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Sydney–Madrid

We were in Australia, in shabby modernity, and we were 
restless, unbearably restless. So we decided to go to Europe. 
Exhausted, decaying Europe. 

We needed a lot of money: we didn’t want to do the 
backpacker thing. I looked for a job that involved minimum 
effort and maximum remuneration. The best I could find 
was a position as a junior research officer on a government 
drug-and-alcohol program. Fixed term, two years. It didn’t 
pay that well, but what else can you do with an arts degree? 
Carol was already doing okay as a freelance costume-maker, 
mostly opera or theatre, occasionally some corporates.

We threw ourselves into a savings plan, but it went 
slower than anticipated. Radical steps needed to be taken. I 
stopped paying full bus fare. I ate small lunches at work and 
big dinners at home. I copied other people’s music and read 
other people’s books and hinted that it was obsessive to have 
to have the latest. Carol gave up cocktails at the Regent and 
drank beer with friends instead. She stopped treating herself 
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to full-colour artists’ monographs. We squashed our weekly 
restaurant habit and hardly ever went to movies or concerts. 
For two frustrating years.

We couldn’t decide where to go first. We asked our friends 
and got brochures. Greece? Too many tourists. Germany? 
Too organised. Russia? Too many nuclear weapons. France? 
Too many nuclear reactors. Spain? Spain sounded good. 
Sunny Spain. Socialist Spain. Good-value super-saving Spain. 
To get a feel for the place (just to make sure) we splashed out 
on a visit to the Sir John Young in Pitt Street where they 
served a great paella. Great food. Fantastic atmosphere. Yes, 
Spain looked like our kind of country. After that, we’d play it 
by ear. Carol wanted to keep it open; make it a real adventure.

When we finally hit our savings target we went to a travel 
agency near Martin Place recommended by a friend. Waiting 
for us in her cubicled workstation was one Julie Treble, our 
own personal travel agent after a modest deposit. She was a 
stylishly dressed 18-to-25-year-old who chewed Mentos and 
tried, very successfully, to look above her job. She seemed 
to know the first three letters of every airport in the world, 
how far they were from the city centre, and how much it cost 
to travel in by bus, cab or rickshaw. What she didn’t know 
was how to read international flight times. Our direct flight 
to MAD via BAN had an unplanned 24-hour stopover we 
didn’t find out about until we were in the transit lounge of 
Bangkok Airport at one in the morning waiting for a plane 
that wasn’t going to come. More about Asia later.

On the big day Carol’s parents drove us to the airport. 
After a farewell of limited tears we sniffled our way over to 
the Jumbo hand in hand (yes, hand in hand). As a couple we 
travelled well. I fed Carol fruit pastilles. She reminded me 
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which pocket I had put my boarding pass in. Even though I 
had been allocated the window seat, I let her have it. Waiting 
for take-off she wrote a quick postcard. I put the stamp on it. 
Organisation. Harmony. Love.

We did have one minor argument about music between 
Singapore and Bangkok. We were both attacked by a fit of 
mid-flight boredom and wanted to listen to the Walkman at 
the same time. (I knew this was going to happen sooner or 
later and had thought of buying one of those plugs for two 
sets of headphones, but couldn’t bring myself to do it; the 
sight of couples hooked up to the same device always made 
me cringe.) Carol wanted to listen to Wagner, to the Liebestöd 
from Tristan und Isolde. I wanted to listen to the other side, a 
Diana Ross medley, the first song of which was my current 
favourite, ‘The Happening’. She claimed that she was just in 
the mood to feast on those infinite melodies while cruising 
between continents at 30,000 feet; it was a potentially magic 
moment she had been looking forward to for years. I agreed 
that my craving for Diana Ross was stupid, but insisted that it 
had a physical urgency I could barely control. 

After five minutes of squabbling Carol ended up handing 
the Walkman over to me. In greedy anticipation I pressed 
the play button, forgetting that it was cued to Wagner. 
Within seconds the strains of the Liebestöd seeped through 
the tiny black foam ear pillows, and all thoughts of Diana 
Ross were wiped from my mind. I looked over at Carol. She 
had started leafing through the in-flight magazine and had 
paused momentarily before a double-page vista of diamanté- 
encrusted watches and duty-free alcohol.

