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IN MEMORY OF MARY BRIGHT

O

Why is this age worse than all the others? Perhaps
in this: it has touched the point of putrefaction,
Touched it in a rush of pain and sorrow,
But cannot make it whole.

In the west the familiar light still shines
And the spires of the cities glow in the sun.
But here a dark figure is marking the houses
and calling the ravens, and the ravens come.

Anna Akhmatova, from The Stray Dog Cabaret
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February 1984

He arrived in winter on a sleeper from Prague and the sound of the train went boogedy boogedy—what do you want, Darcy Bright? Darcy Bright, what do you want? He pressed his open hand against the shivering window and the edges of the sky seemed unnaturally close. A figure trudging alone in a snow-beaded field with a scythe. A scarved woman behind a wooden fence shaded her face as if there were sunlight. A row of sheets hung flat behind her, mute as teeth, and a pair of what looked like silver foxes capered in the snow. Darcy pulled up his Pentax and snapped a quick shot, feeling foreign, unaccountable. I could paint that, he thought, then he noticed the food-seller watching from the dark and noisy space between compartments. Darcy lowered the camera, smiled. The meaningless incidents present the most danger, that’s what Dostoyevsky said. Fodor’s Moscow & Leningrad just said don’t take photos of anything strategic.

He pulled his faux-fur Kenzo coat about himself and leaned back against the cold metal railing, trying to appear unconcerned. He was accustomed to being noticed, his skin paper-thin, his sculpted lips. He was too pretty for this train. Men often wondered, at first glance, if he were a man, while others knew intuitively and still they stared. But men here stared for different reasons; afraid of themselves, suspicious of everyone. The weight of it sat in their faces.

It was morning and Darcy was somewhere outside Kiev, wondering at being in an alien place so quickly, three weeks since the crackle of Fin’s first telephone call. Amid the echoes she’d told him how Moscow felt weird and great, but she was lonely. He’d thought of her as many things but never that, not lonely.

The train shunted through a town. Prefab tenements shaped like horseshoes, smoke gushing up from a towering Ukrainian chimney merged with a tattletale sky. Darcy took a pull from his Polish cigarette and felt the warm smoke curl inside him, imagined his throat staining dark. He slid the icy window down and flicked his half-done Popularne onto the tracks. One cigarette and a hot nudge of wind could burn a million acres where he came from, but the ground was frozen here.

Fin had left Melbourne unexpectedly in late September, just over four months earlier. A commission to paint the industrial landscapes of Moscow, announced as though people often did that. But Darcy was the one with the painterly hand; she’d only done abstracts and that political installation she’d called The Burning of the Witch-Hunt Manuals. Books in an incinerator. Some at the opening seemed incensed, but she’d tried to convince them it was just about The Malleus Maleficarum. It was a book, she’d said, but Darcy’d never heard of it.

The corridor rattled around him. A horse-drawn hay cart waited at a muddy level crossing, the horse unfazed, its nose just feet from the train. Darcy opened the window a slit for relief from the smell of onions and the breath of an Albanian who boarded in Warsaw in the middle of the night and kept putting on more socks beneath his sandals then guarding his bag on the seat. He’d shown Darcy where he’d travelled from, rimy fingers on a tiny scrunched-up map. A country south of Yugoslavia.

From the corridor, Darcy now snapped a picture through the bobbing doorway, the Albanian from his knees down, the wrinkled bottoms of his pants. Darcy imagined a photo essay—‘Cold War Feet’—then felt a chill and cinched his coat, aware of the leather money belt girthed against his groin: a calfskin cover with a pocket for passport and cash. It had arrived at his flat in St Kilda, delivered with the tickets inside: Qantas to London, Lufthansa from Heathrow to Prague. Fin had kept phoning him, asked if he’d received his birthday present, but she knew he wasn’t born in December. There was no card.

Why the money belt? he’d asked.

Just bring it with you, she’d told him through the echo, an insistence in her voice.

Don’t have me packing treats, he’d said. It was their nickname for hallucinogens. But there was no special sleeve in it, no space for anything secret.

Trust me, she’d told him. He’d always been leery of those two words, but if he didn’t trust her he didn’t trust anyone. He explained how he’d just been accepted for the fine arts course at Sydney Uni, the graduate program beginning in March, but she’d persuaded him to defer, seduced him as usual. Come paint here, she’d said, I need you…we’ll have fun. Then she’d hung up. And Darcy knew he would go as much as he knew he shouldn’t; he’d been plotting his escape since he was nine and there in his hands was a free ticket out, to a place without the new gay cancer, with barely a capitalist, barely an Australian. A place you weren’t supposed to go, where there would be unfamiliar vistas to paint; tramontane, was that the word? And anyway, for Fin he would have gone anywhere.

The train slipped into a tunnel and Darcy glimpsed himself in the window, his epicene features chequered by the blur of stones that passed in the dark. Don’t be paranoid or even inconspicuous, she’d said. It only works against you. Spike your hair and be yourself.

