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    these are fictional stories

  


  
    I GOT HIS BLOOD ON ME


    The man bled on the motorway. Then he bled on the verge, the safety barrier, and the slip-road—and that’s where I found him, a pale shape staggering there, blankets and weapons falling from him. I was driving back from Paekākāriki at the time. I’d gone south to clear my mind, and in that half-awake state drove straight past him, then flashed with the after-image of what I’d seen. A man, a badly wounded one. Blood on his face, weapons.


    I reared around in my seat and saw it again. ‘What the hell?’ I said, my voice strange in the empty car.


    I pulled right off the road and climbed out the passenger side. He was a hundred metres back, wavering down the exit to the slip-road. I called out, but he didn’t turn. At my side motorists streaked past, their faces blankly focused on the motorway.


    I ran towards him and he collapsed and began hauling up on his rifle, hand over hand, then fell again. I picked up speed, my jandals flailing. By the time I reached him he was face down on the tarseal, a pair of knives tangled in his blanket, the ancient rifle fallen to the side. Ginger hair slewed on his white shoulders. With his hand he held his knee-joint together. It was twisted and leaking blood. Above that his thigh bent outwards, snapped obtusely.


    ‘Sir?’ I said, bending to him. ‘I’ll ring an ambulance, okay?’


    He turned and stared up, and I recoiled. Blood spilled from a gash above his hairline, sluicing into his right eye and dripping down. When he tried to speak, blood streamed in round his teeth and gums.


    I wrenched away and dialed 111. Just as I got through to the emergency operator, the man garbled something.


    ‘Pardon?’ I said, bending down.


    ‘Who are you?’


    ‘David,’ I said. ‘I’m here to help you.’


    He stared at me, then turned to pull away on his elbow. Something about my answer had scared him. But he couldn’t get far. The movement dislodged his hand from his knee and he grabbed at it, grunting.


    I went back to the phone call, told the operator where we were. There was a pause while she worked with the information.


    The man mouthed at me again, making signs with his hand. He was deathly white now, and blood was in his throat somehow.


    ‘What was that?’ I said.


    He indicated my phone, my talking. ‘What are you doing?’ His voice had a rough and ancient sound, like old England.


    ‘Ringing 111,’ I said. ‘It’s all right. The ambulance is coming. You’ll be away in no time.’


    At this he didn’t sag back as I’d expected, surrendering to the promise of relief from his pain. Instead he tried to drag away again, knives scraping on the tarseal.


    The operator was requesting more information. I described the man’s condition, and this he understood, turning to wave at me violently, gargling in words I couldn’t make out. I went across and bent right down to hear him.


    ‘Who?’ he said. ‘Who?’


    ‘I’m talking to the ambulance. It’s all right, they’re coming.’


    He shook his head and coughed to clear his throat. ‘Who? Which are they?’


    The operator was talking in my ear. I pulled the phone away. ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘Which lot? Which hapū?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Why does that matter? They might be Pākehā, for all I know. Just ambulance people.’


    One hand holding his knee, he looked around wildly, as if this ambulance might appear from anywhere—from the whizzing motorway at the side, from the air buffeted by cars.


    ‘Neutral,’ I said, ‘they’ll be neutral. They won’t hurt you.’


    ‘They’ll be English?’ he said. ‘English Pākehā?’


    ‘No, just locals,’ I said. ‘I don’t know—bloody hell, they’ll be doctors. They’ll take you to hospital, man, fix you up.’


    This panicked him even more. Hauling up, he tried to crutch away on his musket, but collapsed loudly, his knives and musket clattering.


    The operator was talking in my ear. ‘Are you safe, sir? Are you well off the motorway?’


    ‘Something’s strange,’ I said. ‘I think this man might have been in trouble with the law. He’s scared about strangers or the ambulance, or something.’


    ‘That’s okay,’ she said. ‘Thank you for your help. We’re on our way.’


