Lapar, ya?’


  ‘Maybe he’s in love,’ grinned the Doctor, appearing from the surgery. He shook my hand, looking at me from the corners of his eyes, with the peculiar stiff-necked way he had – a nervously grinning man, with slightly staggered, spliced movements.


  ‘Ugghh … love. Don’t mention it,’ shivered Mama, waving her hand. ‘My poor Rini, my poor darling daughter Rini – gone. Married. Come on, Joe, eat, eat, ayo, makan,’ she urged, but sadly without relish, distracted by sad thoughts even before she had finished speaking. ‘And to think Ruby is getting married so soon after. It’ll break my heart twice. Poor Mama!’


  Ratu, the youngest daughter, peeped through a tentatively opened door, then darted diagonally across the room, disappearing into the kitchen under the stairs, the maid’s domain.


  ‘Joe needs fattening up,’ Mama declared to the Doctor. ‘And he needs a good Indonesian girl. He doesn’t look well, does he? He needs a woman to feed him. What will his Mama in the Andes think?’


  ‘Australia,’ corrected the Doctor, grinning.


  ‘What will she think when he goes home and he’s wasted away to a skeleton, a shadow? What will she think of us Indonesians? Eh? Have you lost your appetite, Joe? Don’t you like Indonesian food? Go on, eat, eat, makan, makan. The food’s over there waiting on the table.’ Mama was revving up, casting about for her old self. ‘Are you really in love? Oh dear, he’ll be getting married next. Go on, makan, makan. I don’t trust people who don’t have good appetites. And you know what he needs? He needs a girl.’


  ‘It’s said Joe does have a girl, an Indonesian girl,’ the Doctor suddenly volunteered. ‘And apparently she’s a very beautiful one, too. A princess. But he’s very discreet about her.’ He grinned at me sideways.


  ‘Don’t talk to me about princesses. Love – ugghh.’


  Ratu dashed back out of the kitchen, crossing the room and pushing open the door of her room, revealing a tongue of lemon interior. It closed.


  ‘Are you sure you don’t want to eat, Joe?’ the Doctor asked. ‘I’m going to have a bit.’


  ‘Makan, makan!’


  We sat down at the table strewn with plates of tofu, beans, goat satay, chicken satay, chicken claws, chicken livers, boiled eggs the size of glass eyes, rice, bread, tripe, varieties of fish, the ubiquitous noodles and rice, and more than a few things I could not identify. Mama, perched on the arm of the closest sofa, monitored my choice of dish. The Doctor sat at one end of the table, passing the food.


  ‘You’re really good to me,’ I said.


  ‘Eat, eat! Don’t you like Indonesian food, Joey?’


  I had not put enough on my plate. Mama could be offended. I swallowed but she went on before I could reply. Mama hopped off the sofa arm and shuffled up to the table. She began repeatedly jabbing at a favourite dish. ‘What about this one, Joey? This one here. This is my tofu. Look, he’s eating it,’ she said, pointing at me, then the dish, and back again. ‘You can see he really likes it. More, have more, more. From now on I’ll be your Mama, alright, because your Mama in Armenia must be missing you. She’ll be worried sick about you. Well now you can tell her not to worry, that Mama in Indonesia is looking after you.’ She chuckled, a sound like a car turning over gravel. Her triangular eyes turned to slits: she was thinking. ‘Look at him, he likes that one, he really likes the curried chicken. Ah, it’s good to have someone to finish up the food now that poor Rini’s gone. Which do you like more, Joey, our food or Western food?’


  Mama posed this tricky question every time I ate at the house.


  ‘Yours,’ I mumbled, mouth full.


  ‘You eat lots of milky things in Amsterdam, don’t you?’


  ‘Australia,’ said the Doctor.


  ‘Yes, we do. Lots of milk and – and cheese.’


  ‘You people smell like milk.’


  ‘You must excuse Mama,’ smiled the Doctor, ‘she’s from Sumatra.’