His hair had grown in fair already, no dark streaks from where she’d dyed it; his pierced nostril healed over since she’d been gone. She’d taken him to Brunswick Street to have his nose pierced while they were still at Monash Uni, the day she announced she’d changed her name to Dobrolyubova, by statutory declaration, so their names were suddenly different. The surname of some dead Russian intellectual she’d told him, while Darcy was who he’d always been. But now, on this train panting north through the white-flurried snow, he couldn’t wait to be back in her orbit; that sense of entitlement that came with their parallel youth and allure, how they looked oddly alike, and how, together, they moved through the world with a false imperviousness, gliding on tracks of their own.

She’d advised him to carry something obvious for the guards to confiscate. It’s good to be naïve, she’d said. At the Soviet border an inspector tore up Darcy’s Newsweek with Reagan on the cover, but they also took his Turgenev, Sketches from a Hunter’s Album. It had made him more nervous than he’d imagined. He thought they’d be pleased he was reading a Russian, but English was as foreign to that inspector as the Cyrillic signs thrumming by on the railway platforms were to Darcy. Small stone houses, side by side. It could have been a hundred years earlier. Darcy didn’t need Turgenev—he was seeing it live.

The food-seller in his pinstriped waistcoat wedged the trolley against a door. On his cart stood Polish vodka, chunks of cheese and crackers in plastic, something like Saltines. A shot of vodka held a certain promise, but he’d given up drinking after Fin had left. It had been easier than expected. It was encounters with strangers that rattled him still, compelled him. In Prague men mostly watched the ground, living behind their eyes, but as he’d waited alone on a bench in the railway station, a strong-jawed Slavic boy in uniform caught his eye square on, so knowingly, and Darcy found himself following. Darcy who’d promised Fin he’d abstain, who’d promised himself, but the uniform had triggered him somehow, its crispness, and all he could manage was to keep the money belt hidden as the young man rested his military cap on the cistern and kneeled. Darcy pressed his fingers into the thick wheaten hair, abandoned himself to the crud-covered ceiling, imagined it as a porcelain sky.

The sound of a siren at a crossing. The Albanian buying soup from the food-seller’s cart and, unhurried, sipping it direct from the bowl, his face rutted as a quarry. But for his fez, it could have been the face of an Australian farmer. A silver ring embedded on his swollen wedding finger. Darcy pictured a stark Albanian life, eking out an existence there, problems that seemed an epoch from his own.

The vendor pushed the trolley past with an expression that bore the blankness of obedience. Darcy’s underarms ached in the cold, his nerve endings raw. And this was supposed to be one of the mildest Soviet winters on record.

Fin had advised him to get out of Melbourne quietly and he’d left without telling a soul, not even his mother. That part was easy—he rarely told anyone much—but now the train guard, not the food-seller, observed him from between compartments, balancing where the carriages shifted on their couplings; the guard who still held Darcy’s passport because there’d been no transit stamp for Poland. Who knew Poland would appear in the night between Prague and Moscow? Fin had never mentioned this. It made him wonder if she knew what she was doing. Tell them you’re staying with me, she’d said, let them think I’m your girlfriend. They’d always been lovers of a kind, their spirit collusive, incestuous. The way she’d cleaved their family apart had somehow sewn the two of them inexorably closer. And still the train guard, unkempt and woolly in the fashion of Trotsky, stared.

Darcy breathed out a misty flute of air and stepped back inside the compartment. He prayed for Fin’s bright face at the station, enveloped in fur, her red karakul coat a flame in the crowd.





Mount Eliza, Autumn 1972

Darcy heard tyres on the gravel the afternoon Fin first arrived in Mount Eliza; a taxi edging up the drive. He watched through the sitting-room window, from between the high-backed chairs, as a girl emerged in an African print dress. Darcy recognised the woman she was with from photos—Aunt Merran, his mother’s younger sister, the one who’d gone back to live on the orange grove near Montecito, somewhere in California, where Darcy’s mother grew up.

Out on the drive, where the gumnuts fell on the gravel and you could smell the eucalyptus, Aunt Merran gave Darcy’s father a quick peck on the cheek, but his father didn’t move his face towards it. The girl observed Darcy in the window, a frozen moment, his feet stuck to the carpet. She looked like him, but her ears were pierced with glinting silver studs—like a gypsy, his mother would have said, but luckily she wasn’t home, just the girl presenting his father with a small wooden carving from the pocket of her dress. A gift received awkwardly, his father glancing back at the window, his free hand around the back of his neck as he saw Darcy watching, squinting through the glare.

Aunt Merran kissed the girl’s hair and jumped back in the taxi before his father could stop her. She waved through the back window as the girl stood stunned and then came to life, chasing the car to the gate. Darcy’s handsome flummoxed father hurried behind her as the taxi turned onto Baden Powell Drive. His father’s arm about the girl and then he was kneeling, consoling her, his big hands on her small shoulders like calipers, holding her there.