    I put my phone away and breathed deep, my hands shaking. ‘Jesus,’ I said, out loud. The rest of the morning was so normal—a fine sky, swampy raupō paddocks at the side. I was in my T-shirt and jandals. I was unshaven and unshowered. I’d just come down to Paekākāriki for a few things, and really just to get out of the house, to give Mary some room. We’d both been disestablished recently—our jobs had—and we weren’t getting along. I was at a low ebb, and so was she. I certainly wasn’t prepared for an emergency. I wasn’t prepared for anything.


    A short distance up the slip-road, the man was face down and seemed to have fainted. I sparked with an idea and sprinted back to my car. A half-empty Powerade bottle was in the passenger footwell. I ran back and lifted his head, the ginger curls greasy in my palm.


    ‘Drink,’ I said.


    His head lolled on my knees, and at first the Powerade dribbled over his lips to the ground, but something of the sugar must have found its way in, because he parted his lips and half-swallowed, then took another swallow and a little more. He tried to say something, then coughed and spat a clot of blood on the stones. Something was badly wrong in there, but he was desperate to say something. He was asking my name again.


    ‘David Miller,’ I said. ‘I live up the road.’


    ‘But who are you? Who are you from?’


    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I don’t understand the question.’


    He closed his eyes and switched languages, as if that was the problem. I couldn’t catch it at first, but he repeated and simplified until I heard, ‘Nō whea koe?’


    ‘I’m from Paraparaumu Beach,’ I said. ‘I’m not from the police or the jail. I won’t lock you away. It’s just your leg, mate—it needs a doctor. And your chest. Then you can go home.’


    I could hear the sirens screaming up the motorway. I took in the musket he’d abandoned now, the blanket he wore. ‘Where is that, by the way?’ I said. ‘Where are you from?’


    ‘Promise to protect me,’ he gasped. ‘You promise I won’t go to jail.’


    ‘I can guarantee it,’ I said. It pleased me to be on this safe ground—hospitals, the complaints process, his rights as a client of the health system. It was my field, or at least it had been. ‘You should tell me your name and address, though,’ I said. ‘I’ll be able to help you better, if I know.’


    ‘I’m not giving my name.’


    ‘That’s fine,’ I said. ‘They’ll ask you, anyway.’


    ‘Smith,’ he said. ‘Call me Smith. That’s my name.’


    I laughed. ‘Sure it is, mate. I believe you.’


    The ambulance lumbered down the slip-road and into a wide turn above us, its lights swirling. The doors opened and both officers came running. Smith heaved up and saw the officers and the big, lit vehicle. He saw their uniforms. His eyes went wide with a new fear. He snarled an unplaceable curse, squirming against me and jabbing with his elbows until he lost his grip and the kneecap swung loose to dangle free, blood looping down.


    The detached kneecap stunned us both. I stared at its strings of blood, then at him, and his eyes went right into me. Then he mouthed a silent howl of pain and sagged back against the road. His eyes closed, and I felt the ambulance people pulling me by the shoulder, lifting me away.


    


    Smith was unconscious throughout his transfer into the ambulance and onto the motorway. I sat near the doors while an ambulance officer worked over him. It was not until Pukerua Bay that I thought about Mary, my fingers jittering on the keypad as I rang her at home.


    In fairness to her, she had no idea where I was, or what had happened, and she was waiting for another call. She’d interviewed for a job at MSD lately. She had the experience, and a second interview seemed likely. All the same it jolted me to hear how her voice flattened when she realised it was me.


    ‘Yep,’ she said. ‘Hi.’


    I saw her in our kitchen, one eye on the laptop screen, scrolling through further job ads while she waited for me to continue. Being without a job was much worse for her than it was for me.


    Something was sticky against my ear. I pulled the phone away and found it smeared with Smith’s blood. I wiped it on my thigh.


    ‘What is it, David?’ said Mary.


    I looked at the ambulance officer. He was busy not listening.


    ‘I’ve had an adventure,’ I said. ‘There was an accident—I’m not hurt, though. It’s another guy. I’m helping him.’


    Mary’s listening changed. I saw her looking out our kitchen window, trying to make sense of what I was saying.


    ‘I found him on the road,’ I said. ‘It was a car accident. He’s pretty smashed up. I’m fine. You don’t know the guy.’


    ‘So you’re okay,’ she said.


