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Who knows, whether, if I had given up smoking, I should really have become the strong perfect man I imagined? Perhaps it was
this very doubt that bound me to my vice, because life is so much pleasanter if one is able to believe in one’s own latent
greatness.







– Italo Svevo, Confessions of Zeno 
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The Butt End





A Note on the Author



By the Same Author

Praise for The Butt







Chapter 1





Standing on one of the balconies of the Mimosa serviced apartments, Tom Brodzinski sucked on the moist filter-tip of his cigarette,
and swore to himself it would be his last.




But then, it occurred to him, that’s something I’ve sworn a whole heap of times before. This time, though, it would be different.

For the three weeks of the Brodzinskis’ vacation, Tom had found the prohibitions on smoking, in this vast and sunbaked country,
particularly intrusive. There were strident signs in – and on – every restaurant, bar and public building, threatening fines
and imprisonment not only for smokers themselves but even for those who – whether wittingly or not – allowed smoking to take
place.


Moreover, outside the public buildings, there were yellow lines painted on the sidewalks and roadways, indicating where smokers
could legally congregate: sixteen metres from their entrance.


Such measures, of course, existed in Tom’s homeland; yet there they hardly seemed so egregious. Besides, the bulk of the population
had long since kicked the habit. While here, the whole garish infrastructure of this public-health campaign appeared, even
to Tom’s indolent ethical eye, to have been imposed on the country’s polyglot and heavy-puffing population, in place of any
more commanding civic morality.


And so it all had grated on Tom, turning those little interludes of cloudy self-absorption into hurried and unsatisfying liaisons
with La Divina Nicotina.


Yes, giving up would free him from such bondages, while, at the same time, he would find liberation in doing the right thing,
facing up to his mortality, his responsibilities as a father, a husband and a citizen. No longer would he sustain his individualism
with such puerile puffing.


Tom was no fool; he understood that smoking was really only of any interest to smokers – and that, increasingly, that was
all that interested them. Once free of the habit, he would be in a new world, where he could see things clearly and understand
their significance, rather than being hectored by signs and lines.


Thinking of stubbing his final cigarette out, Tom looked around the balcony for an ashtray, or any other receptacle which
could receive the worm’s cast of ash. But there was none. Next, he peered over the balustrade, down on to the balcony below,
which projected out from the façade of the apartment block that much further.



An elderly Anglo man was spread out on a lounger. The thin legs that stuck out from his Bermudas were lumpy with bunches of
varicose veins. The onion-skin sheets of an international edition of the Wall Street Journal lay on his deflated chest. From Tom’s vantage, the old man’s face was foreshortened to a nubbin of a nose and chin, while
his bald pate flaked beneath an artificially lustrous comb-over.




Tom tipped the ash into his own cupped hand, tamped it into dust and blew this into the heavy, humid air. From below there
came the noise of metal scraping on tile. A young woman had emerged from the sliding doors that, Tom assumed, must separate
the balcony from the old man’s own serviced apartment. A very young woman – a girl, in fact.


She wore only a sarong, which was wrapped around her slim, sinuous hips, and, from where Tom stood, he could appreciate the
orchidaceous perfection of her breasts, the taut purity of her matt-black skin. She must, he thought, be a desert tribeswoman,
but what the hell was she doing with this dried-up stick of a guy?


What she was doing was drawing up a small metal table and placing upon it a tall glass, frosted with condensation and choked
with fruit. She removed the newspaper, tidied its pages and folded it. What she was doing was unaffectedly ministering to
the old man’s needs, to the point that she seemed quite unconscious of the way one of her long, pinky-brown nipples pressed
against his neck, as she smoothed the sweat-damp hair on his forehead.


‘Thanks, honey,’ the old man rasped, and the complacent tone of his voice summoned up Tom’s righteous indignation, reserves
of which were generous to begin with, and always easily replenished by the follies of his countrymen.


Jesus Christ! Tom internally expostulated. That sick creep is one of those disgusting sex tourists. He’s come over here to
get his gross old body fondled by one of these young girls! It’s revolting – he can’t be allowed to get away with it!


Tom’s grasp on the ethnic complexities of the country wasn’t strong, but he did know that the Tugganarong – the copper-skinned
natives of the offshore Feltham Islands – came here as guest workers; and that many of the young women ended up prostituting
themselves. But this girl was clearly a desert tribeswoman, and he hadn’t seen any like her hanging around outside the bars
and strip clubs of Vance’s small – but savage – red-light district.




In truth, the whole bizarre palimpsest of race and culture in this vast land bamboozled Tom. In theory, the Anglo descendants
of the former colonial power still constituted the elite. Yet, only the previous morning, in the highland township where they’d
stopped to get gas and cash, Tom had found himself in line at an ATM behind a shambolic, shaking figure that was bent almost
double and wearing a dirty-blue patterned native toga. But when his turn came at the brushed-steel keyboard, it transpired
that the man hadn’t been waiting to make a withdrawal at all. Rather, he stooped to retrieve a half-smoked cigarette butt
from the dusty ground.


Tom found himself fixated on the white trough of a scar that bisected the old wino’s grizzled head from nape to crown. Was
this, Tom wondered, the most extreme of tribal markings? Or had the man stumbled, drunk, into a buzz-saw?


Then, as the figure straightened up, and the turtle head swung up and round, Tom was confronted by the sun-cracked features
of an ancient Anglo, whose mouth was crusted with dried yellow goo.


Later on, as Tom struggled to pilot the preposterously large minivan – which he had hired in an excess of foolish grandiosity
– through the maddening mêlée of the main street, he spotted the same old Anglo wino, in the shade of a fat-trunked tree set
back from the road.


Now, recalling the unpleasant scene that had followed, Tom took a particularly deep draw on his cigarette, and it fizzed and
popped in the humid atmosphere. He deposited another quarter-inch of ash into his hand, tamped and blew. Tommy Junior, who,
as usual, had been right at the back of the car, had also seen the old wino. More importantly, he’d seen what the indigenes
with whom the wino was sitting and drinking palm spirit were selling.


‘Dad! Dad!’ he had boomed out – why couldn’t he control his volume? ‘They’ve got one of those model things we saw back a ways.
Can we stop and get this one? Can we? Can we, please?’


Tom was going to give this request no more attention than the previous score, but Tommy’s mother had decided to intercede.
‘Why don’t we stop and see if we can buy it, Tom?’ Martha suggested, gently enough. ‘Tommy’s been real good the last couple
of days – and they haven’t been easy for him. The other kids have all gotten stuff they wanted; why not get him something
too?’


‘I don’t think they’re for kids . . .’ Tom began, and then thought better of continuing, because his wife’s posture had altered
in the way it always did when she was readying herself to bring him into line: her bare shoulders rising up, her elegant neck
snaking down, her round golden eyes widening under her thick blonde fringe. Tom had looked for a gap in the throng – with
its press of wagons drawn by lama-like auracas, its frenetic pedestrians and clashing rickshaws – aimed the car at it and
pulled up by the tree in a cloud of ochreous dust.


Needless to say, the model Tommy had wanted wasn’t for sale. Or, rather, it wasn’t for sale to them. The native who had made
it explained to Tom and Martha, through the slurred intermediary of the old Anglo wino, that it was a cult object, and, as
such, could be bought only by a member of a different clan to his own; one that stood in a special – and obscure – relation
to it.


‘As you can see,’ the wino croaked, ‘it is an absolute top piece of workmanship, yeah. A Gandaro spirit wagon – but then,
you knew that.’


What was knowledge? God knows, Tom always tried to read up on the culture of the places the family visited, and this vacation
had been no exception. Before the Brodzinskis left home, he had given himself kaleidoscopic migraines reading stuff on the
web. Was it the surreptitious joints he smoked in front of the screen, or the way the luminous info-panels slid across it?
Tom couldn’t be sure, but, instead of grasping the details, he found them slipping between his numb mental digits.


This much Tom did know: these upland tribes – the Gandaro, the Ibbolit and the Handrey – were less austere and mystical than
the desert dwellers. Their magic was tempered, both by the warm rains of their cloud forests and the long history of contact
with aliens. They believed in a kind of can-do, can-get approach to their spirits, importuning them through the agency of
these talismans: finely wrought models, depicting those goods and attributes that they wished for themselves.


Hence, this particular model, which was a 1:10 scale version of the very four-wheel-drive minivan they were sitting in. Right
down to the iridescent blue paint job, the ludicrous flying-vee spoiler, the bulbous wheel arches and tinted windows. It had
been fashioned with exquisite cunning from tin cans, hammered flat, seamed and then soldered together. Now it lay in the lap
of its Gandaro creator, and he stroked its metallic curves as if it were a much loved child.


The contrast between the primitivism of the model and the sophistication of its subject imbued it with a curious potency,
even if you gave no credence whatsoever to its magical properties. Tom, himself, wanted to take it from the thickset hillman
with the bone nose plugs. And Tommy Junior – who had extracted his broad rear end from the back of the car with his usual
difficulty – stood in the dusty shade, screwing up his gross features, overcome by the loss of that thing that he had never
possessed, and began to keen.