Aunt Merran’s taxi was gone, back to Humphries Road, towards Frankston and the suburbs, a knapsack left in the gravel like a small dead animal. While his father comforted the girl near the gate, Darcy crept out and collected it. The smell was stale and sweet. A pair of sandshoes, washed so the dust had yellowed them, a sweatshirt that had Banana Slugs written across it in yellow and a T-shirt that said Big Sur. In the front pocket was a blue American passport with an eagle in the coat of arms. Los Angeles Passport Agency and a photo of the girl with her hair loose. Finola Bright, the same last name as Darcy’s. Born 13 June 1960. A year before him. She was eleven and he was ten. He blinked to himself as the fact of it crystallised in him. Their mothers were sisters. Their father was the same.

As Darcy looked up, he saw the girl’s narrow shape at the end of the drive beside his crouching father. The sun was getting red as it lowered in the gum trees behind them. A secret had been delivered.





Moscow, Sunday evening

The platform of the Byelorussian Station was under a cavernous Quonset hut, bleak and foreign, not the elaborate halls Darcy’d seen in photos, no Stalin’s underground cathedrals. Standing on the cold train steps, waiting for his passport from the guard, he nervously scanned the sea of shapeless coats for Fin’s, anticipating her luminous face.

Fin’s hair had been redder than usual when he’d seen her last, but the only red here was in frosted banners that hung from the porticos, stiff in the breeze. People’s heads were well-covered, purple lips and pallid faces crowned in fur hats, enveloped by scarves and turned-up collars. It was colder than Prague, if that were possible. He’d read that if you cried in the streets in a Moscow winter your eyes might well freeze over. Where was she?

He put on his Ray-Bans to shield the sting and hitched his backpack over his arms; the money belt dug into his hip like an injury. The bearded train guard handed the Albanian a passport but offered Darcy nothing. With flat open gloves, Darcy gestured politely in the shape of a book. My passport? he asked. His was Australian for God’s sake, an innocuous country.

The guard just scowled, not understanding, then picked up Darcy’s duffel from the platform and hefted it. Special treatment, thought Darcy, unsure if he should be relieved. He pulled his woollen beanie down and followed, the glacial cement seeping through the soles of his Blundstones like chilblains, the air infected by a heavy smell of diesel and an icy staleness, distorted announcements screeching through loudspeakers. He rubber-necked for Fin as they shoved past a counter selling grease-papered sausages, lines of steaming people queuing for tickets to places whose names he couldn’t read, then the guard held open an iron door and motioned him inside. A sudden claustrophobic heat, an office with a sepia photo of Lenin hanging half in shadow, bearded chin jutting like a shovel. The guard dumped Darcy’s duffel on the floor and lazily saluted a puffy-necked inspector, handed Darcy’s passport over. The guard retreated out the door and Darcy glared after him, betrayed, folded his arms with mock impatience and searched for traces of Fin through the window.

The inspector, spit gleaming between his grey teeth, picked at the edge of the passport photo. Darcy’s hair cut shorter in the picture, still streaked back then, but his eyes were surely the same, keen and unmistakable, the feminine aspect to his features. He pulled his Ray-Bans off and met the guard’s expression as if unintimidated, a sinking awareness of how the photo was only glued on; typically Australian, he thought. An instinct to run welled up as the inspector read from a slip of morse-coded paper. Examining the photo, he sucked his teeth as if wondering what sort of creature would streak his sandy hair black. He looked up with bloodshot eyes and launched into a throaty lecture in what Darcy sensed was an attempt at French.

J’attends mon amie, Darcy interrupted, an attempt of his own, but he realised charm would get him nowhere. He pulled Fin’s address from his coat pocket and placed it on the desk. Dobrolyubova, 13-211 Ulitsa Kazakov, Moscow. The guard shaped the letters carefully, copying them onto the morse-coded paper, and Darcy felt the depth of his foreignness, the absence of language like dry ice sticking to his tongue.

Welcome to Moscow, the words from behind him like manna, and with them a rush of cold air. And there she was, signature red lipstick against pearl-white skin, eyes glistening beneath their hooded lids. In the nick of time, as if she did it half on purpose. The inspector gazed up, took her in, her features slightly elfin, slightly shark-like, her eyes as green as Darcy’s were blue. She glowered at Darcy as if to say: what the fuck? A brown fur hat with a grass-green brim and a leather patchwork sheepskin coat he hadn’t seen before. Better late than not at all, he whispered, his voice a shadow of itself. She ungloved and spread a slender hand on the edge of the inspector’s desk. She spoke to him fluently, tilting her head. A gesture she and Darcy had in common—or had he picked it up from her? The timbre of her voice lower in Russian, sultrier, perhaps not just from smoking, but studied, unfaltering. Just three years of Russian at Monash and barely five months here. A gift for languages he didn’t have.

The inspector improved his posture, responded, and Fin translated. A message sent ahead by the train conductor: photos taken. She cocked her head again, but this time she was imitating, gripping the fur ends of her scarf. He wants to examine your camera, she said.

Darcy reluctantly unzipped the pocket of his backpack and fished out his Pentax leaf-shutter sports model, three hundred dollars from Tom the Cheap in Dandenong. I took a shot of a woman in a field, he said.

She must have been strategic, said Fin, extending a hand. Her nails were painted a foresty brown.