While listening I kept thinking of a film we’d seen recently 
where a great director directs a part of a famous opera, one 
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of the pieces being based on the aforementioned Liebestöd. In 
it, Tristan and Isolde are not your usual obese horn-helmeted 
Teutons; they are depicted as a couple of runaway American 
teenagers caught up in a suicide pact that they all-too-suc-
cessfully fulfil after a deep-fucking session in their seedy 
hotel room, its window framing the neon landscape of some 
steel-and-concrete city. I felt clever and sad up there in the 
sky with Wagner, the deep-fucking suicide teens, and the 
demure Asian air stewardesses that swept up and down the 
aisles in their purple-and-gold uniforms. Life was a gorgeous 
blend of rich microsymphony, quivering Jumbo wing tips, 
and the wad of traveller’s cheques stuffed into my (or was 
it Carol’s?) bag. I sat there in my seat, euphoric, stared at by 
the rows of dying purple orchids pinned to the extremity of 
every headrest.

I started to think about Saint Augustine. I had copied 
a portrait of him years earlier, back when, pre-university, 
I was a teenager bombing out at art college; back when I 
still thought I wanted to be a painter. The portrait was a 
learning exercise in studying the old masters as faithfully as 
possible, I told myself, and that was true enough. But I also 
did it to annoy my painting lecturers, who were all either 
abstract expressionists or minimalists or pot-smoking hippies, 
and whose cutting-edgeness was already, as far I could see, 
in its dotage. My source material was a reproduction of El 
Greco’s The Burial of the Count of Orgaz that I had torn out 
of a book in the Queensland State Library. First, the canvas 
is covered in a wash of dark umber. Black overpainting of 
the background, leaving only the silhouette of his face and 
mitre. Flesh tones built up, from dark to light. White applied 
last: forehead, eyelids, tip of nose. All very pious. What was 
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I doing there in my Brisbane bedroom, getting high on gum 
turps because it was 35 degrees in the subtropics and I had 
closed all the doors and windows to shut out the noise of the 
TV my mother watched all night long? What was I doing? I 
was replicating the corpse of Europe. I had my study allow-
ance. I had a room. I had time. I had TV poison dribbling 
under the door, even though I had stuffed the crack with 
rags. I was replicating the corpse. After all, what else was 
there to do?

Our flight droned on. Over our great southern land. On 
and on to mother Europe.

Our first stop on the continent was Aeroporto Leonardo 
da Vinci. When we got to the transit lounge I checked out 
the toilets, wonderful stylish Italian toilets, lustrous dark-
green marble, mood lighting, modern toilet bowl and sink 
designs. Nothing like boring old Ozzie land, so dull and 
functional. Oh, how fabulous to be somewhere where style 
was important. First significant act in Europe. Pissing in style. 
Pissing on style.

An hour and a half later we arrived at Madrid airport. 
At customs we were given 28 days on the spot, no previous 
application required, because we were Australians. We are like  
the British, the Swedes, the Japanese. We do not go for local 
holidays. We travel the globe and fly over poor countries. We 
have no culture though. We are only 200 years old. Spaniards 
are older. The customs official leafing through our passports, 
how old was he? 1,000 years old? Let’s say 1,500 just to make 
sure. We watched Mr 1,500-years-old stamp the passport of 
Mr 200-years-old and give him 28 days. Twenty-eight days 
to spend $1,500 – the amount Carol and I had decided on for 
Spain beforehand. I was happy to give Mr 1,500-years-old 
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the $1,500 we got from the New South Wales Government 
Department of Technical and Further Education for making 
brochures telling students not to take drugs and chop their 
hands off during metalwork, and from an Andrew Lloyd 
Webber-style musical where Carol made suburban actors 
look like 19th-century French peasants readying for revolu-
tion. Yes, I felt important. Carol was smiling. She was smiling 
and wearing her leopard-print travel coat. We were rich 
Australians with the world at our feet. I could touch-type. 
She could sew. I could drive. She could use a computer. We 
both knew, and so did Gore Vidal, that Margaret Thatcher 
and Ronald Regan were bad people.
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Madrid

Our first job: find a hotel. I’d brought a list from the Spanish 
tourist office in Sydney, but the airport’s tourist informa-
tion desk had what seemed like hundreds more to choose 
from. To cut things down, I circled only those that didn’t 
allow pets and were marked with a star denoting ‘of histor-
ical interest’. Carol and I huddled together in one of the 
nearby phone booths and started calling. After listening to 
recorded messages in Spanish, engaged signals (were they 
engaged signals?), and the infuriating sound of a phone ring-
ing and ringing in the unattended reception room of what 
was probably that perfect hotel, I finally got an answer and 
booked a double room. The taxi was a much simpler matter 
of presenting the driver with the address and a please-don’t-
rip-us-off smile. 