    ‘I’m in the ambulance now. My car’s on the motorway, just past Paekākāriki.’


    ‘I thought you weren’t in the accident. Why are you in the ambulance? Why’s your car there?’


    I shook my head. I shouldn’t have tried to shortcut such a conversation. ‘I’m not hurt. I’m helping the other guy. I’m kind of supporting him.’


    ‘So you saw the accident?’


    ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I’m confusing you.’


    I saw her waving this away. ‘Jesus, David. Where are you?’


    ‘On my way to Wellington. It might take a while.’


    She fell silent again, and the ambulance curved up the hill towards Pukerua Bay.


    ‘I’m sorry about this,’ I said. ‘I should have called you first. Did you want to use my car today?’


    ‘No. I’ve got mine. Why would I need yours?’


    ‘Sorry,’ I said.


    She was quiet for a time. Then she said, ‘I’m confused about this, David. But I suppose you know what you’re doing.’


    ‘It’s fine,’ I said. ‘I’m just helping a guy. I’ll ring you again.’


    ‘Right,’ she said.


    ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘See you.’


    She rang off and I lingered over it, cradling the phone in my hand while, out the rear window, the last view of Kāpiti Island swayed out of sight. I was disorientated now that I’d spoken to Mary. I wanted her beside me. Just a few years back we’d taken this trip up to Wellington every day, not in an ambulance but in the train, commuting to work side by side. Sometimes Mary would fall asleep against me, twitching as the music in her earphones shifted and sighed. She’d never bothered looking out at the view—she’d been born there, she was local, she knew it well.


    I was the opposite. I was new in the area and eager to understand it all, to know all the stories. The old pā sites and middens and names. Paraparaumu. Wharemauku Road. In those first years I read all the old books and enrolled in a class in te reo. It was an exciting time—all that discovery, all those stories.


    


    Smith was sleeping the sleep, it seemed, of centuries. Even as he was unloaded and taken in for triage his eyes remained closed, his face deeply gone. Still in my shorts and T-shirt I was left behind in a waiting room, holding his weapons in a brown paper rubbish bag, sneaking a look through it when I got bored. Besides the long and awkward musket that poked out the top there were two knives, another steel blade with a handle of harakeke stalk, and a needle-like weapon or hook made of bone. Maybe it was a hairpin—I couldn’t tell. A leather pouch held something that I assumed was gunpowder. Nothing else, no wallet or phone, nothing to identify him.


    At length a junior doctor came and explained the extent of Smith’s injuries and what was planned for him, including a knee-procedure that, even in his clinical description, screamed with pain. Then I was shown a bathroom where I could sponge the blood from my clothes.


    On the train home I watched Tawa and Porirua and Plimmerton go past, remembering it all, what I’d read in undergrad and those first Kāpiti days. By the time we hit Paraparaumu I had a theory about him, about where he’d come from. It excited me.


    But when I got home I didn’t share it with Mary. As soon as I opened the door it was obvious that something was wrong. She didn’t look up when I came in. Instead she silently turned the pages of a magazine, her knees pulled up on a couch pillow. Right away I could see that the phone call had come—another ‘no thank you’.


    ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘I knew it was coming.’


    I was standing just inside the door. She should have been given the job. It was at MSD, and below her pay range. I knew better than to go across and hug her, so instead I just stood there, big and useless while her magazine made loud rasping noises, each page catching on her day-at-home jeans.


    At length she looked up again. ‘What was this accident?’


    I told her the basics. I didn’t go into my theories about Smith, but I heard my tone change as I hinted at his mystery and made light of my own role in his rescue, and Mary heard it too. She glanced at me, knowing I had more to say, knowing I had a theory, and deciding to let it go.


    ‘I’m sorry I was confusing on the phone,’ I said. ‘I wasn’t clear at all.’


    She shook her head—it didn’t matter now.


    ‘I promised to help him,’ I said. ‘He was freaking out. He thought they were going to take him to jail.’ I looked about the kitchen. ‘I’d better visit him again. I promised to help him.’


    Mary said nothing.


    ‘Weird day, huh?’ I said.