The cigarette was finished. All that remained was a fang of ash curling up from its speckled gum. The cigarette was finished
– his last – and Tom also felt overwhelmed by the loss of that thing that he had never possessed: some deep and primordial
sense of healing satiety, a patch on his ruptured heart. Vainly, he cast about once more for the ashtray that wasn’t there;
and then, in a moment of utter unthinking, he flipped the butt into the sodden air.


It arced up, end over end, then, for an instant, hung at the zenith. Tom bade it a fond farewell, for, as it described its
neat parabola, it was defining his own new moral compass. I’m a better man, he thought, a much better man. Then, as the butt
fell towards the balcony below, the dream Tom had had the preceding night, as he fretted in their fetid bed in the Tree Top
Lodge, high in the cloud forest of the Handrey, came back to him.


Martha, sitting on a rattan chair, staring down between her parted thighs, as the slick, oily pool of blood on the floor plipped
and plopped.


‘I’m spotting again, Tom,’ she had said in a low, venomous tone. ‘I’m spotting again – and it’s your fault.’

There was a long, drawn-out howl from the balcony below, as of an animal caught in some fiendish trap. Confused at first,
assuming that the kids were fighting in the apartment, and one of them had banged their head, Tom started towards the sliding
doors. But Martha, having heard the howl as well, confronted him in the entrance, bulges of fresh-showered flesh cinched by
her towel.


Together, they strode to the balustrade and looked over. The old man was balled up on the lounger. His hands and those of
his young mistress both clawed at the mess of disarranged hair on his smoky scalp.


Realizing what had happened right away, Tom called down: ‘I’m sorry! So sorry – I wasn’t thinking.’

The old man was still twitching and howling. Martha looked at Tom with accusatory eyes. The native mistress had found what
she was searching for, and brushed clear of the lounger the last smoking shreds of the butt, which scattered on the white
tiles.


‘Why you fuggin do that?!’ she spat up at them. ‘Why you? You damn bloody fool, you!’



Later, when they had managed to calm the kids down, Martha took them all out for a walk, and a guilty, junk-food supper at
Cap’n Bob’s, the open air café on the ’nade.


It took half an hour for Tom to summon up the courage of his contrition; then he tiptoed down the bare stairs, padded along
the covered walkway and knocked on the door of the odd couple’s apartment. The native girl answered it, and, despite the fluster
of his own disgrace, Tom was still disappointed to see that she had repositioned her sarong to cover her breasts.


‘Oh, you.’ She pointed a damning finger at him. ‘What you wan’? Wha’chew doin’ down ’ere, yeah? Wha’chew wan’ with me?’

‘I – I came to see how he’s doing.’ Tom felt juvenile under the girl’s knowing gaze; her brown eyes held the eternal powers
of youth and sexual vitality.


And what did the girl see? Another Anglo tourist, the same as all the rest? He wasn’t in bad shape for a man of his age –
he had all his own hair – but there was no disguising the fact that Tom Brodzinski had only ever had average looks to begin
with. His was a face, he knew, that cried out to be ignored: his nose small and lumpy, his cheekbones ill defined, his chin
irresolute. His eyes, like the girl’s, were brown, but they held nothing more than a certain mildness, together with the bafflement
of middle age. Even Tom’s height and build were – if such a thing is possible – dull. Average.


Without more ado, the girl led Tom into the smaller of the two bedrooms in the apartment. He knew this was so, because the
layout corresponded to that of his own. Here, on a low, narrow, single bed, lay the victim of his butt, apparently naked beneath
a thin, floral-patterned sheet. There was a compress, or face cloth of some kind, over the old man’s face. He looked corpse-like,
and Tom stuttered, ‘I – I don’t m-mean to . . .’


Rousing himself, the old man removed the cloth. Where the butt had burned his scalp, a blister the size of a grape rose midst
the pathetic dyed hairs. A beam of light, hard and metallic, probed between the curtains pulled across the tiny window, clearly
illuminating the gleet in this cyst.


The old man’s jaw was slack, and turkey wattles shivered beneath it. His hand – which he held out to Tom – was caricatured
by arthritis, yet, when he spoke, his voice was surprisingly deep and powerful. ‘Reginald,’ he said. ‘Reginald Lincoln the
Third.’


‘Tom.’ Tom took the hand and subjected it to considerate pressure. ‘Brodzinski – the first of the line. Lissen, I can’t tell
you how sorry I am about this dumb . . . this dumb thing. Crazy, I don’t know what I was thinking; I mean, I guess I wasn’t
thinking at all.’


‘C’mon . . .’ Lincoln released Tom’s hand, and indicated that he should sit beside him on the skimpy bed. ‘We all do dumb
things,’ the old man continued. ‘I know I have. It was an accident; don’t be too hard on yourself.’



‘But a cigarette, Jesus, in this day and age that’s an offensive weapon, even if you don’t, like, hurl it at someone.’




Lincoln, to Tom’s considerable relief, laughed again, then said: ‘Like I say, we’ve all done dumb things, and I used to be
a smoker myself. I only gave it up a couple of years ago. With my blood pressure, it was getting in the way of more important
things, if you know what I mean.’


Lincoln’s black hooded eyes were directed to the doorway, where his teenage mistress was standing. Despite his state of contrition,
and his gratitude at being so speedily shriven, Tom still felt a stab of sexual jealousy, mingled with an unreasoning hatred,
at the sight of the black-skinned sylph, her discoid hairstyle forming a fetching halo around her pretty head.


Tom took a deep breath, and half smelled, half tasted Vaseline and coconut oil. Could it be, he wondered, that my sense of
smell is already more acute?


‘You’re not going to believe this’ – Tom addressed them both – ‘but that was my last – my last cigarette. I’m giving up too.
I guess that’s why I was . . . I was so, uh, preoccupied. Well,’ he laughed shortly, in what he hoped was a self-deprecating
manner, ‘at least if I stick to my resolution, I’ll never be in any danger of doing such a dumb thing ever again.’


‘At my age,’ Lincoln said, levering himself up on one elbow, ‘young man, you learn not to make too many resolutions at all.
You just take each day as it comes, and try to be grateful if you’ve hung in there.’


Observing the keen expression on Lincoln’s dissipated face, Tom was thankful for the ‘young man’, which, for once, seemed
genuine, not patronizing, and placed him in the same age group as the girl leaning in the doorway.


He got up to depart. ‘If there’s anything, anything at all I can do for you, please don’t hesitate to ask?’ Tom said, turning
questioningly to the girl.


‘Sure,’ Lincoln put in. ‘Atalaya will be here, she’ll let you know if there’s anything, but I doubt there will be. It’s a
blister – that’s all. I’ll see you at breakfast in the morning. Lemme tellya – they do a good one here.’


When he got back upstairs, Tom found the eight-year-old twins already drooling in front of the riotous, colourful barbarism
of the Cartoon Network. His daughter, Dixie, who was thirteen, was sitting at the round table in the dining area of the apartment,
threading glass beads on to a leather thong. Tommy Junior was in the small back bedroom, cross-legged on the bed. With his
T-shirt as capacious as a robe, his large long-lobed ears and his sagittal crest of greased part-bleached hair, the boy resembled
at once the Buddha and an ape. He was fiddling with the toggles of a handheld-computer games console that was hidden in his
big hands.


Tom looked at his eldest son, smitten with the shame and rage that were so habitual as to have formed a callus, jibing his
heart.


Tommy Junior looked up, grunted, looked down again.

Was he truly retarded – Tom pondered this automatically, as any other man might have yawned – or wilfully fucking stupid?
The boy seemed stupid to his father, his obsessions and his obduracies determined by some inner-peasant, rather than visited
upon him. It was as if Tommy Junior tried quite concertedly to do everything in his power to upset his father. He grunted
his way through meals, he ignored the most fundamental social pleasantries. If Tommy Junior spoke voluntarily with anyone
at all, it was only in order to regale them with interminable monologues concerning whichever computer game he was currently
fixated on.


Besides, it wasn’t like he was at some special school. He was in the same grade as other kids his age. He got a little extra
help, sure, but he could read, he could write.


Martha came into the vestibule where her husband was standing. She was abstracted, withdrawn into the glossy funnel of a magazine
which she held beneath her dripping, freshly showered face. A face hosed of expression as well as make-up. Regarding her sharply,
Tom had a bizarre insight: Martha had given up smoking five years before, and ever since then she had seemed increasingly
exiguous to him. It was as if the smoke that had once wreathed her beautiful face had given it definition.


‘How’d it go?’ she asked.

‘OK, I guess. He’s got a big blister, he’s lying down. The native chippy’s looking after him fine.’

‘Please, Tom–’ 

‘What? The kids? They can’t hear – they don’t care.’

‘No,’ she snapped back, ‘not the goddamn kids – me, Tom, me.’

‘Anyways,’ Tom continued, eager to put his wife’s sensibilities behind him, ‘it looks like he’s gonna be OK. I smoothed things
over.’


Padding away from him, leaving wet footprints on the white tiles, each one like a blister, Martha said over her bare shoulder:
‘Well, that’s something, but then you’re always good in a crisis.’


Crisis. Crisis averted. A crisis that had happened not to one of his kids – which Tom always feared when they were overseas
– but only to the old man, Lincoln.


