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Praise for Questions of Travel

‘Questions of Travel is a grand and intellectual work, a unique study on the 
essence of modern time, how we travel in it and through it.’ Rebecca Starford, 
Sydney Morning Herald

‘Michelle de Kretser’s sweeping and virtuosic novel is not just about travel; it’s 
a journey through late 20th century existence … her luminous vignettes are 
humane and nuanced and while her touch is feather-light, her epigrammatic 
prose is piercing. An outstanding novel.’ Daily Mail

‘As the paths of destiny cross and recross, Michelle de Kretser shows 
astonishing dexterity in managing the double helix of her narrative, combined 
with a generosity of description. In the great tradition of Christina Stead and 
Shirley Hazzard, de Kretser celebrates the new connectedness of the world 
as a hopeful new phase of humanity. Bravissima.’ Simon Hughes, Australian 
Financial Review

‘Novel by novel, the Sri Lankan-born Australian has emerged as one of the most 
fi ercely intelligent voices in fi ction today. This new work, her most ambitious 
yet, makes globalisation and its discontents the focus of a multi-faceted story 
that unites grandeur and intimacy.’ Independent

‘De Kretser writes brilliantly about passion and about sexual politics … She is a 
serious and seriously entertaining novelist. She writes with an unfl inching gaze, 
not least during the novel’s devastating and beautifully constructed ending.’ 
Patrick Allington, Adelaide Advertiser

‘An unexpectedly full and moving work: the best that the talented and justly 
celebrated Sri Lankan-born Australian author has yet produced ... Russian 
dissident poet Joseph Brodsky once suggested democracy was the greatest 
masterpiece. Yes, de Kretser’s novel is impeccably written. Yet what makes it 
beautiful is that it proceeds as if Brodsky’s remark were self-evidently true.’ 
Geordie Williamson, The Australian

‘This is a big, ambitious novel of Sydney and the world, globalisation and 
divided identities. It is everywhere full of intelligence and a vivid sense of 
individual lives.’ Owen Richardson, The Monthly

‘Questions of Travel (Allen & Unwin) is as good as everyone says: satirical, but 
also shocking, lit by a fi ne, perfectly controlled fury.’ Charlotte Wood, The Age
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‘Brilliantly observed … While de Kretser doesn’t provide the expected 
satisfactions, she offers deadly darts of observation that puncture clichés and 
defl ate false enthusiasm. In the end she leaves you fl at on the ground, possessed 
of harder truths.’ Publishers Weekly

‘Questions of Travel combines the ambitious themes of Jonathan Franzen’s 
Freedom with the poetic details of Gail Jones’ Five Bells. And the prose will 
knock your socks off.’ Andrea Hanke, Australian Bookseller + Publisher

‘Michelle de Kretser’s fourth novel is her most accomplished. As always, she 
cajoles Australian readers into seeing ourselves as others—in Europe and 
Asia—see us ... Particularly adept in dealing with ethnic stereotypes of all 
kinds, de Kretser surreptitiously mocks, mirror-reverses, or demolishes them. 
In Laura the freelance travel writer, she has a created a late twentieth century 
global person, for whom geography is beside the point. She has also created 
Ravi, an utterly different product of the same generation. Ravi’s return, in 
the end, to Sri Lanka, coinciding with Laura’s visit there, promises a happy 
outcome, but the consummation is both shocking and devastating.’ Alison 
Broinowski, Canberra Times

‘… a serious achievement … shatteringly perceptive … a state-of-the-
nation novel, not artifi cially worked out of some political premise, but built 
backwards, gently and modestly.’ Ophelia Field, Literary Review

‘… a fascinating read for anyone who travels regularly—which, in 2013, is set 
to be a billion souls. This truly is a book for our times.’ The Irish Times

‘… sprawlingly assured ... prose that is witty, absorbing and fl orid with ideas ... 
[a] long, eventful journey but the destination is worth it.’ Scotland on Sunday

