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‘Bettany’s Book combines the historical gravity of Schindler’s Ark with the humour and pace of some of Keneally’s less-celebrated Australian works, such as Three Cheers for the Paraclete . . . beyond his compelling narrative, the triumph of Keneally’s storytelling art is the precise and accurate pitching of his cast of secondary characters.’

James Urquhart, Independent on Sunday

‘It’s a grand story on a biblical scale, the elements choreographed so that they dance skilfully together, each moment of history and culture cast into a new perspective by conjunction with its neighbour. Should we still be seeking the Great Australian Novel, this could be it . . . There’s not a page you aren’t itching to turn. A masterly book, lyrical and lucid, engaged and astute, modest and wise’

Cath Kenneally, The Australian

‘Hugely compelling . . . vivid, immediate, heartfelt’

Julie Wheelwright, Scotland on Sunday

‘A rich feast served up with great skill and passion by a master storyteller.’

Peter Cunningham, Irish Times

‘Sudanese politics, slavery, the tension between the individual and the state, the impact of global capitalism on developing nations, colonialism, corruption, racial and religious conflict, Aboriginal land rights, the moral, cultural and diplomatic complexities of international famine relief: these are not the safe subjects of someone coasting under the impetus of his own reputation. Here is an author who still has plenty to say, and who continues to say it with great skill and potency.’

Martyn Bedford, Literary Review

‘Like its subject, the novel is huge, magnificent’

Simon Brett, Mail on Sunday

‘Everywhere at hand there are riches . . . assured strokes of characterisation and evocation which Keneally has not surpassed before . . . As popular fiction can reach the minds, emotions consciences of the literate multitudes of reading Australians, it is to Tom Keneally that we should look for its current exemplary figure’

Peter Pierce, Australian Book Review

‘Rich, measured and reflective, Bettany’s Book requires time and concentration – but it is worth it.’

Elizabeth Buchan, Daily Mail

‘Here is a grand vista of a book, an engrossing tale of two generations separated by 150 years, of perilous journeys and moral dilemmas: a story brimming with vibrant characters’

Chris Brice, Adelaide Advertiser

‘Bettany’s Book is vintage Keneally in its enviable command of language and its surperb evocation of landscapes . . . Moreover, Keneally unflinchingly confronts moral questions, exposing cruelty, corruption and deceit in a world that also offers honesty, compassion and love’

Ralph Elliott, Canberra Times

‘The writing is exquisite, as may be expected from the author of Schindler’s Ark, and one has the impression one holds a novel to be shortlisted for the next Booker Prize . . . a wonderful read, an excellent achievement. I heartily recommend it.’

John F. Deane, Irish Independent

‘An ambitious and epic work’

Marcus Dunk, Express


Thomas Keneally began his writing career in 1964 and has published twenty-five novels since. They include SCHINDLER’S ARK, which won the Booker Prize in 1982 and was subsequently made into the film Schindler’s List, and THE CHANT OF JIMMIE BLACKSMITH, CONFEDERATES and GOSSIP FROM THE FOREST, each of which was shortlisted for the Booker Prize. His most recent novels are THE WIDOW AND HER HERO, THE PEOPLE’S TRAIN and THE DAUGHTERS OF MARS. He has also written several works of non-fiction, including his boyhood memoir HOMEBUSH BOY, THE COMMONWEALTH OF THIEVES and SEARCHING FOR SCHINDLER. He is married with two daughters and lives in Sydney.
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The simultaneous loss of her parents when she was nineteen had not seemed to throw any shadow across Dimp Bettany’s bright eye. Even her more dutiful sister, Primrose, admitted how infrequently and with what a shock of strangeness she remembered the fact of the instant deaths of her parents. This end, which had come in a collision on one of the hundreds of kilometres of narrow stretches of the Pacific Highway, felt, when recollected, as if it meant less to her and Dimp than it decently should.

Perhaps that was because their parents had lived orderly lives and died in an exemplary way. Despite the head-on ferocity, there were very few visible injuries except for the fatal depressed fractures. Or it may have been because their mother had been ever distracted, fretful, remote; and their father, Gordon Bettany, as irresponsibly jovial as an uncle. Rather in the spirit of his life, he was said by the coroner to have died while sleeping in the passenger seat, and with an unregistered micro-second of massive concussion. Her life ending in that same micro-second, Angela Bettany, so the sisters were told and told each other, had suffered only a few seconds of apprehension, though that thought should have been pitiable enough to haunt them.

Dimp must think of them, Prim guessed, but it seemed an undue embarrassment to their tidy ghosts to ask her, and almost an affront to the joyous, rowdy woman Dimp had made of herself. Prim encountered them in dreams, but woke with more surprise than loss. While she was a student, Primrose would remind her dazzling sister in person or by phone each anniversary of the disaster, and there would be a pause in their talk, composed perhaps of two parts sadness and one part guilt.

‘Come on,’ Dimp said once, sniffing out her sister’s uneasiness. ‘You’d turned seventeen. Parents mean less to you when you’re that age than at any other time of your life.’

But from the occasional references to parents, separated by hundreds of days in which Mr and Mrs Bettany barely got a mention, Prim came to feel that, if she and Dimp were to be good daughters of the dead, instead of offering the normal annual currency of wistfulness, nostalgia and the occasional disbelieving sense of vacancy, they owed a daily burden of grief, and that the failure to be a good daughter made her something of an exile, and thus prone to be rushed to orphan foolishness and to reckless journeys. She was the daughter who desired a conscientious and well-ordered life.

The sisters, Dimple and Primrose, had inherited their parents’ bank account which was very nearly in overdraft. The family house in Turramurra, in which the sisters continued to live for four years under the supervision of neighbours who had thought well of their parents, had in the end to be sold. The sisters went to live in a grim little red-brick flat in Redfern. Dimp was by then twenty-three years old, just beginning her career. After settlement of their parents’ debt the girls were left with a margin of little more than $25 000 each and, conscientiously, Prim chose to invest hers in a fund for her education and future.

In the early 1980s, Dimp Bettany, universally regarded as an unselfconsciously beautiful woman, of a darker and fuller handsomeness than her more abstractly appealing sister, found a job in the television documentary department of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation where she was soon liked by everyone. She was relieved to find that her name, as it appeared as assistant producer on credits, was interpreted by her colleagues as a shortening of Dymphna, instead of the reality – the achingly awful Dimple.

Dimp seemed to her more reserved sister Primrose – Prim by preference – to be above all a glowing, heedless orphan. Prim saw herself as an earnest undergraduate drudge with post-graduate ambitions, who required of herself a series of distinctions and credits in her sundry subjects – even an occasional high distinction. When she scored a high distinction in anthropology, she could picture her father saying, ‘A high distinction at Sydney University! Imagine!’