Well into the cicada-chafed, tropical darkness, when he and Martha had finally managed to get all the kids settled – the twins
in the bunks, Dixie on a studio bed grudgingly supplied by the management, Tommy Junior in the back bedroom – Tom allowed
himself this positive stroke: the old man was OK, he was safe. Martha and the kids were safe too. They had all survived the
drive over the Great Dividing Range, the switchback roads, the slithery mud.


They had survived their adventurous vacation, and the day after tomorrow they would fly home, triumphant, the memory cards
of their cameras loaded with digital trophies.


Tom rolled towards his wife. She sighed, and hunkered away from him. He took the rebuff in his self-satisfied stride, and
soon enough managed to sleep.


But in the deep of the night there came a hammering on the door of the apartment, and swarming through heavy, humid dreams
and misapprehensions – which continent am I on? who am I? – Tom swung the door open to find Atalaya, her breasts swinging
free in the warm, damp vee of her lacy nightie, while above this curls were plastered against her furrowed brow.


‘He – Reggie, he’s fallen,’ she said without preamble. ‘I can’t lift him. Can you? Can you lift him?’

‘What time is it?’ Tom asked, reaching out for the quotidian.

However, she only reiterated: ‘Can you lift him?’

It was worse than he could have imagined. Tom found the little old man crumpled up on the tiles between the narrow single
bed and the closet. It was pathetic: the blister had burst, and the flap of skin had peeled away from his pate, on it a clutch
of the shoe-polish-coloured hairs.


Tom hesitated for a moment – perhaps moving Lincoln would be a mistake? – then Atalaya urged him on with a none too gentle
shove.


The body was as light as a child’s, the liver-spotted skin unpleasantly scaly to the touch. Holding the old man in his arms,
Tom felt Lincoln’s heart fluttering against his hand. He set him down, gingerly, on the bed, as if to wake him would be to
disrupt an innocent repose.


Propped up against the pillows, Lincoln breathed in laboured squeaks and nasal squeals. Tom was reminded of a smoker, gasping
for breath after an unaccustomed jog.


Atalaya gripped Tom’s elbow. ‘We must get him to the hospital. Now.’

The old man’s eyelids twitched, exposing yellow bloodshot whites. His twisted hands grabbed at the fitted sheet, pulling it
back to reveal the mattress, which was garishly patterned with frangipani blossoms.




Out of unusual consideration – or calculated disdain – Martha had let Tom sleep in. He awoke to find the apartment empty,
and, staggering from room to room, his damp soles sucking on the tiles, he saw the abandoned chrysalises of sheets and counterpanes
on the disordered beds. The fans on the ceiling lazily sculpted the claggy atmosphere. Tom went out on to the balcony, then
recoiled from the fanfare of the tropical day: its brassy greens and reds, its hot jazz of sunlight.


The previous few hours came winging in on him: the boxy ambulance, its flashing lights slashing the darkness; the glaring
white cube of the hospital; the old man being wheeled in on the gurney; the receptionist – freaky, with coiled braids and
projecting, ornamental cones of hair – swiping his credit card. By what means – telepathy? – Tom could not comprehend, but
by the time they’d reached the hospital room his Mastercard had secured a gaggle of Atalaya’s tribeswomen were already there.
Tall, burly women, with pumped-up parodies of her lissom figure, who chattered loudly as the nurses hitched the unconscious
old Anglo to tubes and monitors.


The detachment of the desert tribeswomen, and of Martha, had seemed, to Tom, to be two sides of the same strange coin. For,
when he finally returned to the apartment, stripped off his short pants, dragged his sore head through the neck of his T-shirt
and clambered on to the bed, she only roused sufficiently to hear the sorry tale in sullen silence, before saying: ‘Look,
Tom, right now I couldn’t give a damn how you screwed up this time. The kids’ll be up in an hour, and someone – meaning me
– will have to look after them.’


Now, observing a long rivulet of dark red leaf-cutter ants that trickled along a branch, bearing upon its crest-wavering,
translucent, sail-shapes of vegetation, Tom was ashamed to catch himself – despite all the stress and anxiety of the previous
fifteen hours – searching, automatically, through the pockets of his pants.


Perhaps a crumpled paper tube of tobacco would be nestling in there, offering the prospect of temporary repose. Reclusion
in a private cubicle, separated from the rest of the world by comforting, hazy, blue, blue-grey, grey and brown drapes.







Chapter 2




The Consul – whose name was Adams – found Tom sitting in the breakfast room of the Mimosa, warily contemplating a bowl cluttered
with sharp-angled chunks of some strange fruit.




Adams, who wore a faded tan seersucker suit and lace-up shoes, and whose button-down collar had trapped a tie embroidered
with the insignia of a major institution – university? military formation? corporation? – that Tom half recognized, sat down
across from him, offered a hand clasp as cursory as a dog pat, then began withdrawing papers from an old leather briefcase,
talking the while.


‘This, ah, Mr Brodzinski, is a retention guarantee, this is a visa-rights waiver, and this is a credit-rating form issued
by the Interior Ministry. I’ll need your signature on all three.’


He offered a fountain pen, which Tom, abandoning his syrup-sticky spoon, took. Adams smiled, exposing bleached teeth in his
heavily tanned face. He was, Tom supposed, in his late fifties. Wire-wool hair bunched on top of his long equine head. The
Consul sported Polaroid lenses in severe, oblong, wire frames, which, even as Tom contemplated them, were becoming clearer,
and revealing watery blue eyes caught in a net of laughter lines. Adams’s shirt collar had wing-tips, there was a plastic
pen holder in the breast pocket of his jacket, and a heavy gold signet ring on the pinky finger of his left hand.


‘But, why?’ Tom queried. ‘Why have I got to sign them?’

‘Purely a formality,’ Adams snapped. ‘In a case of this, ah, nature, all the relevant departments want to keep their backs
covered, just in case you . . . Well, just in case you leave the country.’


‘Leave the country?’ Tom was incredulous. ‘Why in hell would I do such a damn-fool thing?’

Adams sighed. ‘People panic – I’ve seen it plenty of times. They’ve heard . . . things, rumours about the way the justice
system works here. They figure it might be, ah, better to get out while the going’s good.’


‘Rumours? Justice system? I dunno what you’re talking about – what’s this got to do with the local authorities? Surely, Mr
Lincoln and I, I mean, we’re fellow citizens, can’t all this be sorted out by you, here, right now? And if Mr Lincoln requires
some kind of, well, compensation, that can be organized back home.’


Adams didn’t answer this immediately. Instead, he pushed himself back on his chair and, breaking from Tom’s fierce stare,
trajected a stream of liquid syllables towards a maid who was clearing away the cereal-crusted bowls.


The maid, whose heavily scarred arms and legs gave her the sinister appearance of having been sewn together out of several
other people, barked with laughter, then went to the hot plate and poured out a cup of coffee. This she brought straight over
to the Consul.


Tom smelled the bitter odour of the five-times-reheated brown gloop. Adams took a slug – unmitigated by milk or sugar – and
wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, a gesture at odds with his fastidious manner.


He burbled at the maid once more, and she crossed the room and snapped off the TV. A TV that, until then, Tom hadn’t even
been aware was on. Although, now he considered it, at least some of his gloominess was attributable to the news footage he
had been subliminally absorbing. Footage of a dirty firefight: half-tracks scuttling like scorpions over stony, nameless bled,
their machine guns spitting death venom.


‘Look, Mr Brodzinski,’ Adams resumed, ‘ordinarily, what you say would be the case: two guys overseas, one of them assaults
the other . . .’


‘Assaults?’ Tom expostulated, and then heard, issuing from his own lips, the pathetic excuse he had heard so often from those
of his children: ‘But it was an accident.’


‘That’s just it.’ Adams remained reasonable. ‘Or, rather, the two things are interrelated. You see, Mr Lincoln is, in point
of fact, a dual-citizen.’


‘A dual-citizen?’ Tom feared these repetitions made him seem moronic, exactly the kind of dumb hick, confounded by the exotic,
who he himself despised.


‘Not, you understand’ – a little moue flitted across Adams’s mouth – ‘that he has taken on this status voluntarily; such a
thing is incompatible with our own laws. It’s simply that by marrying Atalaya Intwennyfortee he automatically assumed her
nationality.’


‘But . . . Well . . . I mean, I assumed . . . that he – that she was . . .’

Adams put a stop to Tom’s floundering: ‘No matter what you assumed, they are indeed man and wife. Moreover, as I’m sure you’re
aware, there’s a complex, ah, relationship here between the established and codified system of civil and criminal law, and
the customary laws of the indigenous peoples. To get to the, ah, point, Mr Brodzinski, Mrs Lincoln is Tayswengo, and, in
common with the other desert tribes, the Tayswengo don’t believe in, ah, accidents.’


Adams placed undue emphasis on the word ‘accidents’; and to Tom, who was beginning to feel as if he was descending into a
delirium, it seemed for a moment as if the Consul, himself, obtained to the same view.


‘They don’t believe in accidents,’ Tom murmured.

‘That’s right.’ Adams gestured to the unsigned papers that lay beside Tom’s untouched bowl of fruit. ‘Mrs Lincoln, therefore,
considers your, ah, flipping of the butt on to her husband’s head to have been, ipso facto, evidence of malicious intent.
And, I’m afraid to say, the law backs her up on this. If she were a third-, or even a second-generation Anglo, the situation
would’ve been different. If she were an Ibbolit or, even better, a Tugganarong, the legal status of your action would’ve been
different again. However, Mrs Lincoln is none of these things; she is Tayswengo, and therefore you will, almost certainly,
face a charge of assault and, potentially, one for attempted murder.’