‘The writing is so superb and the observations so keen ... ultimately, its rewards 
are great.’ Sunday Business Post

‘De Kretser is an elegant, intelligent stylist; this is an impressive novel.’ South 
China Morning Post

‘The contrasts between Laura’s privileged life as an Australian girl able to travel 
the world for pleasure and the bitterness of Ravi’s forced exile in Australia from 
the then war-torn Sri Lanka could hardly be greater. In a sensual, refl ective 
style, de Kretser loosely plaits their compelling stories, fi nally pulling them 
together as they both face their feelings about home.’ Saga
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‘De Kretser is an accomplished writer whose sophisticated prose builds a 
powerful literary tension while convincingly conjuring people, places and 
times. She may inspire you to book a plane ticket for a distant destination—or 
reinforce an appreciation for home.’ Maureen Eppen, Good Reading

‘Questions of Travel is a big, sweeping narrative for lovers of Literature with 
a capital L ... [her] novel is ambitious and there is something inherently 
wonderful in an author willing to commit to an idea of this size.’ Bronte Coates, 
Readings.com.au

Praise for The Lost Dog

‘This is the best novel I have read in a long time.’ A.S. Byatt

‘Reading The Lost Dog one is torn between contradictory urges—to race ahead, 
in order to fi nd out what happens, and to linger in admiration of de Kretser’s 
ravishing style.’ New Statesman

‘The Lost Dog is an uncompromisingly literary (and literate) book: ferociously 
intelligent, highbrow, allusive and unfl inching in its probing of the 
question, “What relation does the individual have to history?” It is equally 
intransigent with its oblique, sometimes scathing answers. A book such as 
this, so preternaturally attuned to listening to “the patient rage of history,” is 
marvelously layered palimpsest.’ Neel Mukherjee, Time

‘Michelle de Kretser is one of those rare writers whose work balances substance 
with style. Her writing is very witty, but it also goes deep, informed at every 
point by a benign and far-reaching intelligence . . . so engaging and thought-
provoking and its subject matter so substantial that the reader notices only in 
passing how funny it is.’ Kerryn Goldsworthy, Sydney Morning Herald

‘This is a stunning book, each sentence handcrafted with precision, each 
theme hauntingly explored . . . De Kretser weaves a magical web, juxtaposing 
continents, attitudes to literature and art, the wildness of the natural world with 
the empty heart of cityscapes. She highlights the fragility and selectiveness of 
memory and contrasts the brash soul of 21st-century living with the poetry of 
what we have lost. What emerges is an achingly personal perspective on history. 
And it is a joy to read such gloriously paced, beautifully written prose.’ 
Good Reading
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‘. . . a dazzlingly accomplished author who commands all the strokes. Her 
repertoire stretches from a hallucinatory sense of place to a mastery of suspense, 
sophisticated verbal artistry and a formidable skill in navigating those twisty 
paths where history and psychology entwine.’ Boyd Tonkin, Independent

‘. . . a superb stylist . . . The Lost Dog is written in a devastatingly pointed style, 
with not a hint of Jamesian circumlocution. De Kretser has a talent for sizing up 
a character, at once bringing them to life and puncturing their pretensions. Her 
hardboiled sentences invariably hit their mark. “Seeing through” is one of her 
strongest suits . . . a wonderfully written novel that is often funny, but, despite 
its sharp critical intelligence, it is not at all cynical.’ James Ley, The Age

‘Lucky readers will discover the trickery of Michelle de Kretser’s The Lost Dog 
only upon fi nishing reading it, at which point the author reveals her astonishing 
sleight of hand . . . an uncannily compelling mystery.’ Washington Post

‘. . . a wonderful tale of obsession, art, death, loss, human failure and past and 
present loves. One of Australia’s best contemporary writers.’ Harper’s Bazaar