Men distantly admired Primrose. Dimp was desired. Abundantly alive, a frequent laugher, carrying her orphan status lightly, Dimp seemed imperishably lit with inner light. The accepted wisdom in the ABC documentary department was that no one – farmer, couturier, politician, mountaineer – refused to be the subject of a documentary if Dimp Bettany was sent to ask them. No one – male or female – was immune from Dimp’s famous good cheer, force of soul, looks and enthusiastic, sensual and childlike soul. It was the way, even when hungover, she looked fresh-minted. And her sumptuous features shone with an unconscious spirituality, the spirituality of wanting to make a film. She was avid for the nuances of character as revealed in the stories of strangers.

And she was of course an excellent greeter, counsellor to and assurer of the subjects of documentaries – ‘No, I don’t think you need to change your clothes . . . Of course we have to make sure there’s times for you to have a rest . . . No, I think the blue one’s more your colour.’ Even though she dressed carelessly herself.

One of the documentary subjects Dimp worked on – who was to change the course of her life – was an Italian by the name of Lorenzo Cortini. A graduate of the military academy in Modena and an officer in Mussolini’s armies in Libya, Lorenzo had been a prisoner-of-war in Australia during the Second World War. Meeting Dimp during an informal press conference when he revisited Australia on the verge of old age, this professional soldier had told her how appalled he had been when his platoon, and the battalion they were part of, and the division of which the battalion was part, showed very little resoluteness in defending Mussolini’s Libyan coastal fortress of Bardia from the Australians long before, in 1941. It was the Australian connection which fascinated Dimp.

After being shipped to Australia as a prisoner-of-war, Cortini, Dimp discovered, made three escape attempts. During each he found himself generously protected by southern Italian sultana-growers in the Riverina, along the Murray River. In meeting these immigrants, and depending on them for refuge, he was thrown together with Italians far below him in social stature, Siciliani e Calabresi, lower than the lowest non-swarthy member of the platoon and crack regiment that had let him down at Bardia, and less capable of speaking real Italian.

Some of those at whose firesides deep in the bush Lorenzo Cortini was protected were laconic socialists. They called him Enzo and mocked in raw dialect all the florid promises of a new Roman Empire which had crumbled so easily before Australia’s yokel soldiers at Bardia and Benghazi. On the run, Lorenzo Cortini was reduced to wearing the rough clothing of these people, eating their bowel-bruising cuisine, sleeping on their bare floorboards, and bearing the papers and harsh name of a deceased Calabrian peasant immigrant. The aristocrat from the military academy hid beneath the lumpy beds of farmers in a dead man’s suit, the sweat and dust of anonymous labour clinging to its seams. In this process Cortini became, as he told an engrossed Dimp, ‘democratised’.

‘On the last continent on earth, I discovered the size of the world.’

Going to Melbourne with his false alien papers, he lived in a boarding house in Coburg populated by metal workers and small-time salesmen, and fell in love with his landlady, a young, red-headed Australian widow named Maggie Slattery, a leftist within the ranks of the Australian Labor Party. Under her influence, Enzo volunteered to steal a union ballot box before the candidates his landlady favoured could be outvoted by a phalanx of right-wing Catholics. Waylaid on the way home, the ballot box in a basket on the front of his bicycle, the landlady’s sweet company ahead of him, he was beaten up with the weapons of the antipodean working class – a cricket bat and two stumps.

To Dimp’s delight, the tale of Lieutenant Lorenzo Cortini even possessed a relentless Inspector Javert figure, a fatherly federal policeman who hunted and ultimately recaptured him after his longer period at large.

The documentary Dimp helped make, and persuaded Enzo Cortini to participate in, related his return to Australia to visit the former high security prison in the country town of Hay, from which he had escaped. He had also come back to honour the Italian farmers of the Riverina who had hidden him, and to make a pilgrimage to Melbourne, where he had remained a year at large impersonating the deceased Calabrian. The crew Dimp worked with got excellent footage of both. With a palpating gesture of his right hand, Cortini called Melbourne ‘the city of my heart’.

During Enzo Cortini’s journeys over the route of his escape in the Australian bush, Dimp was his driver, adviser, companion, acting coach, manager, and confidante. Outside country motels in frosty Australian dawns, Lorenzo Cortini wore his overcoat over the shoulders, in a stylish Florentine manner, smoked a cigarette in that seemingly non-carcinogenic graceful way which characterised the heroes of film noir, and chattered away with his new Australian friend. What other intimacy or refuge Dimp gave Enzo on his Australian pilgrimage was a matter of speculation not only for the camera crew, but later, from the inconclusive account Dimp gave of it, for her more serious-minded sister, Prim.

Before Enzo returned to Italy, Dimp continued to spend time with him in Sydney, interviewing him in more depth and getting his experiences on tape. She had had since childhood a capacity to be consumed by stories, and this was now what she was inflamed by – the tale of the Fascist converted to a dream of fraternity by the great Australian rawness; the elegant Latin, under his fake, undistinguished name, selling little bottles of lotion house-to-house in wartime Melbourne to women wearied by loneliness. With his Italian cinema idol looks he was sometimes irresistibly drawn into the role of consoler of the Home Front.

Dimp had been persuaded by the family’s solicitor to invest her portion of the proceeds from the Turramurra sale. But before Cortini’s return to Italy (the documentary completed) Dimp withdrew the full amount to buy feature film rights to Cortini’s life from the man himself (‘I am, after all, Dimple cara, not a wealthy man!’), and to pay a screenwriter. She thought she had discovered an essentially Australian odyssey, and Cortini was its antipodean voyager. She found a Melbourne director, Frank Varduzzi, child of Italian immigrants himself, with one good feature film of the childhood-confessional variety behind him. Varduzzi became enthused too – after all, his grandparents and parents had been interned at the start of the Second World War, and he came from exactly that background of poor Italian immigrants at whose hands Cortini received his Australian education.

Lorenzo Cortini died in his sleep in Florence, but the film funding came through from sundry sources. The Australian Film Development Corporation invested what was then considered a generous fifty per cent, Film Victoria supplied twenty-five per cent, the Italian-Australian Federation was persuaded to contribute money, as were a string of private investors under the tax concession scheme named 10B(a). The film was shot for a modest $1 300 000 in the Victorian Riverina, Melbourne, and in a studio in Sydney, and made the careers of many people – Varduzzi; Colin Maberley, who played Cortini for $40 000 and within a year and a half was earning two million per flick; the cameraman Ossie Bendall; Sharon Bribie as the boarding house keeper. The film was entitled Enzo Kangaroo, was selected for showing in Directors’ Week in Cannes, was snapped up too cheaply by an American distributor, and, according to the pattern by which distributors make the most money out of such films, made Dimp famous but returned little. But renowned, and much photographed, she had become a culture hero in a community which yearned for such figures.