  Ratu ventured from her room again, slipping into a corner of the most distant sofa, where Rini used to sit. Rini had a few soft corners from where she viewed the world, her legs curled under her, her eyes tracking the people passing. Now Ratu did the same.


  ‘Well, he does smell like milk!’ boomed Mama. Her fingers were itching for a cigarette. ‘They all do. But we’ll make him smell different. The goat! Hey, you haven’t tried the goat, the goat curry! I made it – don’t you like my cooking? Don’t you like my goat? Special Sumatran style. Very hot. Don’t stop eating!’


  ‘I’ve finished, thanks. Terima kasih, terima kasih banyak. It was delicious! Enak, enak sekali!’


  ‘Let me show you my fish tank, Joe,’ said the Doctor.


  ‘Hang on! Let him finish eating first. Don’t rush him.’


  ‘Come on, Joe, let’s look at the fish. Mama’s from Sumatra, you mustn’t –’


  ‘Careful, Joey!’ cried Mama, ‘he’s showing you his fish tank.’ She roared, and Ratu, of a more Javanese generation, twittered.


  Just beyond the dinner table, behind glass doors, nestled a tiny grotto-style courtyard. Here a fish tank bubbled under overhanging ferns. The tank was a substantial one, indicating social status. Two goldfish, and a single black fish with bulbous eyes, cruised on, never crossing paths.


  ‘I did have six fish in the tank,’ lamented the Doctor, ‘but these ones ate the others.’


  The black fish cruised to the cover of a green plastic diver on the fish tank floor.


  ‘Are fish auspicious?’ I asked.


  ‘They help us to remain calm. Fish-watching produces a calming effect, necessary to a population confined in such crowded and hot conditions.’ His eyes swivelled briefly back toward the house, and he chuckled in his quiet way. ‘Poor Mama, she hasn’t stopped weeping since the wedding was first announced.’


  In fact, Mama stood freshly crying in the doorway now. ‘You callous man,’ she rasped, waving her cigarette at her husband. ‘He’s not weeping, is he, Joey? Don’t you care for your daughter, eh?’


  The Doctor looked into the tank, grinning uneasily. ‘You have to pardon Mama, Joe. She’s from –’


  ‘Ugghh! Men!’ Mama shuffled away with a contemptuous flip of her hand.


  ‘The house does seem empty,’ I said.


  ‘Yes, the party’s over,’ sighed the Doctor. ‘And now that Rini has married, Ruby wants to get married straight away. I’m completely broke, Joe. But Ruby has been waiting to get married for years. In Indonesia the oldest daughter has to marry first. The younger daughters must wait. That’s the way we do it. Ruby’s tired of waiting any longer. But the money! We’re expected to spend everything we have on each wedding. There just aren’t enough sick people.’ He unscrewed the cap of the fish food container. The three fish saw: they manoeuvred to face the Doctor, hovering. The Doctor dropped a few flakes upon the water. The fish dashed to the surface.


  ‘I’ve been watching them a lot lately,’ said the Doctor, glum.


  ‘Why does a wedding go for three days here?’


  ‘Well, there’s the civil ceremony, our traditional ceremony, and the Islamic ceremony. We have to do all three. Indonesia is a complicated place, isn’t it? It’s a bit like a cake: at the bottom you have the animism, then Hinduism, then Buddhism, then the Arabs brought Islam, then the Europeans came with their Christianity.’


  ‘And capitalism.’


  ‘Oh, that’s always been here. Yes, it’s like layers of a cake. And nothing ever quite goes away.’


  Mama was back in the doorway, regarding us suspiciously through squinting, bellicose eyes, her gown sleeves rolled up. ‘Don’t you feel anything, you men? Don’t you realise your daughter’s gone, gone forever? You do realise that? And you stand there feeding fish and giving history lectures. What’s the good of that? Eh?’


  The Doctor shook his head and contemplated the tank.


  The two goldfish had the black fish cornered behind the diver.