After our air-conditioned flight the nearly 40-degree 
heat surprised us. Carol took off her coat in the cab and we 
both leaned forward to avoid contact with the vinyl seats. 
We stared in silence at the dusty cityscape. It was both the 
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same and different from what we were used to. The street-
light poles were concrete rather than wood. The network of 
electricity cables spanning the sky formed unusual patterns 
and clusters. The cars surrounding us were small European 
models rather than the bigger Japanese and Australian ones 
and were being driven around on the wrong side of the 
road by drivers on the wrong side of the car. There were a 
lot of apartment blocks, larger and in greater number than 
in Australia, but still in the same functional brick, glass  
and aluminium box style. The same screaming billboards 
glided by as we went down the road, only now they were 
somewhat futile because we couldn’t read Spanish. The same 
clean lines, gaudy colours; the same red, amber and green 
traffic lights washed out against a hot polluted sky. The same; 
all the same. This is not what we wanted. We wanted old 
world. If we had wanted variations on modernity we would 
have gone to New York, Brasilia or Tokyo. We started to 
feel disappointed.

Fortunately, we didn’t have long to wait. After a little 
more of the seemingly endless stretch of modern blandness, 
the occasional classical feature appeared – a stone archway 
here, a small Greek column there. The battle of styles lasted 
for about 20 minutes until we came to what was without 
doubt the city centre, where domes, fountains and stat-
ues of obviously famous people abounded. This was more 
like it. Resplendent marble stairways. Crenellated turrets. 
Wedding-cake churches. Stone, nearly nothing but stone: 
those tiny trees weren’t fooling anyone. This was true old 
world, reeking of past empire. Crowds of people (so many of 
them well-dressed, what a pleasure to be witness to so much 
style!) swarmed around the bases of the now monumental 
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neoclassical façades, dipping in and out of the department 
stores, banks, restaurants, bookshops, car display windows 
(BMW, Jaguar, Alpha Romeo), boutiques, bars, buses, shoe 
shops, tobacconists, and all the other places they needed to 
go to keep looking good and being Spanish. Australia was 
wiped from our minds. Gone was the tepid commercialism 
of its suburbs; the sterile, temporary world-expo feel of the 
central business districts where people shopped with such 
restraint – such repression. We had finally arrived. We had 
finally escaped the ‘where we were’ and we were now in the 
‘other’, riding the crest of the wave of our ever-diminishing 
money supply (the cab was costing a fortune). For the first 
time it really felt as if we had escaped a world that was little 
more than an extension of the bedrooms we had grown up 
in, where we hoarded all our little treasures. We were totally 
captivated by the Madrid cityscape and for a brief time being 
alive was bearable. We were in Spain. We were in Europe. 
We were having a great time.

�

Our cab dropped us off in front of our pension and we dith-
ered a moment on the footpath with our luggage. I’m happy 
to say that the ‘of historical interest’ coding was no cheap ploy. 
True to their word, the Secretaria de Turismo had steered us 
towards a bona fide five- or six-storey 19th-century number, 
complete with Mansard roof covered in black fish-scale tiles. 
The building looked onto a charming plaza with an (what 
deity was that?) antique fountain. At a glance it was clear that 
the surrounding district was as colourful and animated as you 
could want. Next door was a cute little Spanish restaurant 
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and across the road was what looked like a suitably bohemian 
bar. Too good to be true. 

The woman I had spoken to on the phone didn’t seem 
to know much English, so I thought it would be wise for 
us to practise some useful phrases before we checked in. 
Carol suggested that we have a conversation in Spanish. She 
dived into her purse and pulled out our Barrons Spanish at a 
Glance phrasebook.
- pohr-KAY?, she said in accordance with the pronuncia-
tion guide.

- DOHN-deh, I replied.
- key-EN?
- kay?
- kwahl?
- see?
- POHR-kay?
- see.
- noh.
- NEH-groh.
- BLAHN-koh.
- pohr-KAY?
- POHR-kay.