‘In many ways this book is wonderfully mysterious. The whole concept of 
modernity juxtaposed with animality is a puzzle that kept this reader on edge 
for the entire reading. The Lost Dog is an intelligent and insightful book that will 
guarantee de Kretser a loyal following.’ Mary Philip, Courier-Mail

‘De Kretser continues to build a reputation as a stellar storyteller whose prose is 
inventive, assured, gloriously colourful and deeply thoughtful. The Lost Dog is a 
love story and a mystery and, at its best, possesses an accessible and seemingly 
effortless sophistication . . . a compelling book, simultaneously playful and 
utterly serious.’ Patrick Allington, Adelaide Advertiser

‘. . . remarkably rich and complex . . . De Kretser has a wicked, exacting, 
mocking eye . . . While very funny in places, The Lost Dog is also a subtle and 
understated work, gently eloquent and thought provoking . . . a tender and 
thoughtful book, a meditation on loss and fi nding, on words and wordlessness, 
and on memory, identity, history and modernity.’ The Dominion Post
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IN MEMORY OF LEAH AKIE
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Under cosmopolitanism, if it comes, we shall 

receive no help from the earth. Trees and 

meadows and mountains will only be a 

spectacle . . .

E.M. FORSTER, 

Howards End

But surely it would have been a pity

not to have seen the trees along this road, 

really exaggerated in their beauty

ELIZABETH BISHOP, 

‘Questions of Travel’
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I
Anywhere! Anywhere!

CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, 

‘Anywhere Out of the World’
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Laura, 1960S

WHEN LAURA WAS TWO, THE twins decided to kill her.

They were eight when she was born. Twenty-three months

later, their mother died. Their father’s aunt Hester, spry and recently 

back in Sydney after half a lifetime in London, came to look after 

the children until a suitable arrangement could be made. She stayed 

until Laura left school.

Look at it from the boys’ point of view: their sister arrived, they 

stood by their mother’s chair and watched an alien, encircled by her 

arms, fasten itself to her nipple. Their mother didn’t die at once but 

she was never well again. Breast cancer. They were clever children, 

they made the connection. In their tent under the jacaranda, they 

put together a plan.

Once or twice a year, as long as she lived, Laura Fraser had the 

water dream. There was silky blue all around her, pale blue overhead; 

she glided through silence blotched with gold. Separate things ran 

together and were one thing. She was held and set free. It was the 

most wonderful dream. But on waking, Laura was always a little sad, 

too, prey to the sense of something ending before its time.
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She had no recollection of how it had gone on that Saturday 

morning in 1966, her brothers out in the street with bat and ball, 

and Hester, who had switched off her radio just in time, summoned 

by a splash. No one could say how the safety catch on the 

swimming-pool gate had come undone; the twins, questioned, 

had blank, golden faces. Next door’s retriever was fi nally deemed 

responsible, since a culprit, however improbable, had to be found.

To the unfolding of these events, the boys brought the quiz-

zical detachment of a general outmanoeuvred in a skirmish. It was 

always instructive to see how things went. They were only children, 

ingenious and limited. They had no real appreciation of conse-

quences or the relative weight of decisions. If Laura had owned a 

kitten, they might have drowned that instead.

The pool was fi lled in. For that, too, the twins blamed their 

sister. Their mother had taught them to swim in that pool. They 

could remember water beaded on her arms, the scuttle of light over 

turquoise tiles.
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Laura, 1970S

LONG-FACED AND AMBER-EYED, what Hester brought to mind was 

a benevolent goat. She had spent the fi rst seven years of her life 

in India, from which misfortune her complexion, lightly polished 

beech, never recovered.

Every night, Laura listened while Hester read about a magic land 

called Narnia. By day, the child visited bedrooms. They con tained 

only built-in robes—a profound unfairness. Still she slid open each 

door. Still she dreamed and hoped.