    She was looking at her magazine, but she didn’t seem to have it in focus anymore. I wanted to go across to her. She had an MBA. Her career mattered to her. She’d applied for so many jobs now. There was nothing.


    ‘I’m sorry about today,’ I said. ‘That stupid MSD thing. It doesn’t mean anything, you know.’


    She shook her head, not looking up. ‘It wasn’t stupid, David. I just didn’t get it.’


    ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean anything by that.’


    But she stood up and went down the hall. I was just inside the door. I hadn’t even sat down yet. My car was still out on the motorway.


    


    When I next visited Smith I brought magazines and books and a box file. I was keyed-up. I’d dug up my old books and developed my theory. He was from another time. He’d stepped through a time hole and onto the motorway. Nothing else could explain his appearance, his behaviour. His ignorance of what an ambulance was. His hope for help from a local hapū. He still thought he lived way back then, still thought Pākehā were the minority. He was a Pākehā-Māori, some early adventurer or trader or stray, sheltered and absorbed by locals.


    I’d not told Mary yet, but I was thrilled. This was a boyhood fantasy come alive.


    As a boy I’d devoured old history stories, so many and so intently that their characters came very close and real. Right through my school years they hovered there—always—just beyond. In my fantasy one of these characters turned up in my home town, disorientated and in need of a guide, and I showed them around. This is a car, I said, pointing. This is a telephone. You can talk to me, using this—I’ll show you. I dreamed it so often that it became a kind of certainty. Hongi Hika, Wild Bill Hickok, Baron Charles de Thierry—all of these were in my future, lost in a shopping mall or movie theatre and awaiting rescue.


    Now it was happening. This guy had walked right out of history and onto the motorway. I had a stack of questions for him.


    When I got to the hospital I found he’d been operated on. His leg was cocooned in a titanium brace and suspended from the bed-frame by a shackle. On my arrival he fixed me with a look of cold ferocity, even as I smiled and extended my hand.


    ‘And here is the man who betrayed me,’ he said.


    ‘I’m sorry?’


    For answer he just glared at me.


    ‘Do you remember me?’ I said. ‘I’m David, from the roadside, the accident.’


    ‘Yes. I remember you.’


    I stood very still, my excitement draining. ‘So why are you saying that I betrayed you?’


    ‘You said you’d protect me,’ he said. ‘Funny kind of protection.’


    I took in the room, his curtained enclosure, the drip he was hooked into. Bandages humped over his forehead and shoulder, a long stretch of his forearm. Then I saw the canvas straps that held him down. Partly obscured by the sheets, his wrists and abdomen and his good leg were secured to the bed-frame. He’d been restrained.


    ‘Oh God,’ I said. ‘Did you fight the doctors, Smith? Did you hurt someone?’


    ‘Of course I hurt them.’


    ‘Oh Christ,’ I said. ‘That wasn’t a good idea, Smith. They’ll call the police on you. I can’t help you if you assault people.’


    Smith looked balefully out the door. I tried to make up a little ground.


    ‘Can I help with anything? Is there someone I could phone? Do you have a wife, or a next of kin?’


    He glowered and said nothing.


    ‘I’m just trying to help you,’ I said. ‘There’s not much I can do without information.’


    ‘I’m not going to tell you, am I?’ he said. With his eyes he indicated his shackled leg, his pinioned arms. ‘Look where your help has got me, Miller. Where are my weapons?’


    It scared me a little that he’d remembered my last name. I couldn’t even remember giving it to him.


    ‘It looks like they’ve fixed your knee, Smith,’ I said. ‘And your broken leg, and your lungs. And you’ll get to go home eventually.’


    ‘When?’ he said.


    ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Ask your doctors.’


    ‘You ask them,’ he said. ‘You tell them.’


    I took a breath and tried to keep calm. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I can do that. It would be helpful, though, if you could tell me your next of kin and your real name. It would speed things up, both now and later on.’


    He looked at the TV that was suspended from the highest point at the end of the bed-frame. It wasn’t turned on.


    ‘Like, when were you born? Was it, like ... recently? And where?’


    He narrowed his eyes, then reached for the remote and fumbled around with it, and finally turned on the TV.


    ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll find out what I can about your treatment. But I don’t think you’ll be getting out of here soon. You were pretty banged up when I found you.’


    Commercials were playing; he found the volume control and cranked it very loud.


    ‘I brought some magazines,’ I said, pulling them from my bag. ‘I got you the sports section of the paper, as well. I don’t know if you like sport? I do.’


    He didn’t even look at them.


    ‘That’s all right,’ I said. ‘You’re welcome.’


    Noise came from the commercials, nothing from Smith.


    ‘Did you hear me?’ I said. ‘You’re welcome. For the magazines I brought you.’


    ‘I can’t read them, can I,’ said Smith. ‘I can’t read.’


    ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Well, you’ve got the TV. Someone showed you how to use it, I see.’


    He held the remote and watched the screen.


    ‘I’m going now,’ I said, ‘but I’ll come again. Tell the hospital to call me if you need anything, plus you can push that button there for help, anytime.’ I indicated the console next to his bed, but didn’t go near it. I was reluctant to walk too close to him. ‘Maybe you knew that already,’ I said, ‘about the nurse button.’


    He didn’t look at me or the console.


    I stood to go. I had brought an old cellphone with me; I’d planned to show him how to contact me anytime, but now I decided to leave that for another visit. I went to the door and gave him a wave but he didn’t even acknowledge me, not even with a flicker of his eyes. Instead he continued to watch the screen, as if I’d never been there.


    


    It was two days before I saw him again. The time in between was spent reading in my shed and avoiding Mary, and shopping at Paraparaumu, that vast emporium for food and Warehouse clothing. It was a tiring place, Paraparaumu, and parking was a nightmare, but I liked it as a distraction from redundancy. It had a great name. One old book had it translated as ‘Plenty of Food’, and I still liked that interpretation. It seemed so current, somehow. You could still see it in the teeming mall and the Pak’nSave.


    When I returned to the hospital Smith was out to it, sleeping. I sat a safe distance from him, watching his orange hair frizz about him on the pillow. I wondered where his weapons were now. I wanted to get a photograph of them. I also wanted to sneak a picture of him. I was fishing in my bag for the camera when he woke up and turned towards me, and I froze. For a long moment he eyed me and I tried to smile. Then he growled to clear his throat.


    ‘Morning,’ he said.


    ‘Hi,’ I said, replacing my camera. ‘I brought these.’


    He watched without comment as I brought out chocolates, a magazine, and a pictorial history of Kāpiti.


    ‘How are you?’ I said.


    He rested his eyes on me a while, letting me feel the weight of his stare.


    ‘I don’t have to stay,’ I said. ‘If you’d rather be alone, I can go.’


    He let the silence stretch out some more, then said, ‘I can’t sleep at night.’ He indicated his cocooned leg, then his ribcage. ‘The pain. Can you get me more medicine?’


    ‘More morphine?’ I said. ‘I can certainly ask for you.’


    As he watched me I had the feeling I was being appraised—gauged for my uses—until he was taken by a noise in the corridor. It was an orderly with trays, and I noted the look of darting and sideways cunning Smith sent out there, and realised it was an old part of his character reasserting itself after the accident, not something new.


    I swallowed against something unpleasant in my mouth. ‘Is there anything else I can do?’


    ‘No,’ he said.


    ‘Are you sure?’ I said. ‘It’s no problem.’


    ‘I’m fine.’ He watched the TV again, and I looked up there too, waiting. A few minutes passed.


    I began packing my things to go.


    Smith slid his eyes over me again. ‘It’s good to have someone to talk to.’


    ‘I can imagine,’ I said. ‘It’s good for me too.’


    He smoothed the sheets over himself and looked out the window. A stretch of the town belt was visible out there. ‘I realised something today,’ he said. ‘I’ve been here before. This area—I remember now. I remember that ridgeline from the time I came here. It was with my wife’s people.’


    I held my breath and leaned forward slightly.