For some time after the Consul had vouchsafed this terrible information, the two men sat in silence. Tom stared at the milk
carton on the table in front of him, which bore a state-funded advertisement for a suicide helpline. Away down the walkway
that led to the pool area, Tom could hear more of the liquid burbling, interspersed with bursts of laughter. The breakfast
room was empty save for the two of them. A rivulet of ants came snaking across the tiled floor – black ones, this time. Peering
down closely at them, Tom saw that every third or fourth worker carried on its shiny back the tiny pustule of a Rice Krispie.


‘I don’t know what to say,’ Tom said at last, superfluously.

‘Really’ – Adams, having delivered his body-blow, was almost emollient – ‘the situation is nothing to worry about. So far
as I’m aware Mr Lincoln is making a full recovery, no?’


‘When I left him early this morning, in the hospital, he was already sitting up in bed. To be honest, Mr Adams’ – Tom winced,
he could hear the note of childish self-exculpation re-entering his voice even as he spoke – ‘I’m not even sure that his collapse
has anything to do with the – the butt. I mean, he is very old.’


Adams exhaled through pursed lips, and Tom was reminded of the first, satiated exhalation of the smoking day.

‘Well,’ the Consul said, ‘that’s good. Very good. If he makes a speedy recovery, it will simply be a matter of basic compensation
for the Intwennyfortee, and the charges will quietly be dropped.’


‘Meaning?’ Tom thought of his credit cards, the plastic pacemakers on his avaricious heart.

‘I would expect her clan to ask for some new cooking pots, a couple of hunting rifles, maybe ten thousand dollars. These can
be very practical people, Mr Brodzinski.’


‘What about Mr Lincoln himself?’ There it was again, the querulous note. ‘Don’t his wishes come into this? Couldn’t I, like,
reason with him?’


Again, the smokeless blow: ‘Er, no – not exactly.’ Adams leaned forward, steepling long, aristocratic fingers. ‘Certainly,
Mr Lincoln’s goodwill is a desirable thing, but once he’s been harmed by another, he becomes inquivoo – which is to say, inert,
passive in the matter. For the desert tribes, all important aspects of their existence are governed by this principle: when
to act, and when to remain still. Astande and inquivoo. If–’ 


Adams was warming to his little anthropology seminar. Tom cut him short: ‘What if Mr Lincoln gets worse – sicker, I mean?’

‘Let’s consider that eventuality if it happens, shall we?’ Adams hadn’t taken kindly to the interruption. He tapped the papers.
‘Sign and date, here, here and here. I need to lodge these papers right away at the Interior Ministry.’


Tom picked up the fountain pen and did as he was told. Then he handed the pen and papers back to the Consul, who took a final
slug of his coffee, then unfolded himself from beneath the table. Tom accompanied the long drip-dry streak of neatness out
into the parking lot, feeling slobbish and juvenile in his short pants and sandals.


Outside the sun was jackhammering down on whitish concrete, viridian grass, bluish blacktop. A mile or so to the south, the
pale blocks of Vance’s civic centre – the big hotels, municipal and corporate offices, the hypodermic spire of the Provincial
State Assembly – flapped in the convection, as if they were the sails of an urban clipper, about to cast off from this protracted
and alien shore. Beyond them, the green hills of the Great Dividing Range mounted, in a seemingly endless procession of lush
dips and heavily forested spurs, to the horizon.


Tom was surprised to discover that, far from driving one of the ubiquitous SUVs which anyone of consequence in Vance – Anglo,
Tugganarong or native – owned, Adams had a distinctly battered old Japanese hatchback. He slung his briefcase on to the back
seat of this, then took off his seersucker jacket and folded it with precise movements. Before getting into the car, he turned
to Tom. ‘Where, may I ask, are your wife and children?’


‘I think they went downtown. We’re scheduled to fly home tomorrow, and the kids wanted to see the terrarium, and . . .’ he
said, tripping into despondency, ‘. . . a whole lot of other stuff.’


Adams ignored this remark. ‘Do you have a local cellphone, Mr Brodzinski?’

‘No, and my own can’t use the local networks.’

‘Then I suggest you, ah, rent one; you may be needing it. Also, you need to consider the possibility of a lawyer.’

Clearly, this was Adams’s way of saying that Tom would have to stay behind, while Martha and the kids flew home. As if to
emphasize this, the Consul reached into his shirt pocket and came out with a card. ‘You can reach me on my cell at any time,’
he said, ‘or leave a message on the ansaphone. I pick them up regularly.’


Tom took the card with one hand and stretched out the other. Once again, the Consul patted it. Adams got down into the little
car. It was going to be an awkward parting. Adams wound down the window, but his gaze was fixed straight ahead, to where sprinkler
jets played on the hurting, emerald green of the sports field, with its three anomalous goal posts like keep-fit gibbets.
He started the car.


Hating himself for doing it, Tom leaned down and, to prevent Adams from driving away, placed his hands on the car door.

Where has my cool gone? I’m blabbing like a fucking wimp . . . Tom railed at himself, but to the Consul he said: ‘I – I didn’t
realize any of this stuff, you know. About, um, customary law. I though this was, like, a developed country – it certainly
sells itself that way so it can rake in the tourist bucks.’


The Consul withered up at Tom. It would have been a relief if he’d given another of his bite-sized lectures, pointing out
that ignorance of the law was no defence, or perhaps detailing a few more ethnographic facts. Instead, Adams only withered
at him for a while longer, then resolutely put the car into shift.


‘Call me later,’ he snapped, ‘or I’ll call you.’ Then he pulled away. The tin-pot Toyota halted at the cross street for a
moment, then turned right along Dundas Boulevard, towards the ridiculous white marble pyramid of the casino on the seafront.


Tom stood for a while looking after him, then peered down at the card in his hand. It had the usual heavy weave of government
service stationery. Underneath the flag, and the mysteriously armed bird of prey – what could it possibly do with those spears
and lightning bolts? – was embossed WINTHROP ADAMS, HONORARY CONSUL; then an address, which Tom, despite his ignorance of
Vance, recognized as being residential.


‘Honorary Consul’? Tom mused. Presumably, this meant that Adams wasn’t a full-time government employee, or even that he came
under the auspices of the embassy in the capital down south?


Tom was pondering this when a large red SUV swerved into the parking lot and bounced to a halt beside him. He recoiled, then
stepped forward, intent on giving the reckless driver a piece of his disordered mind. But before he could, the driver’s window
was reeled down to disclose a truly striking visage, while the back door of the SUV burst open, and Tom’s younger children
came galumphing out.


The eight-year-old twins, Jeremy and Lucas, leaped at Tom, pummelling his chest, and both piping at once.

‘We saw crocodiles, Dad!’

‘And snakes! Big snakes!’

‘One had eaten, like, a goat!’

‘And you could see hoofs sticking out of its tummy!’

Tom’s daughter, Dixie, put one long leg down from the vehicle, and her father noted, with annoyance, that she had had her
blonde hair done up in the discoid coif of a desert tribeswoman. Tom had seen other female Anglo tourists affecting this look,
and he’d remarked to Dixie and Martha how unbecoming it was: their hair scraped up and oiled, so that their pink scalps were
exposed. He would have forcefully expressed his displeasure right away, were it not for the imposing oddity of the SUV’s driver.


He must have been ten years or so younger than Tom – a man in the full rude vigour of his mid thirties. Certainly, the copper-skinned
torso framed by the SUV’s window was highly toned: every pectoral and abdominal muscle clearly defined. That the man was naked
from the waist up was not that remarkable, but his Afro of tight, almost white-grey curls was striking, as was the goatee-and-moustache
combination he sported, which was beautifully trimmed.


The man also wore wrap-around reflective sunglasses, the cord of which lay on his broad shoulders. Yet, far from annulling
his features, this near-clownish mask of plastic and hair only enhanced them.


Tom couldn’t tell what ethnic group – or mixture of ethnicities – the man’s face betokened. The sharp, flat triangle of a
nose and the high cheekbones suggested he was Asiatic, but his skin was too red for this. His sheer bulk might mean he was
Tugganarong – or had Tugganarong blood – for the Feltham Islanders often tipped the scales at over 300 pounds. However, the
island people, unlike the mainland natives, had only sparse and wispy body hair.


Could the hair be the result of a generous measure of Anglo genes? Tom considered. Or was the man a member of some grouping
previously unknown to him?


The driver forestalled all of this by flicking a finger to his brow in casual salute, and saying a single word: ‘Hi.’

This ‘Hi’ – lazy, apparently unconcerned – brought with it an astonishingly physical sensation of psychic intrusion. Tom felt
the hairs rise on his neck – and even his arms. He began to sweat. It was as if the clown-masked man had walked in through
one of his eyes, and was now crouching down in the bony cave of Tom’s skull. It was altogether uncanny, and Tom couldn’t recall
ever having had such a vivid first impression of anyone before.