  ‘Hey, have you eaten enough, Joey?’ cried Mama, thrusting a freshly opened tin of cookies through the door. She waved it about to attract my eye. ‘Makan, makan!’


  ‘No, nothing ever quite goes away,’ sighed the Doctor, his eyes on the fish.
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  A decade passed before I returned to Indonesia.


  I found myself marooned in Jakarta on my first night. It hadn’t changed much since my last visit. Still the monsoonal air, black-windowed cars, Soviet-era monuments, schools of small blue taxis, beggars overrunning intersections, blocks of car yards littered with smashed-up minibuses – and the smell, fetid, tropical.


  Restless, I tracked down a dark padded bar I remembered from my last visit. I found it unchanged. In the gloom I began talking to a young Englishman named Peter, who turned out to be a teacher. Peter had some drinking companions: Arna, a bubbly, talkative, Hispanic-looking Californian, and Donna, a thickish forty-something Londoner accompanied by her twenty-something Indonesian boyfriend, Sawung.


  ‘Only now do I realise what an impoverished place the West is,’ Arna was saying eagerly as we sat in a line crouched over the bar, ‘the West is spiritually bankrupt. It always has been. All through history it’s only gained spiritual energy by importing it from the East. It’s a debt the West can’t bring itself to acknowledge, but you only have to come to the East to realise how deep a debt it is.’


  Peter, new to the country, listened attentively. I listened to catch an echo.


  ‘The West needs a periodical spiritual influx from the East to satiate its spiritual appetite,’ continued Arna, black eyes flashing, ringed hands animated, ‘because it’s incapable of generating its own spiritual ideas.’


  ‘Arna always talks like this,’ Donna groaned. ‘Hey, Arna, you left your comparative religion thesis in the drawer at home, remember? Anyway, this isn’t the East. It’s South-East Asia, and it has imported its religion too.’ She cackled, and kissed Sawung, rudely returning him from his thoughts. Sawung either leaned forward trying to keep up with the rapid English, or sat back, eyes straying to other parts of the building, smiling blandly when he thought smiling was required.


  ‘We’ve grown ashamed of the gods,’ said Arna, ‘ashamed of the whole idea of the divine in the West. We’ve become so limited by our obsession with our individual selves – an obsession born from spiritual bankruptcy – and feeding that same bankruptcy. Now we can’t accommodate a notion of the divine at all, and that’s eroded us, undermined and isolated us. But it’s different here. In Indonesia you can feel the gods, you can feel spirits everywhere, you can feel otherworldly energy –’


  ‘Rubbish!’ cried Donna, pouring everyone more beer from a jug. ‘Listen, Arna, this country is not what you crank it up to be. This place is filthy, unjust, and it couldn’t be worldlier. It’s a fucking hole where people treat one another like dogs and you know it. Don’t you think so?’ she suddenly asked me.


  ‘No.’


  ‘Oh?’


  ‘Indonesia is a magical place,’ I said, ‘a fateful place.’


  The drinkers stared down the line at me, Donna with a sour look.


  ‘Just when you’re really low something wonderful will happen in this country. Every day something unbelievable happens. That was my experience.’


  ‘That’s so true!’ cried Arna. ‘What’s your name again? Joel? There’s a kind of free, molten energy here, untamed, running just below the surface, moving and changing all the time. At some point in every day the energy breaks through, and chaos erupts – like it did in a big way in the late sixties, and in the late nineties. Westerners are spellbound by that wild, free energy, because it’s become so rare where we come from. We’ve tamed it, watered it down with our heads and our instruments and our laws. Here there’s a magical energy, a transforming energy –’


  ‘It’s not bloody magical,’ countered Donna stoutly, ‘I don’t know what you lot are going on about. Are we talking about the same country? Go out in the street – it’s a pigsty!’


  ‘That’s what your eyes will see,’ said Arna. ‘But for me this place makes us whole again. Only the other evening my friend Wayan took me to this cave in the hills to watch the sun set – it was simply amazing – we’ll have to take you there, Joel – it was the most spiritual experience I have ever had, you could just feel the energy.’