Glamour, on the other hand, was easily located. It emanated from 

the sky-blue travel case in which Hester kept her souvenirs of the Conti-

nent. There was a tiny Spanish doll with a lace mantilla and a gilded 

fan. There was a programme from Le lac des cygnes at the Paris Opéra, 

and a ticket from the train that had carried Hester over the Alps. Dijon 

was a menu gastronomique, Venice a sea-green, gold-fl ecked bead. An 

envelope held postcards of the Nativity and the Fall as depicted by Old 

Masters, and tucked between these arrivals and expulsions, a snapshot 

of Hester overexposed in white-framed dark glasses against the Greek 

trinity of sea, sunlight and symmetrical stone.
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Laura would beg for the stories attached to these marvels. 

Because otherwise they merely thrilled—they were only crystals of 

Aeroplane Jelly: ruby red, licked from the palm, briefl y sweet. Hester 

saw a small, plain face that pleaded and couldn’t be refused. But the 

tales she offered it disturbed her. 

As a young woman, she had settled in London. There, stenograph-

ically effi cient in dove-hued blouses, she survived a fi rm of solicitors, 

a theatrical agency and two wartime ministries. Then she turned forty 

and went to work for a man named Nunn. On the occasion of the 

Coronation, Nunn smoothed his moustache, offered Hester a glass 

of sherry and promised her tremendous times. Hester expended three 

pages on this in her diary but not a word on the practical arrange-

ment at which she had arrived with the mathemat ician from Madras 

who rented the fl at below hers. Novelties to which he introduced her 

included cheating at bridge and a sour fi sh soup.

In Hester’s girlhood it had been hinted that France was a 

depraved sort of place, so naturally it was to Paris that her thoughts 

turned when she realised, as her third Christmas in his offi ce 

approached, that she was in love with Nunn. Hester imagined him 

making her his mistress in a room with a view of the Eiffel Tower—

she imagined it at length. An accordionist played ‘Under the Bridges 

of Paris’ beneath their window; Nunn threw a pillow at him. Food 

was still rationed in England, so Nunn gave orders for tender steaks 

and velvety puddings to be placed under silver covers and left at 

their door. Their bed was draped in mauve silk—no, a deep, rich 

red. When Hester learned that her employer intended to spend the 

holidays with his wife’s parents in Hull, she crossed the Channel 

anyway. Nunn might detect traces of French wickedness about her 

when she returned and be moved to act.

Paris, in those years still trying to crawl out from under the 

war, was morose and inadequately heated—scarcely different, 
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in fact, from London. But a precedent had been set. Every year, 

Hester penny-pinched and went without so that she might go on 

spending her holidays abroad. Partly it was the enduring hope that 

she might yet return with something—an anecdote, a daring way 

with a scarf—that would draw her to Nunn’s attention in that way at 

last. Partly, and increasingly as time passed, it was the dismay that 

pierced her at the prospect of solitary days spent in London with 

neither companion nor occupation (for her arrangement with the 

mathematician was confi ned to alternate Wednesdays).

When Nunn’s wife fi nally came to her senses and died, he 

promptly married her nurse. Hester realised that she was fed up 

with England. On the voyage home to Sydney, she stood at the 

ship’s rail late one night. The eleven volumes of her diary splashed 

one by one into Colombo Harbour.

Because all this had to be excluded from the stories laid before 

Laura, they suggested journeys undertaken in order to seek out 

delightful new places. Whereas really, thought Hester, her travels 

had been a kind of fl ight.

The way to crowd out her misgivings was to talk and talk. 

So it wasn’t enough to describe the dishes on the handwritten 

menu from Dijon: a pear tart as wide as a wheel, snails who had 

carried their coffi ns on their backs. Hester found herself includ-

ing the lilies etched on the pink glass shades of the lamp on her 

table, and the stag’s head mounted on the wall. She described 

the husband and wife who, having had nothing to say to each 

other for forty years, inspected her throughout her meal. Where 

recollection had worn thin, she patched and embroidered. 