She handed the camera over to the inspector, smoothed him along with quiet conversation, the guttural language seemed to lilt from her lips, while he fiddled with the camera until the back clicked open, a shining roll of undeveloped pictures released onto the arm of his chair. Darcy mourned shots of Albanian feet, foxes frolicking in snow through the smoky train window, the endless steppe. Fin turned to Darcy with a cool, false calm, retying her scarf. We can go, she said.

He still has my passport.

She eyed Darcy intently. Later, she said, teeth gritted, then flashed a sharp, pained smile. I need my passport, he said, stubborn now, but she grabbed his arm. We’ll come back.

Fin waved to her new inspector friend as he watched her from his office doorway, still holding Darcy’s camera. Her seduction had currency here. The Albanian stood nearby, his socks bulging through the straps of his sandals. Darcy paused to acknowledge him but Fin took his arm. Don’t say anything, she whispered, the warmth of her breath in his ear.

Out in the cold, among the crowd of commuters and blaring announcements, they hugged each other hard. The familiar musk of her Prince Matchabelli, her cold sepulchral cheek. As she held her narrow frame to his, Darcy felt his loneliness transcended; in her strength and frailness he knew why he’d come.

O

The night fell quickly, swathed in fog. The taxi driver hunched low against the door, eating as he drove. It smelled like herring. Fin produced a pack of Gauloises and patted the box, offered Darcy one. After all, it’s Europe, she said. Sort of. Darcy cupped his hands over her flame, uncertain if it was a reward or consolation. Her lighter was covered in hammers and sickles, and she smoked with a small black cigarette holder, a new affectation. She rotated the slim silver ring in her nostril.

I can’t believe you let him keep my passport.

Don’t be too chatty, she said. She motioned with her chin at the driver, but Darcy sensed it as an excuse. I needed a transit visa for Poland, he added, then he saw the driver’s eyes brush across the rear-view mirror and fell silent. He looked out at the bluish sprays from occasional street lamps, the red tentacles of the tail-lights.

You’ll need to be careful, said Fin, her lips left slightly parted as she returned the cigarette to them.

You were the one who told me it was good to seem naïve.

Not that naïve, she said, smiling.

Darcy stared out at the grim-looking people, eyes down as they crossed at the lights. I was only taking photos of the countryside, he said.

I know, she said. I’m just glad you’re here. She placed her fleece-lined fingers over his ski gloves but his hand felt unsteady. He’d always assumed he was expert at being out of his element, he’d always been that, but he’d never been this far away.

This is my home, said Fin, as though gleaning an aspect of his thought. Sometimes it seemed they didn’t need to speak at all. She gazed out as if the darkness held some private fascination. She seemed different here, somehow uneasy; she usually found everything funny. Darcy was used to sharing adventures with her, the secrets only she knew, but now he decided he wouldn’t mention his encounter in the station in Prague, how he’d felt jangled by it, the glazed collusion in the soldier boy’s eyes, how easily it had skewered him. But that had been Prague and this was Moscow. He promised himself again.

It’s great you’re here, said Fin, giving him a weary but grateful smile. He wondered why she’d said it twice. As the taxi turned to cross the river, Darcy caught their twin reflections mirrored in the window, two sides of a coin. Almost thirteen years since he’d first seen her on the drive in Mount Eliza. When she was young her hair had been untidy and long, so fair it was almost white, blonder than his. Now it was cropped, orange hints of it poking from beneath her fur hat. Her freckles had faded to silk. A slight masculinity in the set of her mouth, a firmness. He was tempted to reach over and touch her face.

The bridge seemed foolishly wide and foreboding, statues of heroes. Fog hung in layers through a light that shed like a scrim on the river, the ice glistened black like shards of coal. See the Kremlin, said Fin, turning.

Behind them, he made out the vague misted beams from towers. The driver coughed into a handkerchief, skirted a street sign fallen onto the road. The fabric of the city is fraying, said Fin, as though she’d lived here since the time of Stalin. The way her eyes held the distance without squinting.

Do you have a man here? he asked.

In lieu of an answer she drew deeply from her cigarette and blew two quick smoke rings in Darcy’s direction, pointed to the distant gates of Gorky Park. On a clear night you can see the lights of the Ferris wheel above the trees, she said.

They turned into a street that was narrower than the grand boulevards, and darker, rimmed by low-rise apartments: Ulitsa Kazakov. The taxi parked outside a red brick building with curved art deco corners. Old-fashioned, iron-framed guillotine windows. Three storeys high with an identical block beside it: her brave new world. Is it a special place for foreigners? asked Darcy.

If I’d wanted to live with Australians I’d have stayed there, she said. They didn’t quite think of themselves as Australian, their mothers from California, but that didn’t make Fin or Darcy feel American either. They came from a country of their own. It had two inhabitants.

Fin negotiated the fare while Darcy unloaded. It seemed the driver wanted extra for carrying bags he hadn’t handled. Fin gave him a note and dismissed him in an offhand way that reminded Darcy of his mother.

As the taxi receded through the slush, the mist iced Darcy’s face, dampening his cigarette, and then the street was quiet save for the whining of lorries from a main road, the buzz of the overhead wires. Fin was silent too as they followed a side path to a raised courtyard littered with snow, up some stairs that whistled with cold. He’d never imagined this kind of cold.