  Donna made vomiting motions.


  Peter wanted to know more about my experience of Indonesia. Growing maudlin – and these were maudlin days for me, having recently lost my job, and then my partner of the last few years – I told him the story of Danu. ‘I still wonder about her, almost every day. That’s the truth.’ I did not say, because I could not articulate it yet, that I never quite recovered from being inside a fairytale, or rather, failing a fairytale: fairytale reality has an unstoppable resonance.


  ‘Why didn’t you marry her?’ asked Peter.


  ‘She loved my brother.’


  ‘My Indonesian teacher in London told me that she fled an arranged marriage.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘She’s a dish, too. Married to an Englishman. She’s Javanese. Absolutely super teacher. Lovely lady.’


  ‘She’s Javanese? What’s her name?’


  ‘Danu.’


  The bar, Peter, the glass in my hand, became distant, muted. I was outside of time, above time, the new moment emerging from a sequence of other moments I had thought gone.


  ‘Danu – your teacher’s name is Danu?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘How old is she?’


  ‘Middle, late thirties. Looks younger, though. Stunning – really tall.’


  I put down my glass (my fourth or fifth), trying to focus my thoughts.


  ‘Her husband teaches at the same school back in London. He used to teach English in Indonesia, perhaps about the same time you were here, Joe.’


  ‘Her husband? What’s his name?’


  ‘His name’s Tom. They are an odd couple – mismatched, you’d have to say. Poor old Tom. Not the most charming man to look at. But a heart of gold. And he obviously adores Danu.’


  ‘Tom? Tom – a guy with a big hooked nose –’


  ‘Yes, that’s him. Lived all over the world, used to teach here in Java, in Bandung. Says Indonesia is the easiest place in the world to live. Yeah. You know Tom?’


  The next day I caught the train to Bandung. The train left the station with a reluctant sigh, pausing, nosing through suburbs, trundling through shanty slums, clattering into rice fields. Villages began flitting past. Well-groomed attendants brought trays of miniature orange juice containers and honey roasted peanuts in pint-sized packets of foil. Wherever the train stopped children, crones, people with glazed eyes ran up to the windows, and jiggled snacks, drinks, trinkets, souvenirs, plastic travel pillows. Nothing had changed. Rolling hills, deep ravines, fast-flowing red rivers, glittering green valleys, caldera lakes, fresh volcanoes. The train slid on under steep terraces, the thousands of padi reflecting like scales in the sun. We climbed into higher country, through the tea fields. At intervals the land fell away and we crawled over spindly bridges, far above some red river. Then down again, into flat, all-suffusing equatorial daylight.


  I felt guilt about Danu, I realised, as we climbed another mountain side. I had not trusted her enough; I could have helped her more.


  I soothed my conscience with the pang of not having got her for myself.


  The train began another ascent.


  Once I had caught a minibus into the hills with Aki. We were still getting to know one another. We climbed uphill on a narrow red path, away from the road. She wanted to show me a war graveyard. On either side of the path splayed the fingers of forested ridges, reaching down into the caldera of Bandung. The entire city nestled in a bowl below, encircled by hills. The muddy path was embedded with blue stones, liverish from sun showers. Yellow butterflies flitted from stone to stone. The valleys steamed, occasional khaki-coloured clove trees standing out like raised stitches in the canopy. Click, click, the men by the road went to Aki. ‘Mau ke mana, Mister, mau ke mana?’ they called to me.


  Rain was hitting the window as the train slid into a siding, alongside a string of shops selling human-sized puppets. Each puppet was a replica of the same image, a devil baring its fangs, and I knew we were close now. Where was Amelia these days?