Her film and perhaps a half dozen others rang in an enthusiastic era when accountants advised entrepreneurs to invest in films for their tax breaks. Lacking a project which called to her as fiercely as the Enzo story had, Dimp, who had acquired financial expertise at the cash-starved ABC, had in fact done the budget for Enzo Kangaroo, was invited to speak for excellent fees at symposia for business investors. She also developed expertise in doing spreadsheet budgets for films, good and bad, generated by this investment. For despite the success of Enzo Kangaroo, she did not consider herself genuinely creative. Nor did she make it known that she received somewhat more predictable an income for doing these film-related tasks than she had as a producer. Her sister knew it, and other things, and was proud of her.

But years passed, and no tale arose to consume Dimp in the way Enzo’s tale had.

At one of Dimp’s breakfast tax seminars, a man wearing the name tag Brendan D’Arcy, the letters CEO, and the further elucidation: D’Arcy Coleman Mineral Venture, waited in line behind suited men and women, accountants with clients to advise, asking her for clarification of certain points. In the body of the room the tables were being stripped of their plates of half-eaten fruit and eggs. Other men and women were briskly rushing out the door to business, and only this fringe of questioners remained to protect the guest speaker from her habitual quandary, ‘What in the hell shall I do with the rest of the day?’

Dimp had noticed D’Arcy during the seminar and, automatically answering questions, watched him join the line, wait, scrape his slightly unruly sandy hair, do some tie-straightening, and flinch at his watch every time he consulted it. She had heard of him in an indefinite way, but had never felt his urgent presence, and she rushed through her answers to the others to ensure he wouldn’t leave. At last he stood in front of her, his large, beefily handsome face flushed and his sportsman’s shoulders held crookedly.

‘I’m Brendan D’Arcy,’ he said like a complaint when his time came, watching the last accountant go and looking suspicious of the waiters. ‘I liked your concise and humorous delivery.’

She thanked him. D’Arcy was big-boned, with generous features and eyes, which shone like an uncertain boy’s.

‘I want to ask you out,’ he said, earnestly fixed on her face. ‘I’m separated from my wife. You probably hear that from many men, but in my case you can check the files of the scurrilous Sydney Morning Herald last February and soon see whether I happen to be telling you the truth. The ‘Stay in Touch’ column. We made it, Robyn and I. No kids. Marriage annulment is under way, civil divorce to follow. No chance of reconciliation.’

Dimp tried to speak a normal sentence, like the ones she had been speaking until a moment ago, something about section 10B(a) of the federal Film Finance Act. ‘Ah,’ she said. ‘I don’t read the Herald . . .’

‘I have to tell you,’ he continued with his leaden and yet fascinating sincerity, ‘that you are a most exquisite and intelligent woman and that I would like to court you. I’m no seducer or casual fornicator. It’s against my religion. If all this sounds mad as a cut snake, so be it. I was under necessity to say it. Would you accept my card?’ At last he grinned. ‘I would be very happy if it ever got to the stage where you knew that number by heart.’

D’Arcy was not to know that in taking the risk of such an unorthodox approach he was doing what was best calculated to attract Dimp. She was convinced by his entire demeanour and the redness of his face that this was not a normal speech for him, and the idea that this was an exceptional effort for him captivated her. Even though she was used to men making exceptional efforts, they had not done so on such a notable – or original – scale as D’Arcy. If he was working according to some modus operandi, she believed, he would surely not have used such a homely image as ‘mad as a cut snake’. Prim would have rushed away, Dimp knew, appalled at his brawny and extravagant sincerity. Dimp saw a depth behind the gesture.

She felt a despicable colour creeping over her face, but such flushes of blood only made her look more startling. ‘But you don’t know anything about me.’

‘I’ve heard you make a pretty good speech,’ he said with a bluff but tentative smile. ‘And we can’t learn much more in here with these bloody waiters clattering away. Could I have your card, by any chance?’

‘I don’t have a card to give you. I don’t carry them.’

‘My God, a cardless person. I didn’t know they still existed.’

‘Well, I’m not really any sort of business woman. I have an ability to budget films and understand the sections of the Tax Act relating to film.’

‘Ah,’ he murmured. He spread out the sound, as if he savoured the originality of her lacking a card. He seemed to believe it supported his instincts about her. ‘Do you know anything at all about me?’

Despite being a cursory student of financial pages, she had heard that company name, D’Arcy Coleman. It had begun as an old-fashioned gold-mining company – this man’s grandfather or great-grandfather had exploited reefs of gold in Queensland and Western Australia with a Scotsman named Coleman, whose descendants, if they existed, must now have little or no role in D’Arcy Coleman, since D’Arcy got all the press attention.

Later she was to find out that he had turned his ancestral company away from old-fashioned mining. He had been one of the first in Australia to promote the concept of an Australian mineral futures market, and had also created a venture capital division, operating from offices in Sydney and Chicago, to raise finance for mining and drilling operations from the Australian deserts to Siberia. The word ‘Venture’ itself shone on his card, so it appeared to Dimp, with golden promise. She wondered whether this man might extend his definition of venture not only, as he had, into a blunt speech about desire, but into films, perhaps her own.

The problem remained, however, that she did not have a film. When driven along by Enzo’s tale, she had believed that there were tales beyond this one which she would not so much pick up but be picked up by. She’d simply have to look around and a lovable, urgent story, howling to be told, would present itself. It had not proved to be the truth. By now she feared Enzo was a once-in-a-lifetime phenomenon, like Citizen Kane for Orson Welles, all else seemingly smaller by contrast, the mere filling of time while waiting for death. She had, for something to do, taken an option on a book, a sort of Australian version of Chekhov, about three tormented Edwardian sisters trapped in spinsterhood, running a genteel hotel in the Blue Mountains. An engineer for the Zigzag Railway asks to stay at the hotel. ‘Ho-bloody-hum,’ as Dimp told Prim. The tale did not possess her. It was as easy to take a rest from, to postpone, as piano practice or an amateur painting class. It might make a nice art-house film, but the audience would know how to connect the dots from the first arrival of the engineer, about seven minutes into the film. And when film functionaries at the Australian Film Institute or the New South Wales Film Corporation found problems with it, Dimp found herself strangely calm, and even consoled. For this film you did not go begging door to door, insistent, making loud cajoling jokes. You casually thought of who else should be contacted in a month’s time. Film Victoria? Okay, but I’ve got to do a few seminars first. And there was time, friends told her. She was only twenty-six now. A child wonder.

On the morning D’Arcy turned up in front of her, Dimp had no creative risk on hand to match the scale of risk he seemed to be taking. A CEO of venture, of futures, of glittering concepts, driven to reckless declarations, which waiters could perhaps overhear! She later wondered whether part of her early enchantment was a belief that she might catch a fervent idea from him.

Though he said he was no seducer, he was, within two weeks, Dimp’s lover.