Certainly not of Martha. Martha, who now emerged from the SUV herself. The way she sidled from one haunch to the other, the
way she extended a slim foot to the ground, the way her long neck arched – all of it recalled to her husband the first time
he had seen her, across a crowded room, at a dull party in their home town. It was this air of languorous self-containment
that had attracted him twenty years before, and which now impinged upon him once again. For, just as the clown-masked man
had marched into his head, so Martha, quietly and deliberately, seemed to be quitting it.


‘Tom,’ she said, coming across to him, ‘this is Mister–’

‘Jethro, Jethro Swai-Phillips,’ the man cut in, and reached out his hand. Tom noted that the fingers were of equal length,
so that the whole appendage seemed squared off and artificial. Tom took hold of it reluctantly, thinking: how many goddamn
times am I gonna have to shake hands today? It’s like these people really do have to check that a man’s not packing a gun.


‘Jethro saw us waiting at the taxi stand in town,’ Martha explained. ‘There were no cabs; apparently there’s some kind of
a race meet on today, so he, very kindly, offered us a ride.’


‘It’s the least I could do for visitors to my country, yeah,’ Swai-Phillips boomed. He had the deep yet ebullient tones of
a voiceover for a radio advertisement. ‘We have a saying here,’ he continued. ‘ “The wayside inn should have as many beds
as there are folk under the setting sun.” ’ 


‘Is that what you do?’ Tom asked, keen to put the conversation on the ground of masculine competitiveness. ‘Are you a hotelier?’

‘Lord, no!’ Swai-Phillips laughed – a big rich laugh with overtones of helpless hilarity. ‘No, no, I’m a lawyer. And I hope
you’ll forgive me, but your good lady here took the liberty of filling me in on your current difficulties, right?’


Christ! How that meaningless interrogative the locals involuntarily added to the end of their sentences annoyed Tom.

‘It’s nothing,’ he snapped at the lawyer. ‘Everything’s fine.’

Realizing he was overreacting, yet powerless to stop himself, Tom took a twin in each hand, gripping their shoulders as if
they were suitcase handles, and started back towards the front door of the Mimosa. Martha sucked her breath in through gritted
teeth. However, Swai-Phillips refused to be snubbed. ‘No,’ he boomed after Tom, ‘I don’t believe it is nothing. You’re not
in your own country now, Mr Brodzinski. Personal-injury cases here can be more than just financially costly, yeah?’


Tom let go of the eight-year-olds – who were already protesting at their frogmarch – and whirled about. ‘What is this?’ he
cried. ‘Are you some fucking ambulance-chaser? Is that your thing, man?’


Martha made as if to admonish her husband, but Swai-Phillips seemed not in the least put out. ‘I mean it,’ he said coolly.
‘Not just financially costly, although good representation can be expensive.’ He extended the strange hand again, a white
oblong aligned with its blocky digits. Martha took the card. ‘I don’t do no win-no fee personal-injury cases,’ he remarked
perfunctorily. ‘In fact, few lawyers here in Vance will, and certainly not if the plaintiff has any connection to traditional
people. But then, the Consul probably told you that already, right?’


Swai-Phillips inclined his neat globe of a head towards Martha, as if he were tipping his hat to her. Then he repositioned
his sunglasses.


‘Good day, madam,’ he said. ‘It was a pleasure to make your acquaintance, and, of course, that of your children.’ Then the
mirror-tinted window of the SUV whined upwards, replacing Swai-Phillips’s clownish mask with a reflection of the Brodzinskis’
own stunned faces, and the big car pulled away.


They stared after its tail lights as it bounced up on to the roadway. Martha was almost exploding with rage, but Tom felt
utterly disconnected.


How could he have known? he uselessly interrogated himself. How the hell did he know that I’d seen the Consul?







Chapter 3






After a full – obscenely costly – hour on the phone in the apartment, Tom managed to secure three days’ postponement on their
flights home. First he blustered, then he wheedled, and finally he begged the airline clerk. In the end, he was charged only
$500 extra, but the changed bookings meant they would have to depart Vance at 4 a.m., then make two stopovers: the first at
Faikwong, and the second at Tippurliah, which Tom had never heard of before, but which turned out to be a tiny atoll in the
middle of the Pacific.




‘How can, like, international flights stop there?’ Dixie asked him when he’d come off the call, and was consulting his pocket
atlas. ‘I mean, it’s like the size of a, like, fingernail or something.’


‘I dunno,’ her father groaned. ‘It must be ’cause there’s a military installation in that neck of the woods. At the end of
World War II, they laid out strips for Superfortresses on some of these flyspecks. Anyway, we’re gonna be there for seventeen
hours, so we’ll have plenty of time to find out.’


‘I’ve gotta, like, jones for Faikwong,’ Dixie said, changing tack; ‘everyone says the malls there are, like, totally out of
this world. I wanna get some cool stuff.’


‘Me too.’

Tommy Junior had lumbered into the main room of the apartment and stood gurning up at his games console, which he held in
an outstretched hand. ‘This thing is way obsolete – they’ll have the latest VX90 in Faikwong. It’ll be way cheap too.’


‘I don’t know where you guys think the money for all this is going to come from . . .’ Tom began reasonably enough, but as
he spoke his voice began to rise and rise, with little aggrieved yelps. ‘Neither of you seems to’ve sicked on to the fact
that your father – that’s me, guys – is in some serious trouble, here.


‘Changing the flights has already cost five hundred bucks; there isn’t any money left over for your toys. I may need a lot
more money than we’ve got to deal with this situation at all. I don’t even expect Tommy to understand any of this, but you,
Dixie, are you as goddamn stupid as him, or are you just INCREDIBLY FUCKING SELFISH!’


The blood drained from the teenage girl’s tanned face, leaving bone-white patches underneath her eyes. Her long neck jerked
back, and the absurd disc of greased blonde hair, which sat on her head like an ugly halo, knocked against a hotel-chain abstract
in an aluminium frame.


The frame rattled on the brick wall. Dixie’s hairstyle was now all mashed up, like a bird’s nest found lying by the roots
of a tree. She bit her lip. Tears lay in her eye sockets – misery bifocals. She bit her knuckles and spluttered, ‘You . .
. you!’ Then she turned abruptly, mashing the halo still further, and bolted into the back bedroom, where, after a few more
seconds, Tom heard her begin to wail, with all the mundane anguish of an ambulance siren.


Tommy Junior remained standing exactly where he was, gurning at his games console.

Later on, when the kids had cooled off in the Mimosa’s pool, the Brodzinskis walked across the stretch of park to the ’nade.

When they’d first arrived in Vance, three weeks before, the prospect had both charmed and reassured Tom: the neatly mown grass
and the oval beds of tropical shrubbery, which spread smoothly down to the ’nade, the long boardwalk that ran clear around
Vance Bay, its supporting piles sunk deep in the muddy foreshore.


Now, however, he was conscious only of what an alien imposition this all was: the flowers were too lurid and fleshy, the heavily
irrigated grass too green. As for the ’nade, while the weathered wood used to build it was meant to make the serpentine structure
harmonize with its surroundings, this effect was ruined by the regularly spaced ‘information points’ – each with its perspex
rain hood, each blazoned with a stentorian NO SMOKING sign, complete with obligatory list of grave penalties.


Alongside the ’nade, there was a beautifully equipped playground. Bright, primary-coloured climbing frames, see-saws and swings
stood in safety pits of fine white sand. There was even a water play area, where concealed jets created an artificial stream.
Yet, the high-flown municipal pride in inclusiveness, which had even produced a swing for wheelchair-bound children, now seemed
strange to Tom, set beside the brackish ooze of the bay, in which wallowed the occasional salt-water crocodile or prehistoric-looking
bird.


As they ate their burgers and fries on one of the trestle tables by the café, Martha pointed out what Tom had known only too
well – even as he’d wheedled the airline clerk – yet hadn’t dared to acknowledge to himself. ‘There are only two alternatives,
Tom,’ she began.


And he, forlornly, tried to stop her, with a ‘Perhaps we should discuss this in private. . . ?’

Which she waved away with ‘The kids may as well hear it right now. It’s a valuable lesson for them’ – she turned to include
all the children in the homily – ‘about how all our actions have consequences. Your daddy has signed a bond, see, and that
bond is his word, because he’s an honest man; and because he’s given his word, he’ll have to stay here for a few more days,
so he can sort out this business with Mr Lincoln, the man he injured.


‘OK. But if we want to get home in time for you guys to start school, and me to start work’ – here, Martha darted a particularly
sharp look at Tom, who, she maintained, never accorded her career the same importance that he attached to his own – ‘then
we’ll have to go without him. See’ – she turned to Tom again – ‘wasn’t that easy?’


Jeremy squeezed a French fry between his grubby fingers, until it ejaculated white pulp on to his ketchup-smeared paper plate.

‘What’s a bond?’ he said.



On leaving his family, Tom went straight to the CellPoint store that he’d spotted the day before. It was half a mile along
Dundas Boulevard, the wide straight avenue that ran from the terracotta block of the Mimosa into the downtown area of Vance.


The CellPoint store, with its plate-glass window plastered with blue and orange decals, and its modular plastic stands that
held the gleaming clam shells of the cellphones, was deeply comforting to Tom. There was an outlet exactly like it in the
mall near their home town of Milford.