  The train lurched forward again, and I returned to Aki leading me through the hills above Bandung. In a little steamy valley foamed a cloud of dandelions. Aki stooped to pick one, and her face emptied in memory, buttery at the edges. She was standing in the shade of a bamboo thicket, her face moving up and down against the blades of bamboo leaf. In shadow she was green-featured, her lips and eyelids like putty, almost liquid. Behind her the thicket was dense with piping frogs and shrilling insects. Water trickled somewhere close. She puckered her lips, and blew away the frothy-headed dandelion. Beyond the bamboo was revealed a plateau, stretching to a long-sloped volcano in the distance: tiny women dressed in green and gold bent in rows across the watery, shimmering flat, one hand clutched behind their backs. Stringy bare-chested men plunged behind long-horned buffalo, horns that held the sun. We came to an open hut selling drinks by the path. The bottles were stacked in rows – two of crimson, two of lemon, two orange, two lime, the sun illuminating the suspension and the sediment of the lolly drinks. Naked brown children stared, swinging from bamboo poles, as Aki led me behind a screen of gigantic bamboo, to a large and abandoned house.


  ‘This place was used by the Japanese army,’ she said, and I followed her up the wide wooden staircase.


  ‘Why so abandoned?’


  Because of the ghosts, she said.


  The rooms were stripped and graffitied. Monkeys sat in the glassless window panes, suckling young. The joints of bamboo squealed. Geckos dashed over floors and walls. The hallway of animal scats seemed endless, medieval, northern European, of saga-like proportions.


  ‘Come out of the house,’ called Aki. In a dream I descended the rat-pellet staircase, taken along by her hand. She led me through watery, streaming light, into the dark and darker shadows of the bamboo.


  ‘Don’t tell anyone,’ she said. ‘It’s not like home.’


  Nobody I knew then will be here now, I told myself as the train drew in to Bandung. Except the Idas. And perhaps Ibu.


  I visited Ibu the next day. Although a little more stooped and spotted, she was dressed in her familiar green sarong. She called me Emile, sat me down, and said nothing as the maid served us tea. Her house was unchanged. The plastic Sydney Harbour Bridge I had given her ten years before sat on the shelf, dustless and untouched. After I had set her straight about my identity, she asked me what had happened to Emile, who seemed a much clearer figure in her mind than I was. He had done his disappearing trick again, I replied, last heard of in Port Moresby. She called me Emile again as I left.


  I had a coffee at the Cafe Vermeer, also oddly unaltered. The next generation of orange waitresses grew sleepy with the afternoon. I decided to put off my visit to the Idas until the next day.


  In the cooler hour or so before dark I found myself walking toward Babette’s. Under the monkey tree I looked up. Only a hanging chain remained, and a few slats of rotted wood. I came to the little bridge I had first crossed as a young man.


  ‘Mau ke mana, Mister, mau ke mana?’


  ‘Babette’s.’


  ‘Ah, Ba-betz. Hati-hati, ya?’


  Thick woody hibiscus flourished where roses once bloomed. The rose bushes remained only as delicate skeletons. A fresh strand of barbed wire skirted the courtyard wall. The older wire beneath now doubled as a trellis for an orange-flowered creeper. Music tinkled in the evening.


  I knocked. In the same movement I turned to go. Too late.


  ‘Ya, mister?’


  ‘I’m sorry, I’ve come to the wrong house. I was just going –’


  ‘Mister Joe! It’s you, you’re back! Don’t you remember me? It’s me, Mira, grown old. Apa kabar?’


  ‘Baik baik saja … but you look the same, Mira!’


  ‘Oh, you were always so polite, Mister Joe!’


  I tagged along through the courtyard, down the colonnade. Children’s toys were still scattered about. Again an animal stirred in the gloom. On through the door with ironwork on it, then down the stone hall, where a golden-haired girl skipped under candlelight. She stopped before me, large-eyed, green-eyed.


  ‘Amelia?’ No, Amelia would be older, much older. This girl was nine or ten.


  The girl danced through the drape, which had changed to a dark blue material. Mira spoke my name.


  ‘Come in, Joe,’ called a chiming voice I missed the moment I heard it.