On meeting him, Prim liked D’Arcy but thought he was a more limited man than her sister seemed to believe. Prim was, however, so confused by men herself that she did not feel she had much authority to say anything. Occasionally, as she saw more of him, she would find herself waspishly answering some blunt assertion of his about politics or economics. Not that she knew much about either – she had just been accepted into the graduate anthropology program at the University of Sydney. ‘Oh, anthropology!’ he’d said, as if that were a complete key to her beliefs. She found irksome his male bent for taking the difficulties of his business too seriously, for speaking as if he had chosen a uniquely tough way of making a living or, more exactly, enhancing a fortune. He seemed to Prim to imply that the returns barely justified the outlay of effort, which was clearly a ridiculous idea. Had he never asked himself what it was like working by the year on one of the mining dredges operated by the companies whose money he found?

Love had made Dimp apolitical, and though vaguely agnostic, she found it almost endearing that Bren went to confession at St Canice’s, Elizabeth Bay, once a month. She could imagine him wrestling sombrely with his conscience and confessing to improper desire for women and wealth, to neglect of his late father’s sisters, termagants who lived in apartments at Potts Point. She was intrigued rather than appalled by the question of whether he felt bound to mention the times they made love, every incidence of sex, every departure from the theologically approved positions. Apparently his Jesuit confessor was already slated to perform their wedding ceremony. He’d always seemed to be modern, said Bren, considered the church annulment to be as good as granted, and had advised D’Arcy that the intent to marry cast a holiness, or at least a blamelessness, over sex with Dimp. ‘They never talked like that in the old days,’ said D’Arcy, whose charming father had apparently maintained some notorious affairs when affairs were really something: the risk of an eternity of flame and the social ignominy of being named co-respondent, all for two hours with a woman.

Some time after this conversation, D’Arcy’s first marriage of five years was indulgently annulled by Mother Church, a process Dimp was loath to ask about, and his civil divorce was all but finalised, with Bren, to his credit, never uttering a complaint about his first wife’s financial and property claims on him. But the priest had reinforced Bren’s intention to raise a difficult matter with Dimp, one he confessed he should perhaps have mentioned earlier. All the medical evidence, he said, indicated he was sterile. There was always a chance of intermittent or remissive fertility. He and Robyn had considered adopting a child but felt that they had never reached the plateau of mutual trust where it seemed the right thing to do. He and Dimp could adopt, and a person never knew . . . Sometimes the very act of adopting made conception more likely. That seemed to happen with supposedly sterile women, anyhow.

So intensely was Dimp captivated that she took hulking D’Arcy’s confession as a matter of lesser significance. ‘We’ll adopt children,’ she blithely told Prim. By now, apart from lecturing and doing the occasional film budget, her job was still that of taking the three-sisters-and-smouldering-engineer project around to the various state and federal agencies which financed development, and talking with them by letter and telephone. In fact her living continued to come from tax seminars. But then the film investment rules were altered by the federal government, as it seemed to Dimp, overnight. The tax advantages were taken away. Too many bad films not recognisably Australian had been made purely for the tax break, said the Minister for the Arts. As soon as the change was mooted, Dimp was no longer a frequent seminar requirement.

About this time, while he and Dimp were inspecting a potential marital house at Double Bay, Bren took Dimp aside by a sundeck railing over the harbour. It was time for another of his unblinking, solemn talks. ‘Now I like films as much as the next man, dear old Dimp,’ he told her. This habitual endearment – ‘dear old Dimp’ – made her pleasantly imagine them as a doughty aging couple. ‘But I know they’re such risky business. And there’s so much else which will give you a return, including forestry futures.’ She loved him talking in this way, for having so many investment options in his head, golden apples gravid on a brain stem. ‘I know from my experience with Robyn’s family that money and advice about money are something best offered to people you don’t give a damn about. The whole thing has so much ability to do harm. I think we ought to take a pledge not to get involved as a couple on different sides of contracts. I mean, by that, film contracts too.’

‘Good idea,’ she told him lightly. She had no film she was passionate enough to be suppliant about, so it was easy to see the reason of his statement.

‘This is love speaking,’ he assured her. ‘You get that, don’t you? This is love, not meanness.’

He explained that he had been reckless enough to give Robyn’s family some useful intelligence about American silver futures. ‘Don’t go overboard with this,’ he said he’d advised them. ‘The price isn’t a real value. It’s a story about value.’ They assured him they understood this. But Robyn’s father, brother and brother-in-law all lost huge amounts, borrowed to the extreme limit of their investments in overvalued real estate in the eastern suburbs, and the infection reached D’Arcy and Robyn, or at least served as a trigger for the expression of profounder doubt.

And so the pact was made, and made all the more readily by Dimp because – in the increasing absence of tax-seminar orations and an obsessing film – she believed her true profession now to be D’Arcy’s woman. But there were difficulties inherent in Dimp’s role. Both sisters had inherited from someone – not their dapper father – a sartorial negligence. Their mother, they remembered, sometimes wore her lipstick inexactly, her slip would show beneath her dress, or a bra strap be exposed. Dimp therefore lacked the absorption with dress and decoration which might have made it possible for her to be, full-time, a rich man’s consort. She wore clothing and used cosmetics carelessly. Her clothes, particularly as her marriage to Bren drew closer, were good quality, and carried the right labels – Chanel, Armani, bags and shoes by Prada, minimum requirements for the sort of people D’Arcy mixed with around Woollahra, Double Bay, Point Piper. But they hung indifferently on her, and achieved credibility only through the lustre of her brown hair, her green eyes, and broad cheeks. Uncharacteristic of the flagrant age she lived in, she hated large, carbuncular bracelets and rings. She favoured the small, the delicate, and D’Arcy seemed to like nothing better than to visit a jeweller with her, and have her explain to him the virtues of the discreet gem, the understated gold. There have been periods in history – the French revolutionary era, or amongst poets from the Elizabethan to the Romantic age – when an affected heedlessness of dress was the rage, and Dimp was so well-endowed a being, ‘better rounded than her sister’ as people had said throughout their adolescence, that even sloppiness looked like style on her. Only she and her sister knew that at a later age she would be seen as a charming but bedraggled old woman.

The Bettany girls had what was known as a protected childhood. They had been sent by their doomed parents to an all-girl grammar school on the sedate north shore of Sydney, and their party-going had been strictly supervised by their frenetically anxious mother and by a calm, intractable father who arrived to collect them at eleven wearing a cardigan, grey pants, slippers, his brilliantined auburn hair looking as carefully combed as it had when he left for work that morning. Their father represented a combination of elements the girls thought of as subtly combined to bring down on them the maximum of social torment, as he appeared handsomely squinting in his neat – though in the girls’ eyes disreputable – clothes at the door, asking in a voice hardly to be heard above the party’s clamour, ‘Are Dimple and Primrose here?’