The CellPoint store spoke to him of efficient global communications and, more importantly, of what was being communicated:
namely, certain standards of human decency and best business practice.


As Tom stepped inside, the air con’ separated his damp shirt from his back. The workaday formalities of renting a phone were
also comforting, yet Tom couldn’t stop himself from examining the sales clerks with new and warier eyes.


Whereas, throughout his vacation, he’d been blithely blind to the racial differences of the country’s inhabitants – for, was
it not, he asked of his flabby liberal conscience, exactly like home? – he now found the woman behind the counter disconcertingly
alien. Even though she riffled her computer keyboard, exhibiting all the vapid efficiency of a First World employee, Tom couldn’t
help fixating on her café-au-lait complexion. Her wrists were encircled with the same raised bands of whitened flesh as the
limbs of the maid at the Mimosa. Cicratization, wasn’t that what it was called? And how did they do it? By inflicting a regular
pattern of burns, then rubbing ash into them? But what kind of ash? Surely not cigarette?


Cicratization. It wasn’t the kind of body-modification that Dixie and her friends snuck off to get at that stoners’ piercing
joint behind the Milford Mall, now was it? Those alien wrists . . . this reeked of wood-smoked firelight, the jumble and thrash
of naked limbs, the jabber of alien tongues . . .


His homely fugue dispelled, Tom couldn’t wait to sign the papers and get back outside.

As soon as he’d texted Adams with his new cellphone number, the silvery shell in his palm rattled into life. A loud percussive
ring tone issued from its little speaker; the noise entirely drowned out the lazy ‘pop-pop-pop’ of the automated pedestrian
crossing. One of the ubiquitous Vance meter maids was passing by: a faded Anglo in a militaristic orange uniform, toting
a handheld computer and a digital camera. She looked over at Tom and grimaced.


He answered the incoming call – it was Adams. ‘I’m glad you fixed yourself up with a cellphone,’ he said, without any preamble.
‘There have been, ah, developments. I need you to come right out to my place; the address is on the card I gave you.’


‘Developments?’ Tom was bemused.

‘I don’t want to talk about it on the phone,’ Adams came back at him. ‘Just get a cab and give the driver the address. He’ll
know how to find it. Come right out. Right out.’


The cabbie was languid to the point of inanition, and Tom could have sworn he drove half the way there steering with his knees.
He dropped Tom on a suburban street that curled up into the foothills. Single-storey clapboard houses were set back from the
road behind grassy verges. They stood upon stilts, surrounded by stands of palms and bamboo.


At first glance, the lazy S of bluey-blacktop and the neat gardens could have belonged to any suburb in the subtropical developed
world. But then Tom noticed the basement areas beneath the houses: there were heaps of old washing machines, discarded TVs
and crazy hanks of chicken wire lying on the dirty concrete pans between the stilts. The odour of the place was more decayed
than floral, and, sniffing this, Tom made his way between two thorny hedges, then over a rickety wooden walkway that linked
the front yard of Adams’s house to its single upper storey.


He opened the screen door and, finding the front door ajar with no sign of buzzer or knocker, called out: ‘Anyone about?’
In what he hoped was a strong assertive voice.


There was no reply. Tom pushed the door open. The room that confronted him was unremarkable: there were woven rush mats on
the highly polished floorboards; rattan easy-chairs with padded cushions; a couple of small bookcases, stacked vertically
with books and piled horizontally with periodicals. There were native paintings on the plain white walls: jaggy swirls of
bright pigments and finger daubs, applied to curved bark shields. With its slight air of bachelor’s asperity, and its fussy
co-option of native artefacts, the interior was exactly what Tom had expected of the Consul.


Then, above the steady pulse of the cicadas, which had swelled to occupy the sonic vacuum left by the departing cab, Tom became
aware of the cooing and tongue slapping of native speech coming from below.


Retracing his steps across the walkway, Tom made his way awkwardly down the steep bank to the underside of the house. Here,
in the stripy cacophony of sunbeams, an arresting spectacle met his eyes: five heavy-set hillwomen were seated inside a long
black town car. Tom immediately recognized them as being Handrey. This much he did know, for the tourist lodge the Brodzinskis
had stayed at in the cloud forest was run by the Handrey Tribal Council.


The women were chattering away to one another, the two in the front seats twisted round, so that they could address the three
others sandwiched in the back. Initially, Tom found it incredible that they could have driven down here in the big black car,
a vehicle he associated with the downtown of cities back home. But then, on looking more closely, he realized that the car
was only a shell: the tinted windows punched out, the bodywork peppered with rusty holes. Two of the doors were missing altogether,
and instead of sitting on Firestones, the automobile carcass was jacked up on bricks.


The fat, jolly women were wrapped up in their chatter, just as their fingers were twined in each other’s wiry hair. They picked
and pulled as they yattered, teasing out the cooties, which they then deftly crushed between their fingernails, before flicking
them away.


The women ignored him; Tom stared at them.

He thought of the ads he’d seen at home: big billboards that had encouraged him to fly his family halfway around the world
to this island-continent. On these, smiling Anglo servitors, clad in spotless white, were laying out tableware on immaculate
linen, while behind them a towering rock formation burned orange in the low-angled sun. ‘We’ve set the table and checked under
it for flippers,’ the slogan read. ‘So where the hell are you?’


What was missing from these huge photographs, with their groups of grinning models, was the myriad of bit players: the insects.
Tom thought of the leaf-cutter ants he’d seen from the balcony that morning, the black ants porting the Rice Krispies in the
breakfast room, the crickets filling Adam’s backyard with their monotonous fricative noise. Up in the hills, he’d seen the
gothic mounds of termites, which were five and even six yards high.


And, of course, the billboards – which also featured laughing surfers on the beaches down south, and bubbling snorkellers
on the Angry Reef up north – were devoid of black or brown faces. The natives, like the insects, were not a tourist attraction.
It occurred to Tom that if the government had had its way, all visitors to the country would have seen of its indigenous people
were their bright, naive patterns: black and white stripes, red dots and blue spirals, on T-shirts, sarongs and the tailfins
of aircraft.


The kids had all got cooties – Martha too. The foul-smelling chemicals Tom got at the drugstore had no effect, so, in the
end, Martha had spent a good part of her vacation combing her children’s hair and her own. Martha’s patience frayed, as she
pulled at the infested locks.


These Handrey women were different. As he watched them, Tom began to appreciate that their delousing was part of an unforced
intimacy, one in which their happy conversation was complemented by the reassurance of touch. They reminded him of the hefty
Polynesian maidens painted by Gauguin, but what were they doing here?


At last he ventured to speak: ‘Is this . . . Mr Adams’s place . . . the Consul?’

The women went on ignoring him, and Tom felt himself succumbing to irritation, when Adams himself emerged from the dense shrubbery
of the backyard.


The Consul was sporting a broad smile, and a small, leather apron. He held a pair of garden shears in one hand, while the
other parted the lush, ridged fronds.


‘Ah, Mr Brodzinski!’ he cried, ‘Glad you’re here. Let me put my gardening things away and we’ll go upstairs to, ah, talk.’

Tom thought he might come to loathe Adams’s ‘ah’, a tic that suggested everything the Consul said was judicious, considered
and yet never the less utterly provisional. Adams’s arrival didn’t stop the women’s chattering, and he’d had to raise his
voice to be heard above it.


Tom thought it odd that the Consul’s tone was so lighthearted – joyful, even. Taking him in more fully, he noted further transformations:
Adams’s eyes were bright, and there was a happy slackness to his stride.


Tom waited while the older man took off his apron and placed it, together with the shears, in a battered cupboard behind
the town car. He then followed Adams’s narrow rump up an open flight of stairs, which emerged into the room he’d already seen
from the front door.


‘Drink?’ Adams asked, with what Tom felt was unseemly levity, given the urgency with which the Consul had impelled him to
come.


‘Round this time I normally have a long cool one, a Daquiri mixed with the local palm spirit. Some Anglos say this climate
doesn’t, ah, allow for early drinking, but I say, they can’t handle it.’


‘Um . . . I dunno, yeah, OK, then,’ Tom mumbled; and then, finding his tongue, continued: ‘Those women downstairs in the town
car – are they, kind of, clients of yours, or what?’


Adams, who had opened the front of a drinks cabinet, and was mixing the cocktails with near-professional bravura, snorted
at this. He paused and looked over at Tom. For a moment, it seemed as if he was going to launch into an explanation of their
presence, but he only snapped: ‘No, friends.’


Tom, although understanding full well that Adams wished to avoid discussing his private life, couldn’t forbear: ‘What about
the town car?’ he pressed. ‘Strange place to see one.’


The Consul took a long slug on his Daquiri before answering, and Tom, who had grasped the chilly pole of the highball glass,
followed suit, unthinkingly. The drink was a physical wrench, jerking him right into the present, slamming his face against
hard reality.


Was the palm spirit like mescal, or something? Tom wondered, because at once the pulsing of the cicadas was that much louder,
the heat more insistent; the swirls of Adam’s native daubs threatened to rotate like pinwheels.


Adams tugged at his long U of a chin, in lieu of a goatee. ‘I was working in the south, at our embassy in the capital. When
I had to take early retirement . . .’ Adams paused and, deliberately and unselfconsciously, lifted one hand high above his
head, then brought it down to gently pat the back of his head. He resumed: ‘The town car was offered to me as part of my,
ah, termination package. Only just made it here. Not the best set of wheels for, ah, off-roading.’