We paused.
“I think we’ve had enough practice now,” I said. And we 

had a quick squabble over who would carry what up the five 
flights of stairs.

�

The señora who greeted us at the reception desk took an 
instant liking to Carol. Even though I did all the talking, her 
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smiles were for Carol. She smiled at Carol’s warm blondness. 
She smiled at Carol’s lovely blue eyes. She smiled at Carol’s 
return of her smiles, sincere, shy, and completely winning.

Our Australian passports only served to feed the señora’s 
enthusiasm for her. 

“Chica australiana!” she bellowed. “Chica bonita!” And she 
shot me a glance of friendly reproach, as if to say she hoped 
I knew how lucky I was to have this lovely young woman 
willing to put up with me. 

Yes, I knew. But it was also at this point that I started 
getting annoyed with Carol. While I struggled to get confir-
mation of the all-important message that we wanted the 
room for three nights (clearly the señora hadn’t understood 
the details of our previous conversation), Carol wandered 
off about reception, peeping out of windows, looking at the 
wall posters of bullfights and people in traditional Spanish 
dress – in general having a good poke about the place.

When I called her back to sign the register it occurred to 
me that I had been doing all the administration tasks. The 
squeaking of the floorboards as Carol walked over bugged 
me, as did her high spirits, which only a few moments before 
I had found infectious. That look of well-deserved content-
ment (yes, I know, two years of saving), was to a certain extent 
due to this sort of behaviour. Who had booked the plane 
tickets? Me. Who had got all the information on baggage 
restrictions? Me. Who had arranged the travel insurance? 
Me. I had been doing everything and the trend was obvi-
ously not going to change. She was spoilt, using shyness as an 
excuse to avoid doing anything. I indulged her too much. In 
which case her behaviour was partly my fault. Yes, it was my 
fault. I was as much to blame as she was. Yet, when I thought 
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about it, she had done a lot to prepare for the trip. Who had 
talked me into going to the dentist before we left? Who had 
bought all kinds of things we needed that I wouldn’t have 
even considered? This realisation took the edge off my anger. 
I was getting tired and irritable (we were jet-lagged, our 
body clocks totally out of kilter), I was exaggerating things, 
distorting them. I looked over at Carol. She was putting 
her passport back into her bag. She no longer looked naive 
or spoilt – rather unaware, oblivious to an anger I couldn’t 
even justify to myself. Yet, even though I realised I was being 
unfair, I could feel my annoyance being driven underground. 
I hoped it would harmlessly dissipate, not slowly build up 
until it resurfaced as the kind anger that would completely 
ruin our trip. That was the last thing I wanted. The señora 
was right. I was lucky to have her in my life.

�

Up in our room we sat on the edge of the bed in the dusty 
afternoon sunlight that poured through the balcony doors. 
Behind us the mattress sagged with the weight of our luggage. 
We took in our limited view of Madrid, a sea of low-rise build-
ings bristling with antennae and satellite dishes. The muffled 
din of televisions boomed through the hotel walls: snatches of 
dialogue, explosions, swelling music. The sound of television 
was even coming from a room in the building opposite, in 
which we could see a young stud clad only in swimming briefs 
sprawled out on a banana chair in front of his idiot box, the 
light from its screen washing up his hairy thighs.

We opened the balcony doors and stepped onto the tiled 
landing. The wrought-iron balustrade was heavy – an ornate 

3053_Inexperience.indd   14 19/05/2016   12:13 PM



MADRID

15

half-cage hung in the sky. All around us were pollution, slow 
traffic, waves of heat bouncing off the walls of sunstruck stone. 
Yet despite all this, it was beautiful. There was still the foun-
tain, the cobbled stones, the façades with their plinths and 
their scrolls and their columns. Carol leaned her head on my 
shoulder and squeezed my hand. I put my arm around her.

On the street below was a group of tourists, some of them 
with large SLRs slung around their necks. One of the figures, 
as if hit by a sudden inspiration, put the camera to his face 
and pointed it up at us. Carol smiled and waved. After much 
lens twisting suggesting an expert framing technique, he 
lowered his camera and walked on without acknowledging 
us in any way, his head constantly moving as he scanned all 
the visual data before him.