Their mother sent him, since no boy was ever trusted to take them home, yet Prim thought that if boys grew up to be like her father there must be some genial ones capable of it. Dimp, who from fifteen went to winter rugby matches at the boys’ school, Knox Grammar, and was invited to a livelier range of parties than Prim, became an aficionado of the brief embrace, the open-mouthed kiss, and some more turbulent and unseemly mysteries still. Prim came along to parties in her sister’s lively and generous wake, but after a while she got a reputation for being ‘frigid’. The adolescent Dimp would advise Prim to cool it a bit, smile at the boys, relax. She was good-looking enough, bugger it! They all fancied her, for Christ’s sake.

Dimp considered ‘frigid’ an insult, she didn’t understand the subtle pride it gave her sister.

Dimp had got from somewhere a gift for earthiness, which had from childhood secretly amused Prim but alarmed her parents. She had the nature to study Australian coarseness. It had been reinforced by listening to some of the Knox boys, and even from studying patterns of speech in Australian soapies. To absorb an Australian rhythm, too, she had only to listen to snatches of talk from brickies working on their Bannockburn Street, Turramurra, neighbours’ house. Though she was vigilant with what she said at school, she had an ambition to be known as a calling-a-spade-a-spade Australian, and her parents did not know where that came from.

Prim was in the meantime proud of her reputation as an ice-maiden, not least because at the Knox Grammar-Abbotsleigh School formal a particular type of boy would try to melt her down, and she liked to feel aloof from their hot breath, to feel the irrelevance of a kind of swelling in them, even more pervasive than the limited, boring rigidity in their groins. Seeming to be more innocent than she was, that was a great plan with these hulking, gasping boys. Showing them that she gave their dance floor erections no credit at all. That was better fun than acknowledging their heat, taking it with you out for some uncertain, unresolved fumble under an angophora by the rugby field. While Dimp was merciful and felt sorry for their urgent need, to Prim, icy virtue had joys that fingers-and-thumbs lust was incapable of supplying.

This conviction ensured that Prim went to university a virgin, where Dimp had preceded her as a male-loving daughter of experience. Boys who met Prim as an undergraduate felt a distant but readily defeated hope, while boys who met Dimp could not believe they had blundered on a sensual presence whose very company, the mere chance to buy her a schooner of beer at the Union, was an experience of bountiful promise.

Primrose was ultimately persuaded into two inconclusive and largely joyless couplings by a tall architecture student she met at the university Labor Club – led there by Dimp – where too much cask wine was always drunk. Dimp’s turning up at the Labor Club, Prim found out, was considered such a political coup by a group of young Fabian socialists that she seemed to them a prize of the ideological wars. And though by now she defined herself as a thinking feminist, Primrose too was cherished by the Labor Club and found the sensation of being a prize less unwelcome than she was supposed to. From this glow, this delicious conceit, she found the courage for her intellectually stimulating but physically inept affair with the architecture student. While it lasted, she could for that time still be an icon, or – she wouldn’t use the term aloud – a trophy, while safe within her known status as the architecture student’s girlfriend.

At heart, Prim believed she neither had nor needed the capacity for love and its attendant exultations and horrors, its retching tears, yowling ecstasies and general unnecessary fuss. She understood from some of her younger lecturers that falling in love was a bourgeois construct, a metaphor for the sort of deep hormonal craze which was capable, if both partners played along, of leading to a mutually shared belief that their particular compulsion was worth a year’s, or two or ten years’ most testing and intimate investment.

She was thus taken by storm to find herself, in her first year as a postgraduate, bitten by the construct of falling in love with her graduate adviser, Professor Robert Auger. This occurred in an open-sided tent pitched at Turner Creek reservation in desert country two hundred and fifty kilometres south-west of Alice Springs, near a plug of conglomerate rock named Mount Bavaria or Gharrademu, a landmark which was the subject of a court hearing. Primrose and three other graduate students were seated on campstools in boiling air near the rear flaps of the tent that constituted the court. Since the other three were students well advanced on their dissertations, Prim had come here thinking of herself as Auger’s best first-year MA, the only one invited to this land rights hearing in Central Australia.

Robert Auger, an American, had first come to this desert country in 1967 as a snub to the Vietnam draft and to study the Burranghyatti desert people. His being in Australia at the time was a matter of principle – he could have sought an exemption, but would not stoop to play that game. He ‘got’ the Burranghyatti at the right time, just as they were beginning to reconcile themselves to missions and reservations as a near full-time option.

While the mysteries of the Vietnam War possessed the attention of the bulk of his fellow citizens, American and Australian, Auger spent his research time in the presence of Tracker Tagami, a man then of about sixty years. Tagami was an elder of the tribe, in so far as the Burranghyatti possessed shared elders. For traditionally they travelled their sparsely watered country in small family groups – coalescing with relatives only at such major ceremonial sites and waterholes as the one at the base of Gharrademu, Mount Bavaria. Tagami, who had made Auger’s repute, was deceased, but now his son, Noel Yangdandu, was the principal party to a land claim under the Land Rights Act for possession of the Mount Bavaria area. Professor Auger was the expert witness who could vouch for what Yangdandu’s father had told him long before. If Mount Bavaria was a locus of primary meaning to Tracker, it was necessarily so for his son.

A Federal Court judge, appointed to hear the land claim under the Land Rights Act, sat in shorts and knee socks at a table deep in the tent’s shade, listening avidly to the respected Professor Auger, advocacy anthropologist, now a man in his early forties, authoritative in a casually American sort of way. The middle-aged judge asked Auger to describe the number and frequency of the interviews he had held with Noel Yangdandu’s father, Tracker Tagami, and whether there had been onlookers who disputed anything Tagami had said. Robert Auger – in country-music shirt, jeans, boots, and seeming more an anthropological ranger than a narrow scholar – referred smoothly to his notebooks, which had been the basis of sundry distinguished articles. According to Tracker’s evidence, his hero ancestor, Baurigal, journeying in the void, had made stars descend, had hurled stones, turned beasts and two protean sisters, with one of whom he had copulated, into rocks. He had endowed a cave at Bavaria’s base with his sustaining blood.

Tracker Tagami, Auger remembered, had been outraged by diamond drilling which had occurred west of Mount Bavaria in the mid 1960s. It had turned the earth inside out and chemicals had fouled two seasonal water holes in the rock plugs known as the Sisters. Later mining, said Auger, had destroyed tracts of land in which foods such as silky pear, flax onions, bush tomatoes, acacia seed and ngurturl trees with their succulent gum had been plentiful. This despoliation had been a powerful influence upon Noel Yangdandu to make the claim. ‘Without Yangdandu’s ceremonial knowledge and use of this country, the earth loses its significance, botanical, zoological or human,’ Auger assured the judge, ‘Though to us it might still seem peopled, to the Burranghyatti it will become a void, a fatal hole in the earth’s fabric.’

Prim was enchanted by the vigorous subtlety of Auger’s arguments, the way in which the judge set possible barriers to the success of the land claim, and the casual elegance with which Auger vaulted them.