In the corridor, the burgundy carpet was black along the edges from damp, the smell of cabbage boiling, urine-stained walls. A man stood at the end where there wasn’t a light. I expected a babushka at a desk, said Darcy.

Fin unlocked a deadbolt and top lock; the door had two utility handles. A large broken sign was nailed in her entry hall, oxidised Cyrillic letters. That’s cool, said Darcy.

From a demolition.

The apartment was stuffy, the smell of burnt oil and vegetables. He plonked down his pack and duffel. An ancient Bakelite radio played softly on an end table beside a worn velvet couch draped in a swirled blue sheet. He hoped he wasn’t sleeping there.

You can’t turn down the central heating, said Fin. She didn’t switch on the lights.

Through the window a woman stood in a kitchen in the building opposite, not thirty feet away. She didn’t look up as Fin forced the window slightly open. I call her Svetlana, said Fin.

Why aren’t there curtains? asked Darcy.

They get taken down.

By whom?

It’s hard to know.

He followed her into a bedroom without windows. A poster from the 1980 Olympics, five rings like halos above an image of Brezhnev. He looks like Gargie, said Darcy, except for the eyebrows. Fin didn’t answer. She never acknowledged his grandmother as her own, but it wasn’t just that. She was preoccupied. She closed the bedroom door behind them, then turned on the bedside lamp.

Above the bed hung long black peasant dresses on wooden hangers, empty cigarette boxes pinned on their fronts among white-painted quotes from Tolstoy. I thought you were painting smokestacks, said Darcy.

Fin unwound her scarf, watched him with eyes that almost seemed blue in the light. I thought you might help me with that.

Whatever you like, he said hopefully. I came to be with you. He lay his gloves on the end of the bed as if claiming a place. It would be cool to make art here, he said. He foresaw the shapes of chemical factories and power stations, grain elevators thrusting into the skies.

Fin’s pillows were stained; she must have dyed her hair and slept with it wet. Blood on the pillows, he said. Nice. A T-shirt lay on the covers—the logo read Keep Holland Beautiful: Get Tattooed. He wondered how it was she’d been to Holland.

Show me your tattoo, he said; he imagined a rose engraved on her ankle or a red star on her shoulderblade. But she wasn’t in a playful mood.

It was a gift, she said.

He wasn’t sure if she meant the trip, the tattoo or the T-shirt. She pointed at his waist, extending a brown ungloved fingernail. I have to return your girdle, she whispered. It belongs to a friend. She hadn’t taken off her coat or hat.

Darcy felt a stab of suspicion. It was my belated birthday present, he said. You have to return it now?

She nodded, her finger pressed to her lips with such intensity it unnerved him. She wasn’t fooling. He unbuckled the money belt, fishing his bundle of roubles from the front. Coins left from Prague, his ANZ Visa card and international driver’s licence. He dangled the plain leather belt by the strap and for a moment it hung in the air between them. Maybe there was a sleeve sewn in the back of it, he couldn’t tell; maybe he’d been her pack mule after all. She grabbed it and hitched it under her coat as if she was used to attaching the fastener. Stay here, she said. She grabbed her scarf and gloves and left, bolting the front door behind her.





Mount Eliza, Autumn 1972

When Darcy’s mother appeared in the Vauxhall at the end of the drive, Darcy dropped the knapsack. His father stood by the girl, motionless, as if in a painting, while Darcy’s mother stared, putting pieces together. She saw what she saw and then she was shouting. Darcy dropped the girl’s bag and hid where he always hid, inside his dead grandmother’s little blue car, a bubble-shaped Austin of England parked behind the shed.

He heard the Vauxhall door slam, the kitchen flywire, the fridge opening, the flywire again. She’d have her Gilbey’s and tonic in her hand. She’d sit in her folding beach chair around the side where the incinerator smoked against the chestnut tree, and drink. And her mind would be working so hard you could almost see it in the veins that reddened her forehead.

Darcy could still see the girl, she was down in the gravel now, wouldn’t budge, even as Darcy’s father tried to drag her up to the house. In the end his father just left her there and walked up alone. He didn’t look at Darcy in the Austin, just veered off to Darcy’s mother and her drink.

Darcy leaned back in the seat, a moment of silence. He imagined them there, beside the burning leftovers, his father mumbling admissions, and then she was yelling again. Darcy furiously practised the gears, his legs straining to reach the pedals, doubling the clutch like his father did on the Humphries Road hill. Another round of shouts and he closed his eyes tight, the way he did to avoid the sound of her battle fatigue. That’s what she called it.

When he opened his eyes, the girl was standing at the passenger door, watching. She held the knapsack to her chest, her face set. They heard glass breaking, and she turned towards the sound. In the sharpness of her profile and her hooded eyes, Darcy saw both his mother and his aunt, but mostly he saw himself. And then he realised she was waiting for him to open the door and he wondered if that’s what she was used to.