We went back inside. Carol picked up a tourist-informa-
tion glossy from the side table and started flicking through it. 
Where to stay (a choice of about five luxury hotels), where 
to eat (likewise), Spanish leather, VAT exemptions. On a 
page headlined Toledo was a tiny reproduction of a painting 
I seemed to know. I asked Carol for the magazine so I could 
study it more closely. The enormous reduction in scale and 
the poor quality of the paper made the painting difficult to 
recognise. The triangular shape of the mitre, however, was a 
dead giveaway: it was The Burial of the Count of Orgaz. Some 
features of the painting were discernible, mainly the lower 
half, the earthly sphere, where Saint Augustine’s and Saint 
Stephen’s golden robes contrasted sharply with the black 
backdrop of lined-up nobles. The upper half, the heavenly 
sphere with its host of angels, had fared rather badly and was 
a blur of semi-abstraction. Clouds, faces, robes, the cherubs 
and Christ had blended into a grey mass. The Virgin’s acidic 
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blue robes – in the original a striking contrast – were two 
gestural blobs of ink against the subtly textured grey field. 
Back down in the earthly sphere the Count of Orgaz himself 
was a smudge of grey and yellow. He could have been a 
crushed bee on its path from the earthly to the celestial.

I dropped the magazine onto the floor and cuddled up to 
Carol. She put her arms around my neck and gave me a soft 
warm kiss, the kind of kiss that said ‘let’s make love’. But we 
were both exhausted. I snuggled closer and kissed her brow. 
The film of sweat that clung to her skin tasted salty on my 
lips. It was blissful. As we drifted off to sleep I could hear the 
muffled sound of explosions, screams and machine-gun fire.

�

When I woke up it had, miraculously, gone quiet, apart from 
the slow churn of the traffic outside. Carol was still sound 
asleep. She lay on her stomach, her face pressed into the 
pillow, hidden by a tangle of blond hair. I got up slowly and 
opened the curtains to let in what remained of the fading 
evening light.

It wasn’t long before she began to stir. She turned onto 
her back. Her eyes opened slowly and her blurry gaze fixed 
on some invisible point.

“I’ve just had the weirdest dream. I think maybe the weird-
est dream of my life.”

“What was so weird about it?”
She hardly seemed to be listening. She looked a bit 

dazed. Before I could say anything else, she launched into an 
account of what, it turned out, was a dream of her future self. 
It went something like this:
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One day, quite suddenly, she decided to quit her job as a 
clothes-maker. She’d had enough of fashion. She rejected the 
whole clothing industry, which paid women one cent a minute, 
which enslaved them in the creation of nauseating stereotypes: 
the corporate woman in male drag, the trim-taut-and-terrific 
gym junkie, the punked-up rock chick, the jeans-and-jumper  
girl next door. She also rejected the theatre world: the 
big-budget musicals, the manufactured operas, the semi- 
Victorian pecking order, the actors’ egos. No, it was all too 
much. She wanted to do something creative where she had 
more control.

First she turned to painting. But how to start? In her fash-
ion career she had excelled at pattern making, had loved the 
whole concept of constructing, from a material as humble as 
brown paper, the underlying geometric forms that clothed 
the human body. So it was only natural that she should 
develop an interest in the Bauhaus and de Stijl. Primaries. 
Horizontals. Verticals. Arcs. Monastic contemplation of 
absolute formal purity with protractors, rulers, set squares 
and compasses. However, she soon became disillusioned 
with these concepts, finding them a little sterile, lacking 
in dynamism.

She sought out other influences. In the stacks of 
Sydney University’s copper-coated, very impersonal, very 
International Modernist Fisher Reference Library, she came 
across a book compiled by a Japanese research team about 
quintessential forms and their manifestations in the physical 
world. It was a revelation to her. There were forms of unity, 
forms of force, forms of change. The book’s comprehensive 
illustrations showed how they were manifest in nature, in 
architecture, in everyday objects. It was as if the underlying 
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secrets of the world had been laid bare. She made her fare-
wells to those fastidious Germans and Dutch modernists, 
and entered a world of falling, coiling, piercing and hanging. 
She also said goodbye to painting, which now struck her as 
somehow too limiting. She decided to become a found-ob-
ject artist. Immediately, it felt right.

Eager to apply what she’d learnt from the Japanese 
research project, she began to collect objects from the streets 
and gutters near where she lived. She decided to concentrate 
on the small. Finding stuff turned out to be harder than she 
thought: they were a tidy lot in her area. But in the end this 
turned out to be a useful constraint; it made any decent find 
all the more significant. 