  Babette sat where she had always sat, her back to the tapestries. The third tapestry, the one of the lovers, hung where the space had been, yet appeared equally aged as the other two. In the candlelight Babette’s hair showed silver at the temple, otherwise she was unchanged: perhaps her eyes were larger and more luminous than I recalled. I saw and remembered her coral pendant.


  The girl sat at the end of the table and stared.


  ‘Juliette, this is Joe, who we’ve often talked about.’


  ‘I know all about you,’ announced the girl.


  ‘Didn’t I tell you that Daddy would be back one day?’


  So this is how the story ends, or repeats, or begins. In the years I had been away I had thought of my time here as a long dream. Now that dream was expanding to accommodate a larger dream. The girl would stare at me, and I would look about the room – at the tapestries, at Babette, at the silverware – until my eyes must return to the child. I would be slow with shock. Yet not so slow. After all, hadn’t the scene been rehearsed? The child would grow too tired and be told to go to bed; she could talk to me in the morning, and I could talk to her. And these things happened, until Babette had left the room to kiss Juliette goodnight.


  She returned after ten minutes, or ten years. She seemed to expect that we would leave the house together, as if proceeding on something said earlier, something I had not registered. My mind had shrivelled. All I could think was that Babette had changed into something new – yes, she had put on different clothes, although perhaps not new …


  ‘Let’s go,’ she said. ‘I need to get out, Joe. And I’d rather not talk here. Not after all this time.’


  ‘That dress –’


  Babette put her finger to her lips.


  ‘Where are we going?’ I asked in the courtyard.


  ‘Where would you like to go?’


  ‘Somewhere we can be alone.’


  ‘If you can think of somewhere without people,’ she said, opening the door onto the garden.


  ‘What about the Japanese caves?’


  ‘I’ve never been there. And it’ll be dark soon.’


  ‘It makes no difference in the caves.’


  She laughed, and took my hand in the garden, making me light in a way I had thought long dead.


  ‘Don’t tell me you believe in ghosts, Babette?’


  ‘Haven’t I met one tonight?’


  I must have blanched.


  ‘Sorry, Joe. Okay, we’ll go to the caves. It doesn’t matter where we go.’


  ‘We don’t have to go in. I’ve been in, and they’re scary. But they’re in a park, not many people go because – because of the ghosts, and we can walk, and talk. I want to say –’


  But Babette put her finger to her lips again. As if I had shouted.


  ‘All this can wait – first I want to know you again.’


  The moment we appeared on the street, a van veered diagonally across several lanes, screeching to a halt at our feet.


  We could barely squeeze in. Two facing benches ran either side of the interior: twelve or fourteen faces stared at Babette. Beside us a bug-eyed man equipped with only eye teeth smiled and talked to us eagerly in a dialect we could not understand. He was barefoot, wore threadbare clothes, and clutched a cardboard box, through the top of which an indignant rooster had thrust its head. The head pivoted about. Opposite, two women stared at us coolly, or contemptuously, only their eyes and the broad smooth bridges of their noses showing beneath their head coverings. The eyes were made-up. Four or five youths glowered at the back, baseball caps tugged down hard.


  Babette and I were pressed together, and I could not help remembering her through the skin, while watching the van’s boy in the open doorway swinging and crouching and straightening and soliciting, shredding his voice, his free fist quilled with notes and jingling coins. Every time Babette moved with the van, or I pictured the child sleeping in a room of her house, I altered almost physically, as if the parts of me were falling into place.


  ‘Is this it?’ I asked. The way to the caves had been coming back to me in stages.


  A chorus in the van agreed, this was the park, these were the caves, the fellow travellers were suddenly all for us, and the rooster made his burst for freedom, and was nabbed by the tail feathers.


  We stepped into the dusk, following a downward path under trees. The tail of the last call in the last mosque withdrew over the dark. Above the path the trees gave way to sheer, bald rock, and we passed the lightless arches of the first tunnels. This was the place I had taken Danu’s hand.