She got in warily, sat on the vinyl seat and rummaged around in her knapsack as if making sure everything was still there. Darcy looked out across the drive. The sun was now shimmering through the flowering gums, setting down molten somewhere over Davies Bay. What’s it like where you come from? he asked. He’d tried to picture it from photos in the National Geographic; the presidents carved into rocks, the bridges extending over the bays.

She looked at him askance. The sunsets are better, she said. Her accent was different from his, like from television. She touched the knob on the glove compartment.

That’s private, said Darcy. He hid things in there: the Risen Jesus pamphlet and the Book of Mormon from the missionary, Jesus in the Americas, his grandmother’s travelling clock.

So’s my bag, said the girl.

He didn’t dare look at her, played with the worn leather cover on the gear stick. I just wanted to know who you were, he said.

Satisfied?

Darcy tried to catch reverse but he could never quite get it up and over. You’re my sister, he said.

Kind of, she said.

I never heard of you. He played with the plastic dinosaur that dangled from the key chain. You’ll have to sleep inside, he said. On the foldaway. He figured he’d spend the night out here in the back seat, under the picnic blanket. He might need to sleep in the car forever; his mother was screeching like a parrot.

I’m not staying, said the girl, looking down the drive. She just dropped me off for a visit. But Darcy could see how the girl braced her eyes and cheeks to hold back tears. Then Darcy’s father appeared with his sheepish face and a drink.

Is he your father? asked the girl.

Darcy nodded as if it was obvious. Who do you think he is?

When his father got to the car they were silent. His father’s mid-section through the passenger window, his penal colony Darcy’s mother called it, the cause of all the problems.

The girl opened the door and took the glass suspiciously, gulped it down then let the glass drop on the bricks so it shattered. She knew about accidentally on purpose as if she’d learned from Darcy’s mother.

Darcy’s father said nothing, knelt down and picked up the shards of glass, feeling on the ground to find them. He stood with the splinters of glass cupped in his hands. Naughty, he said, heading back towards the incinerator.

It was only cordial, said Darcy.

The girl ignored him at first, reached into the back seat and pulled Darcy’s picnic blanket through, wrapped herself inside it like a big woollen scarf. My mother says he’s a bastard anyway, she said. She glared out from the blanket, and even though she’d just arrived she made Darcy feel disloyal.

He got out and went to the Vauxhall, picked up the grocery bag his mother had abandoned, along with her mohair picnic blanket, brought them back to the Austin. He tore the silver top of the milk bottle free and passed the bottle to the girl, then he ripped open the ginger nut biscuits.

Another episode of shrieking from the side of the house.

What do you do here? asked the girl.

Sometimes I drive, said Darcy nonchalantly. He now let off the parking brake and they rolled a few inches. I don’t have a licence for night-time, he added.

The girl looked over at him like he was an idiot and it made him feel young. The fact was, since the day he ran into the ti-trees on Baden Powell Drive he’d been banned from driving. Since the day he met the missionary.

He peeled a mandarin, threw the pith out the window, and handed a decent section to the girl. As she ate it, she leaned against the door and closed her eyes and Darcy wished he hadn’t said the thing about the licence. Outside the daylight was fading, the silhouette of his father on the phone through the living-room window, making his calls.

She’ll be back, said the girl, her eyes opening for a second, but they glistened in the dark and Darcy knew Aunt Merran was gone. He slipped between the seats to the back and lay down, covered himself with the mohair, listened to the girl in the front, her occasional whimpers, his mother’s sporadic shouts, a bottle smashed against the incinerator. He knew everything would be different this time, for everyone, not just for him. The missionary was his secret and he held it close, but this girl was his father’s. Darcy was glad to be near her but he guessed she wouldn’t be here for long—he knew his mother, and he knew secrets were best when they were secret.

He woke to the rustle of the flowering gums, the scent of the eucalypts, his father opening the passenger door. Fin, his father said softly, but the girl was still sleeping. The sound of her nickname made Darcy want to say it too, but his father lifted her, still blanketed, out into the morning and Darcy sensed she was already being taken away. His mother in the sitting-room window glowering, guarding the house now, eyes on the girl called Fin.

The girl struggled awake, ripped herself free like she shouldn’t be touched. What are you doing? she asked Darcy’s father as he put her down. He never did anything right.

I got you in at Toorak College, he said. As a boarder. I’m taking you. He guided her gently into the kombi.

Darcy grabbed her knapsack from the front seat and followed, handed it up to her. She glared down at Darcy as he closed the door, and then the kombi was rattling down the drive.





Ulitsa Kazakov, Late Sunday

The Moscow night was still and quiet save for a TV somewhere. No neighbours talking nor any sign of the woman through the uncurtained glass across the way, just silent flurries of snow. A black phone that wasn’t connected. He sorted through Fin’s tapes—Joy Division, Boomtown Rats—flipped on the portable tape deck and lay on her bed in his underpants listening to the Divinyls’ ‘Boys in Town.’ The ceiling above him stained and peeling, pasted with roses and butterflies, and pictures from Soviet magazines. Antiquated blenders and appliances, dresses and hairdos. The raspy verse that ended with get me out of here. He tried not to believe in signs but the words had him wishing he still had his passport strapped against him.