Her first solo show – the fruit of three years’ labour and 
exhibited in a small but recognised gallery for younger avant-
garde artists – was widely praised by the Australian art world. 
One piece, a fragment of an aluminium comb and a rusty 
bed spring pinned to the gallery wall in a used Westpac small-
change bag, was sold for an undisclosed sum at the opening 
after two interested buyers started to squabble over who saw 
it first. She couldn’t have been more surprised. Sure, she was 
hoping for some kind of positive reaction, but this exceeded 
all expectations.

Despite this enthusiastic response, much envied by some 
(most?), she did encounter a problematic review, the short 
article of a major critic who claimed, after a paragraph of 
convoluted art-speak referring to ‘inversions of strategies of 
Duchampian appropriation’, that, while her works were beau-
tifully constructed they, in the end, ‘perhaps really just didn’t 
amount to much’. While not a fatal blow, this airy backhander 
was enough to cast a pall over her status as a star in the making 
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(a label she was in no way comfortable with). Was she the real 
thing, or just another lightweight waiting to be revealed as 
such? Her next show would surely settle the matter.

She decided to ignore the hype and concentrate on the 
art. The proceeds from her first show enabled her to rent 
the top floor of an abandoned fire station (the council gave 
her peppercorn rates): it was a lovely small wooden build-
ing, more a substation, really, that was easily converted into a 
modest studio. She hung the main leadlight windows, which 
took up much of the rear wall, with crystals on fishing line, 
and spent way too much time staring at the rainbow lights 
that filled the space in the late afternoon.

Nothing was heard from her until her next show, three 
years later.

It was a huge success. The signature piece was an installa-
tion titled handset, hailed as an exceptionally intelligent and 
profound expression of the decay of the post-industrial tech-
nological network that was too inept to deliver its (highly 
questionable) promise of utopia, even in part. She had done 
the rounds of Sydney phone booths and cut loose whatever 
smashed handsets she could find. When she’d collected 100, 
she affixed them in a grid pattern to the gallery wall in their 
standard hanging position, the cables screwed into the wall 
as if to make them functional. The handsets were damaged 
in a variety of ways, some with mulitcoloured wires sprout-
ing from fractures that looked like smashed bones, others 
dangling their inner components – microphones, speakers – 
like integral organs that, if only they could be pushed back in, 
would bring the component back to life.

The formerly ambivalent critic published a review singing 
her praises and, eager to build on what he clearly considered 
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his victory, urged her to go even further in her pursuit of 
what he termed ‘the big-picture themes central to our times’. 
Carol never responded directly to this exhortation, though 
some commentators confected a ‘dispute’ between artist and 
critic, then claimed that a reply was implicit in a comment she 
made in a national radio interview about why she had given 
up ‘micro-objects’, as the works of her first show were now 
referred to. She had given them up, she told the interviewer, for 
very practical reasons. Bending down all day to pick up small 
things from gutters was giving her back problems. From now 
on she would be sticking to eye level, or higher. At the end of 
the radio interview she announced a period of semi-retirement 
and a promise not to produce a third show of stale ideas.

And with that final comment, the story of Carol’s dream 
of her future self was over.

“A career in the visual arts,” I said after a while. “Sounds 
like a tricky business.” 

“Career and art are mutually exclusive terms,” she replied. 
“Not to mention business.”

“You’ve got a point there. I’m hungry. Let’s go out.”
“Sure, but just before we do…”
She put her arms around my neck and dreamily brushed 

her forehead against my lips. Again I tasted the salt, inde-
scribably sweet.

We pushed the luggage off the bed. It tumbled to the 
floor with a series of thuds.

Half an hour later we were ready to go out. Carol had put 
on a slim-fitting grey dress, a summer knit. The shoes, the 
earrings…her whole outfit was stylish but understated. She 
looked perfect.

“You sure you want to give up fashion?” I asked.
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She laughed and kissed me.
“Let’s get going,” she said. And before we left she grabbed 

a handful of brochures and stuffed them into her bag.

�

Dozens of other couples were out, many of them tourists, and 
there we were amongst them, strolling down the street; mill-
ing around the menus displayed in the restaurants windows; 
speculating about the degree of our hunger, the impossi-
ble Spanish food names, the amount we had spent that day, 
whether or not we could get a decent meal for the right price.