He took another pull on his drink and sat down in the rattan easy-chair opposite the one Tom had collapsed into. He set his
glass down on a matching side table and leaned forward, caging the fluttery moment with his wiry hands. ‘Two points, Mr Brodzinski.’
Adams drew one long finger far back with another. It looked painful. ‘One: Mr Lincoln has, very unfortunately, developed an
infection.’


‘Infection?’

‘Two: the Assistant DA has already visited the Mimosa, together with police ballistics experts–’ 

‘Ballistics?’

‘Mr Brodzinski, I’d be grateful if you didn’t interrupt. The ballistics people have established – to the satisfaction of the
Public Prosecutor at least – that the trajectory of your, ah, cigarette end would’ve taken it inside the exclusion zone that
forbids smoking within sixteen metres of all public buildings.’


‘I don’t understand.’ Tom was more than incredulous: he was oscillating in and out of hysteria. ‘Smoking is permitted in our
apartment; I made sure of that when we checked in.’


‘It’s simple, Brodzinski.’ All laughter was now gone from the Consul’s eyes; they bored into Tom. ‘While the immediate confines
of the apartment are a private space – so long as you’re paying for it – the complex, as a whole, is a public space. As the,
ah, butt, left your apartment – and before it entered that of Mr and Mrs Lincoln – its parabola took it, albeit briefly,
into the exclusion zone that surrounds the Mimosa.


‘As I’m sure you can appreciate, this fact, in conjunction with the, ah, victim’s deteriorating condition, has distinctly
severe consequences for your own, ah, situation.’


Tom, knowing it was a mistake, took another pull on his own Daquiri. Surely, at any second, the great wave of need-for-nicotine
would engulf him? And, perhaps, despite all his resolutions, Tom should let it drag him away? Only the absurd irony that discarding
a cigarette was to blame for his awful predicament prevented Tom from running from the house and down the road in search of
a pack.


Luckily, this time the liquor worked, and Tom felt himself detaching and floating a little way off. He was able to ask, fairly
calmly: ‘What consequences?’


‘Well’ – Adams, Tom now suspected, was actually enjoying himself – ‘It’s complex, and the case may even set a new precedent;
but, suffice to say, it’s no longer possible to resolve the matter through direct negotiations with Mr Lincoln, or even his
wife’s, ah, family. The DA has made it clear that he intends to take on the case, and he will almost certainly institute a
prosecution for . . .’


Without warning, Adams, who had seemed in full flood, trailed right off. The horsy face tipped forward, and the Consul fretted
with the lace of one of his suede shoes.


‘What! What? Prosecution for what?’ Tom was gabbling.

Adams sighed. ‘For attempted murder, Mr Brodzinski, and, should the worst happen, naturally for murder itself.’

Tom stood up abruptly and walked to the back window of the room. The fly screening transformed the view without into a sepia
image: an old photograph of a verdant, tropical hillside. Beyond it were the inapposite buildings of the colonial power,
which were doubtless teeming with thin, feverish men wearing outsized solar topees.


The hillwomen beneath the house had begun to quietly chant ‘Bahn-bahn-bahn-boosh. Bahn-bahn-bahn-boosh . . .’ over and over
again.


Tom turned back to Adams. ‘I guess this means I won’t be going back home this Thursday.’

‘This Thursday, or any time soon, Mr Brodzinski. Lissen.’ Having dropped his latest bunker-buster, Adams was, once more, conciliatory.
‘I don’t for a second believe these charges will stand for long. There’ll be a plea bargain. There’s also the delicate matter
of making restitution – the form of justice, ah, favoured by the Tayswengo – within any, ah, retributive parameters. The DA
is part-Tugganarong, the Mayor two fifths Inssessitti. Both are facing re-election campaigns within the next six months; all
of these factors must be taken into consideration.’


Suddenly, Tom crossed to Adams’s chair and, heedless of any dignity, fell to his knees. He even grasped the Consul’s bare
forearm in both of his hands. ‘For Christ’s sake, Adams,’ he blurted out. ‘I know you’re a kind of a diplomat and you can’t
screw with the locals, but you could at least advise me. Wouldn’t it be better for everyone if I just slipped away? No one’s
taken my passport; surely they can’t be posting a watch at Immigration. I mean, I’m no murderer, ferchrissakes, I flipped
a goddamn lousy butt!’


Tom stopped. Adams disengaged his arm in a feminine way, as if he were rejecting the importuning of a lusty suitor. He stood.
‘Mr Brodzinski, they most certainly will have your details on the computer system at the airport. Even if you could effect,
ah, departure from this country in some other way – and may I remind you, while the coastline is vast, the ocean distances
to any other landfall are correspondingly so – you’re forgetting the papers you signed this morning.


‘We have no extradition treaty, but there is something called an Asset Transfer Convention, which both nations are signatories
to.’


‘W-What does that mean?’

Tom was squatting on his scrawny legs, back at summer camp, querying the Mohawk tribe’s field game task.

‘It’s . . . well, it’s unusual – perplexing even.’ Once again, the Consul was enthralled by the fathomless complexities of
his adoptive country. ‘I can only imagine that it was an oversight on the part of the State Department, or that they didn’t
understand exactly what the Convention would mean when applied to customary law, but, candidly, should you, ah, abscond, your
chattels to the value of your presumptive bond would be liable to destruction – not confiscation, mind, destruction – by the
plaintiffs’ agents.’


‘I – I don’t understand.’

‘The Lincolns could, should they so wish, destroy any of your assets up to the value of the bond, which is $2 million. And’,
Adams snorted, ‘unbelievably, this has been known to happen.


‘A renegade Aval clan insisted that the Westphalian authorities blow up the house of a German tourist who had run into a herd
of their auraca in the interior, then absconded. And they – fearing a diplomatic incident – obliged. I’m told the German ended
up in the bauxite mines at Kellippi. He’s not very well.’


Adams stood and began to walk up and down. He stopped and looked over at Tom. ‘But this is all academic, Mr Brodzinski. Pull
yourself together. You aren’t going to do anything to imperil either yourself or your wife and kids. You wife is, by all
accounts a very lovely woman . . .’


Was it Tom’s fevered imagination, or did Adams actually lick his thin lips at this point?

‘This morning, I suggested that you get yourself a good lawyer. Have you taken any steps in that direction? If necessary the
consulate can recommend some practitioners here in Vance . . .’ Adams’s voice sank, then disappeared.


Tom turned from the window. The Consul had picked up a wooden flipper lizard from the floor and was running a finger round
the whorls incised on the back of the carving. Tom had a moment of compassion for this man, who, he suspected, might be trying
to do the decent thing by him.


‘And once I’ve engaged a lawyer, what do I do then? Please advise me.’

‘You’ll need to present yourself at police headquarters. There, you’ll be arrested, formally charged and – if there’s a judge
available – almost certainly immediately bailed. Have you any means of getting funds transferred to the state’s account? There
are no bail bondsmen here, Mr Brodzinski.’


‘I think – I presume my bank manager will, um, oblige.’

The ‘presume’ and the ‘oblige’ sounded good, the kind of measured terminology that the Consul himself might use. Tom felt
he was regaining his composure.


‘And the lawyer?’

At the exact moment Adams said the word ‘lawyer’, Tom, who hadn’t even been aware of his hand being in his pocket, felt the
edge of the card Jethro Swai-Phillips had given him. A card that, out of contempt, he hadn’t bothered to put in his billfold,
but merely shoved down into this sweaty, lint-filled darkness.


He pulled it out and, without any thought, handed it to the Consul, saying: ‘What about this guy, is he any good?’

Adams took the card, and glanced at it. ‘Swai-Phillips?’ he laughed shortly. ‘He’s one of the best, and, in point of, ah,
fact, for your particular case he’s the very best. He has Gandaro and Aval blood; hill and desert. There’s a dash of Tugganarong
in there as well, and, of course, his mother’s mother was Belgian. So, he covers the, ah, waterfront. If anyone can get you
bail, he can.’


‘Bail . . .’ Tom muttered, wonderingly. For the first time he took in the fact that he might actually be seeing the inside
of a police cell, before the setting sun splurged, molten red, on to the mudflats of Vance Bay.


‘Call him on my phone,’ Adams continued, ‘and if he’s able to meet you down there, I’ll give you a ride. Then we must call
the DA’s office, get the relevant account details and arrange for the transfer of these funds.’


‘H-How much d’you think they’ll want?’

Tom could already hear his bank manager’s incredulous voice echoing from the other side of the world: ‘You want what?’

‘I should think it’ll be a minimum of, ah, $100,000 – maybe even twice that.’

Having sounded this financial death knell, Adams set down the lizard on the polished floorboards. He beckoned to Tom: ‘Come
back in here to my office, we’ll make the calls.’




An hour or so later, Tom levered himself up out of the passenger seat of the Consul’s Toyota, to find the lawyer already waiting
for them on the brilliant white concrete steps of police HQ.


Tom was relieved that Swai-Phillips had put on a shirt, but surprised that it was such a loud one: the Manhattan skyline
encircled his powerful chest. The skyscrapers were black and studded with hundreds of tiny yellow oblong windows, like a negative
image of gnashing teeth.