There was no evidence of what she’d been commissioned to paint. Books lined a shelf in the headboard: The Wretched of the Earth, The Soviet Achievement, Nagorno-Karabakh and Other Nationalities. He picked out Lenin’s What Is to Be Done? Phrases underlined: The task of our Social Democracy is to subvert spontaneity. That didn’t sound like the Fin he knew. Maybe she had become a commo instead of just being left wing and chic. No wonder she’d lost her sense of humour. He flipped the pages. Only those devoid of principle are capable of change. Maybe that made sense; he wasn’t sure.

He nuzzled the familiar slightly stale bed-smell, smoky sheets that hadn’t been washed for his arrival. He reached for a narrow volume called The Meaning of Love by Vladimir Solovyov, a philosopher he’d never heard of. It had a chapter entitled ‘Love in humans is not akin to propagation.’ A possible vindication, he thought. He nestled his hand under the elastic of his boxers and conjured the soldier at the railway station in Prague, the falseness of that as intimacy, rutting hurried as primitives, then the euphoric recall of his recent visit to Sydney for New Year’s Eve stole over him.

He never even saw the Harbour Bridge illuminated with fireworks or homing pigeons released from the wings of the Opera House. The alternative had slipped over him as easy as skin. The car almost drove itself to Centennial Park, the paradise of his despair. Men marauded there in silent ritual, triceps tattooed, the shadows of a chain-link fence. Down in the Brambles there was Kleenex in the dirt. He skirted the edges like a fringe-dweller, the way he’d done before, following a man with clamps on his nipples, thin as a snake with arms. Darcy hadn’t seen the new virus up close. He imagined it twisting through veins as he watched the young man suction liquid with an eyedropper from a small brown bottle, squirt it into his mouth, then offer Darcy a sample. Darcy accepted with a cautious insatiability, as if to celebrate the end of life as he’d known it. A taste like wheat in his teeth, infusing him and making the darkness seem light. He thought of his mother, drunk and alone in Mount Eliza, watching the living-room clock as the New Year struck, looking for Darcy in the crowd on TV, but she’d lost him this time.

As the fireworks lit up the distant midnight, it was the dawn of 1984, the Orwellian era, but not as he’d expected. The poofter-bashers came through the trees like fluid, with Clockwork Orange nightsticks, and Darcy glimpsed his thin sick friend folded up in the paspalum, being beaten. Darcy ran blind through the park in a sort of paranoid fulfilment, strung on a line like a dress in the wind, there but far away. Even as he was escaping, tearing through branches in the dark, he knew if he stayed in Sydney he’d be back there again. Like a dog that returns to its vomit.

Darcy woke with a start to bolts being opened, Fin’s peasant dresses hanging above him and the radio turned up in the other room. She came in and switched off the bedroom light. Jesus, he said, you scared me.

Sorry. She lit a candle on the ledge beside the bed. Darcy looked at his watch; she’d been gone an hour.

Did you find food in the fridge? she asked. The candlelight wavered a shape on the wall as she took off her coat and clothes, went into the bathroom.

I was too tired to look.

The hushed sound of her peeing, brushing her teeth, cleaning off her make-up. She emerged without lipstick or eye shadow, slightly older-looking but lovely, ready for bed.

How did it go? he asked.

I’ll tell you about it in the morning. She lay on the bed and kissed him gently on the mouth. I hope I didn’t seem angry at the station, she said. I was just worried. I’ll get your passport back.

You should have told me if I was carrying something, he said.

She put her finger to his lips this time. I know. She turned her back to him, the nape of her neck pale where her hair had once covered it. He touched a small tattoo at the knobbly top of her spine: a red swallow, its wings spread and flying upwards. A sailor’s tattoo. She blew out the candle and moved closer to him in the dark. He traced the tattoo’s shape with his finger, the curve of the wings. If he’d ever wanted to be with a woman it would have been her. The apple shampoo scent in her hair, the muted whistle with each of her breaths reminded him of things. He hugged her gently from behind, his arm draped over her ribs.

When were you first with a man? she asked.

Darcy stared into the soft white nape of her neck, pretended he was asleep.





Ulitsa Kazakov, Monday morning

Darcy squinted at Fin’s lime green travel clock. It was 10 am. The sound of Russian voices in the other room, but this time he knew it was only the radio. The bedroom door was open and the apartment ice-cold; the heater had gone from full steam to freezing. Fin? He waited. Nothing.

He got up.

Snow spilled down outside the sitting-room window and the pipes that ran along the wall were barely warm. No Svetlana in the kitchen opposite. He checked on the orange laminated counter that separated the kitchen from her living area. No note, no breakfast.

He dragged a poloneck and a windcheater from his duffel bag, pulled his black cords over his thermals. White letters painted on one of the hanging black dresses, a looping script: The mysteries of the clitoris. Had that been there last night? He folded her Polaroid camera into itself, silver with inlaid wood, angles of a small architectural building, and slid it into his daypack. He grabbed some cheese-sticks from the fridge and an apple, ventured into the corridor. She’d left him no keys but at least she hadn’t locked him in.

He tested the door; he was now locked out.