Within the tent flap’s shade, she could see the unmoving back of the claimant Noel. She knew him to be a handsome man, preternaturally thin and bow-legged from working as a stockman. From the students’ campfire last night she and the other three aspirants had watched Auger and Noel drinking tea and laughing loudly but clannishly with other Burranghyatti men. The one male student had been invited over, and later went out with Noel and Auger in a four-wheel drive shooting feral cats, now a greater plague than miners in Noel’s country.

And now, in the tented court, maleness rose and excluded her again. Some of the liturgical details of how Yangdandu and other men communally maintained and restored Baurigal’s inheritance could not be uttered in front of women. Various aged and ageless women, square-bodied, thin-legged, with the broad stable features of desert Aboriginals, had already departed before the judge asked the three female students sitting in the last of the shade at the back of the tent if they would mind leaving.

Prim and the others gathered their studious notes and stepped out squinting from blue shade into brutal light. She saw the Burranghyatti women ahead of her, swaying to their own shade – the shade of brush dwellings fortified with sheets of plastic, wooden panels, corrugated iron and an occasional car door. Three such female householders who had not attended the court sat around a blanket in the shadow of a desert oak and began dealing cards, and in her giddiness Prim thought that they looked like world-makers as they passed magic tokens to each other, frowning, barely speaking. These women possessed the other half of their people’s mysteries, the part that could be uttered only to women. Why couldn’t she research the women’s cosmos, on which the literature was thin?

Later, of course, she would blush for her vanity, for seeing a distressed and confused group as her potential material. Even then, in the early 1980s, Aboriginal peoples had begun demanding their totems be returned, the bones of their dead be restored to them from museums as far away as Scotland. It was an age in which a clamour arose about sacred and other native designs that had appeared, without acknowledgment of moral property, on tea towels and postcards. And anthropologists were the informers of the moral sense of the white majority. She felt her own moral sense, more than her vanity, blazing in the sun.

She and her fellows had been so careful not to intrude at Turner Creek that they had brought two tents with them – one was shared by the male student and the more senior of the women, who were lovers. Prim shared the second with the other unattached woman. The students had their own campfire, to which Auger began to bring some of the Burranghyatti people at night. They were mainly men who sat shyly on desert oak logs or on the red ground, and whose eyes confronted the flames rather than the faces of the eager researchers.

After such campfire meetings, Prim and the other students washed in an ablution block at the side of the clinic. On the second night in Turner Creek, Prim was returning damp-haired towards her tent, in a garden of soft darkness that burst into roses of fire here and there. Auger’s clever face and lithe body appeared before her. His handsome mouth was creaked open in a smile which was very nearly silly.

‘Hi, Primrose,’ he said. ‘Getting something out of this experience?’

Prim made the expected complimentary remarks.

‘Yeah, but it’s more complicated than they think. Mount Bavaria used to be the preserve of the Yurritji, but the Yurritji were wiped out by police and settlers while an overland telegraph was being pushed through in the 1880s. And so the Burranghyatti, who were related, reached out to absorb it. They began as kind of caretakers. They became the inheritors.’

‘But isn’t that a normal mechanism?’ said Prim, brushing aside her wet hair from her brow.

‘I don’t want to confuse this guy, the judge,’ said Auger. ‘I’m taking things slow.’

He put a hand on her left shoulder. She wondered what it was doing there, professional mateship or something else. It seemed an honest enough, confiding gesture, yet it made her sweat. ‘It’s easy as pie to tell the full truth in the case of European property rights. We’ve got deeds, we’ve got fences. But . . . the judge is aware, he’s a bright guy.’

His left hand had now been lightly lifted to the other shoulder. He dragged her towards him and kissed the side of her face in an inexpert way that delighted her and reinforced his character as no more than a brilliant, uncertain boy. And now he began uttering the banalities of desire, breathing hard – again, in the tradition of the boy-men she had known. ‘You’re so damned beautiful and you’re bright as a button,’ he said, feeling beneath the khaki shirt for her breasts.

Since she would need to return to her companion in the tent and since she would be incapable of conducting the normal last-thing-at-night dialogue under canvas, she pulled away.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, as she knew rebuffed men did. ‘It won’t happen again, Prim. I suppose it’s the general intoxication of this case . . .’

‘Don’t apologise,’ she told him in a quick, strangulated voice.

She returned to her tent by torchlight, fearing that once she reached her sleeping bag, if she did not immediately switch out that small baton of light it might evince from her the whole unutterable story. Her tent-mate yawned and murmured, ‘That sun draws everything out of you. But the air’s brisk at night. Christ, I wish my boyfriend was here.’

Prim put on a sweater in the darkness, for the night air seeped through the pores of the tent. Even after what had happened, she had for Auger none of the normal revulsion she’d had for the men at the Labor Club. She had no sense that she had just taken part in a common and very nearly trite scene, in shared intellectual fervour between scholar and apprentice. But once she was in her sleeping bag, her pleasant fever was replaced by a distasteful question: Did he invite me to the Northern Territory just for this? Just to sound me out, to try it on? She was the only first year MA student he had asked. But if her looks had been more enviably normal, if people didn’t talk like that all the time about Dimp and herself, if she were a pleasant hefty girl, if she were graced with those Scots and Irish freckles not uncommon in Australia, brought out to riot by the sun, she would certainly know where he stood in the essential matter of her intellectual promise. It was the panic of not knowing either way which made her want to flee from this tent, from the cold smell of sun-screen and insect repellent.

Prim fell profoundly asleep – the soothing sleep of the utterly disgraced, the woman of no conceivable future. She had a dream of attending a funeral and being forced to eat sponge cake by Auger’s wife, a political scientist. She woke in a divine daze, restored to happiness and life after the sharpness of the dream. Something moved within her, the serpent beneath the ribs, between the hips, in the bowl of her body. Real life was not now centred in the nuances of the patrilineal descent amongst Burranghyatti, but for the first time in her life in the nuances of her own body.

Dressed, scrubbed, her brown hair pulled severely back and tied with a green ribbon in a way which she knew to be both strict and playful, she went off to breakfast with the others and then to the tent court. She listened as evidence about the Yurritji massacre during the building of the westward telegraph line was related by a newly flown-in historian from the University of Adelaide, who had discovered a confessional diary by an English surveyor. At the close of this evidence, Professor Auger was invited back to comment on this sort of acquisition: the taking over of the land and sites of slaughtered kinsmen. Handsome, righteous Auger seemed a different man from the uncertain caressing lad of last night. He was back in his realm of power, and reeled off similar recorded cases from New South Wales in the 1840s to Western Australia in the 1920s. It was tour-de-force stuff, and now and then his gaze moved down the length of the tent and latched on to Prim’s fixed eye.