Swai-Phillips waved away Tom’s proffered hand, at the same time politely dismissing a reiteration of the apology his new client
had already made to him on the phone. He put one huge and corded arm about Tom’s shoulders, while vigorously shaking Adams’s
hand with the other. The two men exchanged bursts of pidgin, the consonants flying like buckshot, then laughed together.


‘OK from here in, Jethro?’ Adams said, switching to English.

‘Yeah – yeah, no worries, mate,’ the lawyer replied, and, still embracing Tom, he wheeled him round and marched him up the
steps and under the massive marble portico – a feature that Tom, even in his shocked and sozzled state, could recognize as
being absurdly grandiose for a provincial station.


In the lobby, which was equally imposing – shiny marble floor, inset with gold brilliants forming the outline of the southern
constellations – Swai-Phillips embraced Tom still more closely. ‘You,’ he breathed, his sandalwood-scented Afro tickling Tom’s
cheek, ‘say nothing. Keep it zipped.’


Then the lawyer advanced on the reception desk, which had been roughly, but artistically, hewn from a block of rusty-red native
rock. Behind it sat an Anglo cop in camouflage uniform. She also wore a bulletproof vest that was cut low, like a décolletage.
An assault rifle was propped beside her computer terminal, while leaning against the wall behind her was a bundle of hunting
spears, some at least twelve feet long.


Once Swai-Phillips had explained their business, another officer ushered them into an interview room. Here, there were a
couple of plastic chairs and a steel table that had built into it some kind of apparatus; this, judging by the buttons and
LED displays, Tom assumed to be recording equipment. Surveillance cameras were mounted in all four corners of the room; they
were the same compact models that he’d seen all over town, loitering in alleyways, squatting on top of poles like remote-control
stylites.


Feeling the effects of Adams’s Daquiri, Tom sat down heavily on one of the chairs. Swai-Phillips went to the window and, parting
the slats of the Venetian blinds, pointed out to him a powerboat moored in the marina. The high white superstructure was trimmed
with silvery aluminium, and a thicket of whiplash radio antennae sprouted from the wheelhouse roof, while a stand of thick
sea-fishing rods was planted by the stern.


‘Mine,’ Swai-Phillips said casually. ‘I’ll take you out one day.’

The door whooshed open behind them, and Tom turned to see a very stocky brown-skinned man enter. He was clearly a high-ranking
officer, for, while he wore the same military-style uniform as the state police, and his massive head was surmounted with
the same shiny origami cap – all sharp angles, with a peak like a stork’s bill – his was festooned with ornate enamelled medallions.


The officer – who Tom assumed, rightly, to be a Tugganarong – marched up to him, smelled his breath through pump-action nostrils
and spat out: ‘Drinking, eh? Anglo’s ruin over here.’ Then he laughed and turned to the lawyer. ‘Gettinoff on your pot an’
stuff, are you, Jethro?’ He jerked a thumb towards the marina. ‘I ken tellya ’ow that tub ainfor the thing. You gotta veep-creep
up on ’em fishy-fellers. Veep-creep awlways. I bin out lass Satenday for tuckerbully, an’ gotta 500-pounder juss offa me skiff.’



Swai-Phillips guffawed. ‘Me? I took two 700-pound tunny off Piccaboy’s ’fore lunch the same day. Gaffed ’em, filleted ’em,
an’ served ’em up to the old folk at me veranda. I tellya, Squolly, that pot ’o mine don’ juss find de fish – it lures dem in!’




The two men – one, two heads taller than the other – continued their hobbyists’ boasting for another five minutes or so, their
claims becoming more and more fantastical.


At some point Swai-Phillips must have passed the officer, whom he called Squolly, the Milford Chemical Bank’s faxed notification
of Tom’s asset transfer, because he no longer had it in his hand when he broke off and said to Tom, ‘We’re off now’; then
to Squolly, ‘Gotta get this diddy one back ’fore ’e karks wiv de stress of itall.’


The two friends – for, clearly, that’s what they were – then touched palms, and, grasping his client’s shoulder as if it were
the tiller of a sluggish sailboat, Swai-Phillips guided Tom out of the building.


Once they were in the lawyer’s SUV, and a fair way off from police headquarters, cruising along the wide boulevards through
the commercial district, Tom recovered his thick tongue and asked Swai-Phillips: ‘What happened there? I mean, Adams said
I’d be arrested.’


‘You were.’

‘Then what about Miranda? He, S-Squolly, he never read me my rights.’

‘Rights!’ Swai-Phillips laughed. ‘The only rights hereabouts are the ones we make!’

And to illustrate this witticism, he signalled and took the next right into a cross street.

Tom absorbed this for a while, then said: ‘When will the judge decide if I get bail?’

This time the lawyer laughed long and hard; a series of independent bellows of such force that even the oversized car rocked.

‘Oh.’ He recovered himself and patted Tom’s bare knee. ‘You got bail alrighty, no worries there, my friend, yeah. With a hundred
K down flat, Squolly would’ve given bail to a kiddie-fiddler!’


And Swai-Phillips erupted all over again, his preposterous silvery Afro shaking like the foliage of a birch tree.

Put out, Tom almost inquired whether, since there had been no sign of a judge, a bribe had been involved. But then he thought
better of it: he was beginning to understand how far out of his depth he was. To ask his own lawyer such a thing would only
be to flounder still more in this treacherous quicksand.


The shock, the heat and the leaden charge of Adams’s palm spirit Daquiri were all puddling together into a bad headache, when
the SUV pulled into the Mimosa’s parking lot. Swai-Phillips hit a button on the dash, and the native music that had been unobtrusively
playing – and which, Tom now realized, had the same, insistent bing-bong beat as the ring tone on his hired cellphone – cut
out.


The lawyer stopped the car and turned in his seat. Tom looked into the wrap-around shades and saw in their bulbous lenses
his own pale face, leeched of any colour or composure.


‘OK, Brodzinski.’ The lawyer was all business now. ‘Come by my office tomorrow morning, as soon as you’ve moved your stuff
over to a longer-let apartment. Budget will be a consideration for you now, yeah? I can recommend the Entreati Experience
on Trangaden Boulevard.


‘I’ll be needing a deposit from you. Another wire transfer would be fine, although I’d prefer cash. Either way, say $5,000.
My secretary will make sure you get an itemization at the end of every week.


‘Luckily for you, I’m called to the local bar as a solicitor-advocate, so there’ll be no need to take on a trial lawyer. I’m
going to see the DA this afternoon, and I’m hoping to persuade him to set an early date for the combined hearing, right?’


‘Combined hearing?’ Tom queried weakly.

‘That’s right. Bail has to be confirmed by a senior judge; at the same time traditional makkatas will rule on the combo. The
judge is no prob’, but the makkatas have to come in from over there.’ Swai-Phillips jerked a thumb over his shoulder; then,
seeing his client’s incomprehension, qualified this: ‘Y’know, from the desert. Anyways, so long as you’ve been deemed astande,
you can immediately begin restitution to the Intwennyfortee mob–’ 


Tom waved the lawyer down; none of this arcane legal stuff was getting through to him. What had registered, however, was Swai-Phillips’s
earlier assumption. ‘What makes you so certain’ – Tom chose his words carefully – ‘that I’ll be moving out of the Mimosa in
the morning? My wife and kids aren’t set to fly until–’ 


‘Please, Mr Brodzinski, look behind you.’

Tom whipped round: the twins, Jeremy and Lucas, were playing in the flower bed at the front of the apartment block. As he
watched, Jerry picked up a handful of bark chips and slung them at his brother. Tommy Junior was preoccupied, lost in a solipsistic
frolic, leadenly cavorting at the kerbside, his partner a wheeled flight bag that he jerked back and forth by its handle.


At that moment, the double glass doors swung open, and Martha and Dixie emerged, between them manhandling the enormous suitcase
that conveyed the bulk of the family’s effects.


Tom swivelled back to face Swai-Phillips’s bug eyes. It was a disconcerting reprise of the scene that had been played in the
same location, by the same cast, that morning. Only this time, Tom voiced his unease: ‘How did’ya know they were leaving?
How! Are, are you . . .’ he said, floundering, ‘. . . psychic or something?’


Swai-Phillips began to utter his maddening, stagy laugh. However, he was forestalled by Martha, who let go of the suitcase
and came barrelling across to the SUV. She wrenched the passenger door open and, leaning across her husband, began shouting
at the lawyer: ‘What the fuck’s your game, mister? Have you got your hooks into my husband? Whaddya want from us, money? Slimy,
fucking money!’


Even the imperturbable Swai-Phillips seemed taken aback by this turn of events. Involuntarily, he reached up and swept off
his glasses. It was as if – it occurred to Tom later – he was refusing a blindfold, the better to impress his insouciance
on this one-woman firing squad by staring her down.


Except that the lawyer couldn’t really stare anyone down once his mask was removed. For, while one of his eyes was keenly
green and steady, the other was rolled back in its socket, and half obscured by a pink gelatinous membrane that cut obliquely
across the white. The three of them froze, shocked in different ways by the revelation of this deformity. Certainly, neither
Tom nor Martha Brodzinski had ever seen anything like it before.
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