All these couples. At what stages were their relationships? 
Were they calmly enjoying a fresh enthusiasm for each other 
created by inner harmony and the new setting? Or was their 
holiday a pretext for working out a long-suppressed problem, 
this dinner being the final showdown that would confirm 
their worst fears about their relationship – a relationship 
based on a fear of being alone or the routines of domesticity 
or a mother or father complex or some other such totally 
adequate or inadequate (depending on your point of view) 
foundation? There was also the possibility that they weren’t 
tourists at all, but locals – that there was absolutely nothing at 
stake, that to them there was absolutely nothing special about 
this place that was, to us, utterly foreign.

After much searching Carol and I finally came across a 
restaurant that stood out, the Museo del Jamón, or Ham 
Museum, although it looked more like an upmarket delica-
tessen than a restaurant. Its interior was all high ceilings and 
clean minimal lines, the floor was of shiny compacted stone. 
The main action seemed to be taking place around a long 
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central counter, where people sat perched on high stools 
above display windows full of food. The rest of the space 
was full of people sitting at round tables of normal height. 
The place reeked of ham. Looking up, it was easy to see why. 
Through the darkness and cigarette smoke, row upon row 
of cured ham legs could be seen suspended from the ceiling, 
each flexed like the leg of a dancer readying to give a little 
cancan kick. Literally hundreds of ham legs had their tempo-
rary home in the museum. It felt strange to be sitting under 
a canopy of bruised purple flesh. If you looked hard enough, 
you could see some gently swaying.

Below, on the earthly plane, the legs of ham were slowly 
breaking down in the stomachs of the clientele. And a very 
merry clientele it was too. Tourists and Spaniards were 
grouped in the configurations of friendship or romance 
at the counters and tables, smoking, drinking, eating and 
talking. There was ham everywhere, the flow of translucent 
purple slices carefully regulated by the electronic cash regis-
ter’s digital price-display unit.

So there we were, in Spain, in a ham museum. We found 
a clear space at main the counter and sat down.

“I’ll just check how far the Prado is from here,” Carol said, 
fishing out a map from her bag. Her brow furrowed as she 
studied it for a moment. “Looks like a bit of a hike. Maybe 
we should take a bus. How can we do that?”

I was famished and wanted to order. Couldn’t we talk 
about this once we were eating? But how to order? It all 
seemed a bit daunting. Suddenly I felt overwhelmed by 
everything, particularly the language.

I looked at the tourist map. There was no mention of a 
bus route.
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“I don’t think it’s that far,” I said. “Anyway, it’ll be an inter-
esting walk. It’s beautiful around here. It’ll probably only get 
more beautiful.”

Carol didn’t look entirely convinced.
“I suppose,” she said. “But it would be good if we could 

get a bus.”
“Maybe a cab?”
“Might be a bit hard on the budget if we start doing that 

all the time.”
“Okay, let’s play it by ear.”
“I can’t wait to see the Goyas,” she said. “And Las Meninas. 

I’m just so excited. This is going to be a visual feast!”
She sat back in her chair, beaming.

“Speaking of feast, how do we get some food around here?” 
I said, trying to hide my impatience.

It was if Carol hadn’t heard.
“Look,” she suddenly said, pointing at the map. 

“Madrid Zoo.”
I paused that little too long.

“You don’t seem keen on the zoo.”
“It’s just that we’ve only got a few days in Madrid. And we 

have a really great zoo in Sydney. Which we’ve been to half 
a dozen times. Do we really want to go to a zoo here? Will a 
Spanish giraffe look that different from a Sydney giraffe?”

I tried hard not to sound dismissive but I was failing, 
judging from Carol’s crestfallen expression. 

“This one’s got a dolphinarium. It’s new. We don’t have a 
dolphinarium in Sydney.”

Dolphins. Trust her to come up with dolphins in the 
middle of Madrid.

“It’ll be fun. Think Flipper.”
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And she tilted back her head, cracked a dolphin smile, and 
gave a dolphin cackle. It was a pretty good rendition.

“Let’s look at the map,” I said.
We huddled over it. I traced a finger from the Prado to 

the Zoo.
“It’s not exactly close, is it? How would we get there?”
I could feel her starting to brood.

“Let’s see how we go,” I said. “Anyway, we should order. 
We’ll think more clearly when we’ve had some food.” I 
looked around for some menus. There didn’t seem to be 
any. It only took a second to see that all the offerings were 
chalked up on various boards on the walls, and that it was 
counter service only. 