  Babette’s hand was shockingly present. She played with my fingers, as if remembering or recognising them, or kneading them into new shapes. She said, ‘I would like to go in.’


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘I want to go in the caves. We’ve come this far.’


  We had arrived at the end of the path. Before us rose the dark mouth into the mountain. ‘Hati-hati,’ said the last seller squatting by the way, as we bought candles and matches. The boy looked genuinely worried for us.


  The candles would not light. A breeze must have been coming out of the mountain. We had to step aside from the tunnel before the wicks would take. Inside, I was struck by the sonic length of the tunnel: our movements and words echoed far ahead, then increasingly far behind. We walked over a dark, powdered earth, in an air dank and sultry. The roof, appearing when the candles were held high, smoothly arched down to the white plastered walls. No spiders, no bats. Nothing seemed to live down here, although perhaps life went on in the further darkness.


  Somewhere earth slid and pattered to the floor, and an hourglass echo relayed from tunnel to tunnel. Babette clutched my hand rather hard, wringing out the past. How soft and limp Danu’s hand had been, as if deboned.


  ‘It’s a very haunted place,’ Danu had said, smiling.


  ‘No Indonesian will be here now,’ said Babette, smiling.


  ‘Does everyone here believe in ghosts?’ I had asked Danu.


  ‘Do they all sleep with the light on? Do they all refuse to stay in a house alone overnight? Yes, most! You don’t believe in ghosts, do you?’


  ‘Until I came here I didn’t. But this country is full of them.’


  ‘People keep encouraging them,’ Danu had said.


  ‘Look, Babette, there are big rooms and chambers off to the side. That’s where the Japanese kept their stores and ammunition.’ I heard myself repeating Danu’s words. ‘And look, I remember this. Now I know where we are. There’s a painting here I want to show you. It’s been in my mind all this time.’


  We had come to a turn in the tunnel. Somewhere about here, Danu had held high the candle, revealing a painting on the wall. I had not noticed it at first. I was taking in how we were reduced to simple features, flashing eyes, indistinct noses, shadowy mouths; how our steps and the brushing of our clothes echoed.


  At last the candlelight had settled, and it became clear that the whitewashed walls were covered with paintings. Some merely scribbles, but others constituted an art form of their own, a form developed for this place, a speleological art of banished spirits and inhumed gods. Many more than I remembered.


  ‘Here it is!’ I said. I held the candle higher.


  ‘Look who’s here! It’s Ganesh.’


  The crowned elephant’s eyes seemed to twinkle, to laugh at being found. Ganesh, at least, remained unaltered.


  ‘The witch Rangda’s down this tunnel.’ So again Danu was speaking through me. She might be here now, moving the candle across my face, before walking confidently down a passage, familiar with where she was going: the lower half of her face smiled, and for the first time I looked at the two dark points rising under her shirt.


  ‘I can’t believe you don’t have to have a religion in your society,’ said Danu, cerebral to the last, ‘but then what do people believe in?’


  ‘Desire seems rather popular these days – that’s what a lot of my friends and acquaintances seem to believe in, at least.’


  ‘They say all is clouded by desire.’


  ‘“As fire by smoke, as a mirror by dust.”’


  ‘Oh, very good. I knew you were spiritual.’


  ‘No, just a reader.’


  ‘My candle went out.’


  ‘See Babette, that’s Rangda. Remember when Amelia cursed me as Rangda? What?’


  ‘Don’t step on it.’


  I followed her finger, pointing from our joined hands.


  A butterfly, double aqua, had unfolded at our feet, and stood puttering in silence, as if for take-off.


  Wind gathered inside the mountain and came the enormous butterfly’s way. A run of debris rippled, and the wings set. Danu got blown out into the night, and I had landed in the cave with Babette.


  ‘You’re changing before my eyes, Joe.’


  ‘Perhaps you shouldn’t look.’


  ‘Do you want to go back?’


  ‘I do want to go back.’


  Back to peep at the tropical child.


  But first to be pinned in the black, fathoms below, with all the colours.
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