Triangular stains on the walls the shapes of sconces, but no hall-watcher lurking at the dark end. He ate as he moved down the stairs and found the main entrance, the one they’d circumvented last night. Steel-rimmed swinging doors, glassed and unattended, an empty desk and chair. Why hadn’t she left a note?

Outside everything seemed bleak and deciduous, even the buildings were bare, the street covered in dove-grey snow, an arctic beauty. Darcy’d never seen a city so bathed in snow, was surprised by its silence—squat figures in fur walked with their heads down past the bleached alabaster structures. He decided to head back to the Byelorussian Station and try to retrieve his passport, see about his Pentax. Maybe that’s where she was. But as he examined his plastic foldout map it seemed too far to walk and the wind was like an icepick. He’d hail a taxi.

Out on the slush-covered boulevard a trolley bus passed, whining on its overhead wires; if only he knew where it was going. He turned to get his bearings. The distant Ferris wheel rose above the leafless trees in Gorky Park as promised, a couple of bundled-up bodies suspended in air, small as frozen peas. In spring it might have held a certain beauty but the cold had crept deep into his feet already, through the sheepskin lining of his combat boots. He wasn’t bred for this, his skin and his blood were too thin, and the station suddenly seemed too difficult.

Across the street the low swinging gates of a local park that wasn’t Gorky, empty but for an elderly baba pushing at snow with a wooden scraper, a keeper of paths in the frost-bitten wind. He could take a picture of her in the avenue of bare elm branches that umbrellaed the pathway. Surely that wasn’t strategic. But as he reached for the camera a man glanced back at him nervously. Darcy wondered if this could be his shadower, but he led a narrow dog in a quilted tartan blanket, a whippet or miniature greyhound, the type Darcy imagined being walked by a gay man in New York, not a KGB agent. The man glanced back again. Striking aquiline features, dark for here, late thirties, slender-lipped and earnest in his horn-rimmed specs. Darcy heard Fin’s words: Be careful, the places you go. He heard his own promise but the intrigue already flitted about his consciousness, luring him like a finger seeking its hook inside his mouth, and he’d barely stepped out the door. He tried focusing elsewhere but the man loitered near a bench, averting his eyes, then he stared furtively. Intellectual, Jewish perhaps, thought Darcy, if you could still be Jewish here. He remembered the Spartacus Gay Guide only listed ‘outside the Bolshoi in summer’ under ‘Cruising in Moscow’, and warned against it. But it was winter now and this wasn’t the Bolshoi. The man removed his fur hat and Darcy received it as a signal. His hair was silver-flecked and wavy, a few strands flew up like a crest in the wind and the pleading in his eyes spoke a need that Darcy recognised, mirrored. Too cold to be hatless and waiting unless you wanted something badly.

The shivering whippet sat on the path like a statue, its head into the wind as if it were a dog at sea. Darcy waited for the man to make a next move but he seemed stricken with uncertainty, so Darcy, emboldened by nothing but a rush in his brain, turned off the track into a thicket of prickly evergreens. He realised he wasn’t so cold anymore as he pulled off a glove and held it under his arm and the man began fumbling, tying the windswept dog to the bench. He began to pick his way through the icy branches but as Darcy unzipped himself a figure approached, obscured by foliage. With neither a word nor a smile the Russian was panicking, backing away through the trees. Darcy shook his head—it was only the babushka, she couldn’t see them—but the man was already scaling a low metal barrier. Hands deep in pockets, he leaned into the wind and half ran towards the road. He’d forgotten his dog.

The baba, buried in her coat and scarves, sat down on the bench where the dog was tied. The woman looked over at Darcy as he appeared from the trees, narrowed her sunken eyes into their creases. Seduced and abandoned, said Darcy, then he remembered Fin’s other warning. Don’t trust anyone here.

The dog’s tail curled under its crouching loins, its pelt a brindled silver. It greeted Darcy cautiously as he felt the ridges of its spine through the blanket. He pulled out the camera and unfolded it, took a close-up of the dog’s fine face, one ear forward, one back, then a second, better one, with its head slightly cocked and both ears pricked. It had no tag on its collar—Darcy wasn’t even sure if they did that here.

He flapped the Polaroids dry and the woman looked over, confused but unmoved. She had a postcard face, so he took a photo of her too, felt a certain guilt about his foreigner’s presumption. At least she wasn’t a bridge or a reservoir; still she shot him a look of distaste that chilled him.

With the whippet on its lead by his side Darcy felt less foreign, as if this could have been his city. Together, they walked through the snow-fleeced park to the wrought-iron arch at the main entrance. A woman in a woollen balaclava was opening the flap on an old yellow van. She uncovered a row of red sausages on buns. Darcy reached for his wallet but the dog lifted a paw, its leg as fine as a knitting needle, and began to whine, snatching at the leash and pulling. Darcy felt conspicuous. He caught sight of the delicate man in the distance, returning, and Darcy unclipped the lead, let the whippet loose before it barked. It rippled across the frosted ground, galloping low like a racing dog, and the man leaned down to greet it. Darcy gazed at them, suddenly alone, the fine leather dog leash in his hand.
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