That night Prim stayed on by the students’ fire, which Auger had managed to make the centre of his social evening conversations. Noel Yangdandu and his tall cousins in their cowboy shirts and jeans talked in jagged, laconic English about working on cattle stations from Oodnadatta to the Roper River and west to Halls Creek. Their forebears had seen their first horse only two or at most three generations ago, but these fellows all looked like riders. The students asked about where this and that man’s country was. Men pointed into the night – north, south, east, west, into the ancestor-graced darkness. One by one though, the Burranghyatti men rose and vanished. The betrothed graduate students sneaked off to their tent to crack a bottle of wine they had smuggled into this officially dry reservation. Prim’s tent-mate staggered off yawning. Finally, only Prim and Auger were left before the dying fire.

They had nothing to say for a few minutes. He placed his hand on her wrist and said, ‘Oh Prim.’ She was delighted. She had reduced him from the polysyllabic cosmos he inhabited in the courtroom to just two syllables.

How does one woman betray another? By the superior authority of her desire. Its claims are greater than the mere retentiveness of wives. In a camp that seemed to her blind to their movements, Auger put his arm around Prim’s shoulders and walked with her to his tent. Tearing at her clothes, laying his lips to her bared shoulder, he mentioned that there was a beautiful, star-struck place along Turner Creek that would be a better place for all this, but the evening cold was against it. ‘I’ll take you there one day,’ he told her.

So occurred Prim’s first experience of berserk, multiple, howling, wakeful, engrossed, transcendent sex. For the first time she knew that disabling sense of mutual congratulation which lovers bestow on each other once the summit is achieved. The only two mountain climbers in the world, ready to descend into a brief saddle of contentment before hauling each other skywards again!

She dragged herself back to her tent at 1 a.m., late enough to provoke talk, early enough to make talk not quite credible. In fact, in the drunken vanity of the hour she wanted her fellow graduate students to be at the one time ignorant and amazed.

On her return to Sydney, her addiction to Auger seemed more substantial than the known world, than the literal streams of traffic on Missenden and Parramatta Roads, whose purpose was purely to hem in Auger’s scholarship at the University of Sydney. Auger had early told her that his marriage was loveless, and the mistake of his life. In loving Prim, he said, he was liberating his wife from lovelessness too. Again, this observation came to Prim as if it were extremely novel, rhetoric without pedigree, not just a stock cliché of affairs between eminent older men and worshipful disciples. His wife was an emotional manipulator, he told Prim. Her possessiveness had very nearly destroyed him, and his only solace had been his work. But now he went into his unhealthy contests with his wife arrayed and armoured in Prim’s light. ‘Let me tell you, Prim, there’s nothing out in Gharrademu to compare with the perils in desert places of the heart, the waterless stretches.’ His wife had delayed having children specifically because of their unhappiness, but he said he wanted children of Prim.

At the time, Prim and her sister were renting another place in Redfern, this time a dim nineteenth-century worker’s cottage, into whose stairwell a light shaft had been cut to give the place a sunnier, more modern air. It was all too convenient that it should become the chief place of assignation for herself and Auger.

Hence Dimp got to meet Auger. Dimp, who was worldlier, who was not only beautiful but had robustness and an earthy common sense in matters of the heart, and had once or twice been where Prim now was, was at the moment there again with Brendan D’Arcy. And though Dimp frowned a great deal about Prim’s affair while making coffee for herself, her sister, the visiting Professor Auger, she said little. But there was ultimately a fight in which Prim, who wanted the entire visible world to be engorged with her own passion, attacked Dimp for not liking Robert Auger.

‘I just don’t believe what he tells you about his marriage,’ said Dimp. ‘I’ve heard that sort of guff before.’

When the affair began, Prim had thought that it would be at most weeks before the Auger’s avowedly failed marriage was abandoned. She was as yet innocent of the potency of a failed marriage over a triumphant affair. After four months, another journey to Central Australia together, a weekend of hiking in the Hunter Valley, a reconnaissance of an embattled Aboriginal settlement in Queensland, Dr/Mrs Auger had still not been told. His wife was unhappy in a vague sense, suspicious, Auger said, and would prove indifferent and scornful when she knew. He was waiting for the right moment to tell her that Primrose Bettany was willing to free her from her sour possessiveness. ‘I have to wait until she’s a little more stable,’ he told Prim. She would be told once he was satisfied she had a grip on herself.

At first Prim followed an instinct that she must not be insistent. A further month passed and she became anxious. Another one, and she decided to take up the duty of stridency, and spent part of her time hating herself for asking the same question over and over, and the rest hating Auger and his wife. This was a time of angry, less languorous penetrations of her body. ‘There you are, you bitch,’ said Auger one day on her bed, conceding her his angry seed.

She had already been talking for some time to him about her dissertation: on the Burranghyatti women, not in terms of their traditional life but in their semi-reservationised state. Those women who were forced to leave the hearing tent during crucial male evidence – what of them? Had they possessed greater parity of ritual power and authority in their traditional desert life than male anthropologists had suspected? Or was it the crisis of coming in from the desert to the reservation which had diminished the male elders and given the women a new authority? Auger had referred Prim to the only other literature then available in this area. A dazzling article, he said, written in the seventies by a professor from the University of Minnesota, Dr Joyce Ackland. His praise for the material was spacious enough to make Prim faintly jealous, until Auger produced a conference program in which photographs of those who delivered the papers appeared, and Prim was despicably pleased to find Professor Ackland homely and nearing sixty.

Ackland, in any case, had written on the subject more from a traditional anthropological point of view. The thesis of her article was that the provision of stored and bore water via taps had altered the balance between men and water. It had taken urgency out of male rites designed to ensure the recurrence of water, the ceremonial maintaining of water sources in the desert being up until then substantially men’s business. For it was the women who now turned on the reservation taps and fetched the water in jugs and pots from stand pipes. Or so Ackland’s proposition went.

But Auger, though he admired Ackland’s article, wondered whether the women’s social powers had been increased not by tap water but by the way men succumbed to disorientation, bad diet, gaol and alcoholism. He showed Prim another article, by a West Australian academic – another elderly woman – who argued that, in their traditional life, women had had significant ritual input into maintaining water holes. Their new familiarity with taps, banal as such water might seem but ever a miraculous mother in the desert, was not a supplanting of the men but a continuation of female powers possessed before the reservation was put in place.

So Prim was to write a dissertation on both views and either reinforce one over the other, or reach a new synthesis of both. On a minute research grant, she spent two blistering months interviewing two middle-aged desert women, the Pidanu sisters, who had taken, at their christening by Lutheran missionaries in the 1960s, the names Betty and Dottie. She sat with them by the hour, playing gin rummy before, out of politeness, out of pure kindness, they took her, sometimes together, sometimes separately, to some local women’s sites within hiking distance. At a cave beyond Mount Bavaria, the sisters each told her, sundry totemic beast-men, bird-men, lizard-children, disguising themselves as infants, persuaded a female ancestor, Kabiddi, to spill her milk for the convenience and succour of humankind.