The only problem was who was going to order. Not me, 
I suddenly decided. I had been doing everything. And to top 
it all off I was being threatened with negotiating our way in 
a foreign land to a zoo I didn’t even want to go to, dolphins 
or no dolphins. It wasn’t fair. My own stubbornness took me 
surprise, but I couldn’t seem to help it. It was if I had frozen. 
I sat there and waited for Carol to make the first move.

The people serving behind the counter, student types, 
didn’t seem all that approachable. They answered curt 
Spanish orders with curt Spanish nods. Intimidating, espe-
cially when you’re hungry. These sleek young Spaniards were 
machines we didn’t know how to operate. Machines that 
could be dangerous if the wrong button were pushed.

Some minutes passed in silence. Carol had found some-
thing intensely interesting to look at somewhere on the floor 
between her stool and the counter. I stared up at the hams 
swaying in the smoke, my chin resting on the palm of my 
hand. We sat there for what seemed an eternity, an island of 
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active silence surrounded by the uproar of people having fun. 
Laughter and fragments of loud dialogue violated our airspace. 
I started to feel unbearably self-conscious, as if everyone had 
noticed our situation and was glancing around to see what 
progress we had made. I desperately wanted to speak, but 
felt some weird paralysis preventing me from saying anything. 
Only an hour or so ago we had been making love. Now I 
was sitting in stony silence, staring resentfully at a ceiling of 
hams. I had come over 3,000 miles to stare at hams. I looked 
over at Carol. She was still staring at the floor. She had come 
over 3,000 miles to stare at the floor. To stare at the floor 
looking hurt and helpless. I broke the silence.

“What’s the matter?”
“What’s the matter with you?” 
“Nothing.”
“Nothing?”
“I’m just a little tired of doing all the P.R., that’s all. 

Thought I’d let you take the reins for a while.”
“Oh, you thought that, did you?”
“Yes.”
“I wish you’d tell me these things.”
“Some things shouldn’t have to be told.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes.”
Our silence resumed.

“Look, are you going to order or will I do it? As usual.”
She got up abruptly, gave an exasperated sigh and flushed. 

Staring at me coldly she asked:
“What do you want?”
“A ham and salad roll.”
“How do I say that?”
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“How would I know? Ham. Ham is jamón. And salad is 
probably the same as in English.”

“And what about roll?”
“Just point. There’s plenty of them around.”
She tried to catch a waiter’s eye, failed to do so, flushed 

again and grabbed her bag from the floor, pulling out the 
Barrons phrase book. For what seemed like a very long time 
she flicked back and forth through the pages in search of the 
magic words. Then she shoved the book back into her bag, 
thought better of it, retrieved it and bent the book back at 
the life-saving page, splitting the gum binding. I winced.

She waved her hand at the nearest waiter, a young guy 
with curly black hair in a tight white T-shirt. With a curt nod 
he acknowledged Carol and her phrase book and continued 
polishing a glass, waiting for her to speak.

“Jamón y ensalada eparedado, por favor.”
She could barely get the words out, and the surrounding 

din didn’t help matters.
He continued polishing his glass, looking for the last dust 

particles. She repeated her phrase, this time prefacing her 
request with strangled, meaningless monosyllables caused by 
nervousness. He smiled with mock hospitality, opened his 
mouth and pointed to it, making chewing motions. Then he 
shrugged his shoulders and started polishing the glass again.

Carol started to cry.
I came over and tried to save the situation. The only thing 

I could think of was to use my ancient high school French 
and whatever suitable words came to mind.

“Deux sandwichs avec jambon and salad, por favor.”
He nodded, put down his glass and with an insolent smile 

motioned at us to sit down.
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I tried to put my arm around Carol, who had stopped 
crying, but she pushed me away. We sat down under our 
cone of silence. For me the cone of guilty silence. She was 
still holding the book in her hand, bent back at the same 
page. To make myself feel even guiltier I said:

“Put that stupid phrase book away, will you?”
She threw it at my face. The bound corner hit my fore-

head. It hurt.
A few moments later the waiter slid our meals in front of 

us. Enormous fresh salads, gorgeous rolls with fringes of ham 
peeping out. That right meal at that right price.

Before he left, the waiter said, to no one in particular:
“Anything to drink?”
Quite a passable accent.
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