Laura shivered to hear of the tight little square in front of the 

restaurant where once the guillotine had stood: a detail Hester 

concocted on the spot, feeling that her narrative lacked drama 

and an educational aim.
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So the story that made its way to Laura was always vivid, infor-

mative, and incidental to what mattered. Conjuring the glories of 

Athens, Hester passed over the unspeakable fi lth of Greek public 

lavatories that obscured her memory of the Acropolis, greed and 

incaution having led her to consume a dish of oily beans in Syntagma 

Square. Calling up the treasures of the Uffi zi, she didn’t say that she 

had moved blindly from one coloured rectangle to the next, pictur-

ing ways in which Nunn might compromise himself irrevocably 

in the fi ling room. Rose windows and Last Judgments dominated 

her description of Chartres, but when Hester had been making the 

rounds of that cold wonder, all her attention was concentrated on 

the selection of a promising effi gy. Tour guides harangued, Frasers 

howled in their Presbyterian graves. Hester lit candles in a side 

chapel, knelt, offered brief, fervent prayers.

After talking about her travels, Hester was often restless. 

Turning the dial on her transistor late one night, she heard a woman 

say gravely, Away is hard to go, but no one / Asked me to stay.
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Ravi, 1970S

THE SEA TUGGED PATIENTLY AT the land, a child plucking at a 

sluggish parent. That was the sound behind all other sounds. Ravi’s 

life ran to its murmur of change.

The town, a pretty backwater, lay on the west coast of Sri 

Lanka, twenty-three miles from Colombo. The baroque fl ourish 

of its colonial churches threw tourists into confusion. They had 

come prepared for Eastern outlandishness, not third-rate copies 

of home.

The new airport wasn’t far away. At night, the tilted lights of 

planes were mobile constellations, multiplying from year to year.

Ravi lived in a lane crammed with life and food. Foreigners some-

times strayed there by mistake. If they noticed the Mendises’ house, 

they saw a box devoid of charm. But the house was built of bricks 

plastered over and colourwashed blue. It contained an electric table 

fan, a head of Nefertiti stamped on black velvet, a three-piece cane 

lounge suite. The roof held through ravaging rain. In the compound 
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lived a merry brown dog called Marmite, who could sing the chorus 

from ‘Cold, Cold Heart’. There was also a tree with mulberries as 

fat as caterpillars, and a row of violently orange ixoras. The lavatory 

was indoors and fl ushed.

He hated girls and sisters. How had Priya come by a copy of the 

Jacaranda School Atlas? She made a great show of studying its pages. 

When Ravi came to stand at her elbow, she spread her hands and 

leaned forward, calling, ‘Mummy, Mummy! Aiyya is breathing on 

my book.’

On the veranda, their mother was singing to the baby: John, John, 

the grey goose is gone. In a classroom that resembled a stable, with a 

half wall and a wooden gate, Anglican nuns had taught Carmel to 

sing. Her husband could play the guitar, and there was the radio, of 

course, but music in that house meant singing. The older children 

sang Why can’t my goose and Christmas is coming, The goose is getting 

fat. Geese, like God, were taken on trust and for the same reason: 

they must exist somewhere, there were so many songs about them. 

Carmel broke off to nibble Varunika’s tiny nose. Then it was Five 

golden rings, Four calling birds . . . She had sung it to each of her 

children, standing them up on her knee.

The baby was beneath Ravi’s attention. But he was only ten 

months older than Priya. The two fought or played with ferocious 

concentration. In cramped rooms, they exercised childhood’s talent 

for fi nding secret places.

There were games with the neighbours’ children. Brandishing a 

stick to signify authority, Kang kang buuru! chanted the leader. Chin 

chin noru! came the chorus. ‘Will you do what I say?’ ‘Yes!’ ‘Run, run, 

run and bring me . . .’ When it was Ravi’s turn, he would request 

objects that struck him as magical: a square white stone, a green 
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