Before she could attend any women’s rites associated with this and other mysteries, Prim was privileged to find herself led off at dusk to a low escarpment near Turner Creek where, with white clay on her forehead and painful smoke from eucalyptus boughs in her eyes – the women smoking her ignorance out of her – she was admitted to the first, infant version of initiation. Great mysteries awaited her; she was certain of what would be a limitless, career-long association with these women, their aunts, daughters, nieces. She was a modern anthropologist, not looking at them through a long lens, but their intimate. For she was interested in all that awaited them – the solar-powered telephone, the satellite television – and not simply in the exotic aspects of where they had been in their previous, nomadic existence. And she would as a reward be one of those scholars who were named referentially, reverentially, in journals. ‘Bettany’s pioneering work with the Burranghyatti women in the Mount Bavaria region . . .’ She would, of course, be argued with by later scholars on the scene, but her authority would supersede theirs. And in the tent courts, or the courts convened in some community hall in remoter Australia, she would serve the Burranghyatti people eloquently when they made their claims.

Returned to Sydney, Prim wrote a confident and combative dissertation – a critique both of Ackland and of the other scholar, Judith Verner – studded with footnotes from Strehlow to Tindale to Auger. Auger, who was a computer whiz, introduced her to the then fresh wonder of word processing and what it could do for a dissertation. ‘I don’t know how anything got written before the PC,’ he told her.

Her writing ran parallel to her affair, which, though by now it made her as much miserable as ecstatic, she saw as her destiny. She entered a calm but firm phase of her discourse with Auger on the subject of what she called ‘an honest confrontation’ with his wife. The more Prim argued, and the more he delayed, the more a certain sort of confidence grew in her, something hollow, stale, yet somehow rampant and addictive. She became the demanding party in sex, he the frightened one who wanted to retreat to a few well-tried options. It was love in a kind of war. She was strangely delighted when Auger, gushing into her, yelled like an angry peon delivered of a load. ‘Oh Christ,’ he would say, ‘that’s it, that’s it.’ His voice seemed also to threaten that she might have earned other, fiercer degradations, and these would be delivered in time. It was amazing to her how long she was willing to live like this, in a kind of unresolved tranquillity.

Her dissertation done, she gave the computer disk and one of two copies she had printed from it to Auger’s office. Then she applied to be admitted to the doctoral program at Sydney. Her fellow graduates, she was vaguely aware, nodded and said, ‘Of course, of bloody course.’ For they were applying to other places, to the University of Western Australia, to Northwestern or UCLA or Constanz or Tubingen. But they understood why she wanted to stay with Auger. After the event she would wonder at their casual good humour when more malice was justified.

Auger’s office, near the university’s renowned neo-Gothic quadrangle, was crowded with paintings of Central Australian dreamings from a range of desert cultures, carved birds from Arnhem Land decorated in the ‘X-ray’ style which celebrated the creatures’ chief internal organs, and a spectacular bone casing with a shark painted on it. When she’d first visited it as an undergraduate, the office had impressed Prim as a sort of druid’s cave, imbued with all that saved Australia, in her eyes, from its own torpor: the romance of the Aboriginal cosmology.

Now she was due to visit it because there was a perfunctory note from Auger in her mailbox, a note without the intimacy of an envelope. It asked her to visit his office any time from three onwards.

So she went. In this mood she was more ready to be robust, jolly, bossy with him than to be afraid at his unaccustomed mode of summons. When she went in there was a kind of shyness in Auger as he came around his desk, held her almost perfunctorily by the shoulders and kissed her cheek.

‘I know what all this means,’ she said, thinking he was about to tell her she had not been accepted into the doctoral program. He was about to tell her that there had been some fierce doctoral committee argument about her that he had lost.

He asked her to sit and they faced each other like strangers on opposite sides of the desk. ‘Prim, listen. There’s a problem with your dissertation,’ he said at last. Her expectations fell another notch. Her Master’s would be delayed.

He explained he had read her dissertation first and was concerned, ‘for your sake as much as anyone’s’. So he passed it on to Professor Rabin, because he wanted ‘a more detached view’.

Prim would ever after remember precisely the way he looked out, levelly but with a small, painful, magisterial squint into the bright leafy trees across the lane, waving above rowdy students on their way to alfresco study in the Holme courtyard. She had a sudden sense that he was going to cast her off.

‘So, you’re going to send me for another spin around the block,’ she said, and tried to laugh.

‘Well, you see, I just wish I could.’

‘Come on, Robert. Don’t wish things. Tell me.’

He looked at her, his eyes not quite engaging, his face pale.

‘Prim, it looks like you’ve put yourself outside my help.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘I find undigested lumps of Verner and Ackland in the middle of your dissertation. I mean, we all draw on each other in a way, but we’re supposed to go through a process of making the scholarship our own and finding our own voice.’

Prim said, ‘That’s crazy. I referred to Ackland mainly to challenge some of her conclusions.’

Auger passed her dissertation. ‘Why don’t you look at page 25 from the paragraph beginning “On the basis of this evidence . . .”’

She took the marked pages. She still had residual faith that what she had written was in place, there in the text, amenable to calm explanation. But the passage was nothing that she had written, or remembered, or even particularly agreed with.

‘I didn’t write this,’ she told him.

‘Prim . . . that’s the normal student denial.’ So he had reduced her in a few seconds from friend, lover and colleague to temporising student.

She knew instantly what he had done. He had acted with a criminal determination no one would believe him capable of. For the sake of his grievous marriage, and to evade the frenzied lover asking, ‘When? When?’ he had altered her dissertation at source, on the disk. He had butchered it, robbed it of its connections, emasculated its argument and introduced undigested lumps of Verner and Ackland. Short of strangling her, he was sending her into thorough exile. He was extirpating her. And she knew even then that no one would believe he had gone to all this trouble.

His voice trembled as he read a series of page notations he had jotted down on a notepad. ‘Turn to page 37, please. Then pages 42, 46 to 48, 53 to 55 . . .’

‘You did this,’ she said. He who was clever at word processors in an age when many scholars were still fighting a delaying war against them. He could – as the new phrase had it – ‘desk-top publish’ scholarly newsletters. So he had spent dark hours to alter matter through cut, paste, copy; to devise a new version of her dissertation. She flicked the pages and found the font correct but the contents largely strange. ‘You did this, Robert.’

‘Prim,’ he said, looking out the window again, ‘do you know how mad that sounds. I haven’t betrayed you. You’ve betrayed me.’ He seemed genuinely to believe it. ‘It’s like this – I don’t think for a moment your direct purpose was to cheat. You don’t need to. But I think you were actually testing me. Seeing if I would cover for you. Well, we may be great friends, Prim. But I can’t cover for you on this.’

Everything was apparent to Prim now. ‘You want to get rid of me – from the university. From all scholarly life. You don’t want to
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