    He pretended not to notice. ‘We got caught by the weather, once. We were out in the boats, heading towards the other island on a scouting mission when a bad wind blew up and pushed us through the strait, and we had to pull in here. Our boats were damaged and we had to leave them—and they were good boats too; a Pākehā boat we’d bought in flax trading, and a waka, which I didn’t travel in. When they smashed up we had to pull in here and walk all the way back to Kāpiti.’


    ‘Wow.’


    He smoothed his hair back, taking his time. ‘The big Pākehā settlement wasn’t here then, of course. Not that I remember, anyway. Maybe a tent or two. It was Māori territory still, but not our territory, and we had to keep our heads down. That’s why I remember that ridgeline. There was good cover up there.’


    I leaned to trace the skyline of town belt out the window.


    ‘This was with your wife’s people?’ I said.


    ‘Āe,’ he said. ‘Six of us men—all young.’


    Again I felt the sliding weight of his eyes. I had so many questions—I was excited—but I kept my tone even. ‘Interesting,’ I said. ‘You made it back, I take it?’


    He had a way of letting silence seep in, and he exercised it now. He eased back on his pillow and sighed.


    ‘Are you tired?’ I said.


    ‘I’ll sleep now,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you another time.’


    ‘Absolutely,’ I said, leaning back. ‘That’s fine.’


    He closed his eyes. I gathered my bags and sneaked another glimpse at him and yearned again, now his eyes were closed, to photograph him. I didn’t risk it, though. Instead, I looked out the window at the view he’d indicated, and fired with the picture he must have made out there, bright-haired and white in the clothes of his in-laws, prowling that Wellington ridgeline.


    


    Mary had stopped going to the gym, and it scared me. She hadn’t missed it for such a long stretch since her parents’ accident. Every morning her gear confronted me in the bathroom, the zippered bag drifted with lint from our accumulated towels. It did nothing for her tension—our collective tension. At night she lay in a taut shape, facing away from me, not sleeping. She didn’t turn when I came in from the shed or from town.


    ‘How are you, honey? Did you go out today?’


    ‘Yes, David. I went out today.’


    Every night the list of things I could say on greeting Mary without exasperating her shrank a little more. I became practiced at coming in quietly, easing into my side of the bed and shielding my light to read as she lay the other way, finally sighing up out of bed to sit in the kitchen or walk down by the sea. She no longer told me what jobs she’d applied for; in fact the ‘j’ word no longer passed between us at all.


    As for my own new project on Smith, she showed no enthusiasm for him, beyond a vague but unspoken irritation at my trips down to see him, as if she knew I didn’t really need to go but enjoyed the chance to leave home, and knew that she couldn’t mention it, not now anyway. Soon Smith was just another subject to estrange us, another thing we couldn’t mention as we passed each other in the hallway or the kitchen, our eyes looking away and our faces closed.


    


    And so Smith started with his stories.


    ‘We were shifting tons of flax by this time. We had dozens of people working the plantations, and we were getting forty pound a ton for it at point of sale. So it was a real operation. You should have seen the stores.’ He shook his head as if still amazed. ‘I don’t say this to boast, but the price was twenty quid when I first started with them, and I got it up to forty pounds. That was my job, you see. That’s how I got on with my wife’s people. I could barter in English with the ships’ captains, and I could bump up those prices.’


    ‘Go on,’ I said. I was on a hospital chair by his bed, leaning forward to catch it all, wishing I could record him surreptitiously.


    ‘But we had our rivals. Everyone wanted a piece of the trade. One time I’d made a deal at Scotch Jock’s with a trader who was in from Sydney, and it was getting on for dusk when I left there. Scotch Jock’s was a sort of pub, you see. Bloody rough, mind you. It was just a hut up the coast there.’


    ‘I’ve read about Scotch Jock’s. So you went there?’


    ‘Āe, and as I walked down from Scotch Jock’s I got jumped by these four. It was a jack-up, of course. The idea was to kidnap me and force me to trade for them, but luckily I had my flax knife hidden under my armpit, here.’


    I leaned to see where he pointed, and he nodded, pleased at my attention.


    ‘Āe, I always wore a leather belt there, to secure an extra weapon. You could hide it under your blanket and no one would know. I wore it everywhere, and my wāhine used to complain—why did I have to wear this knife everywhere, even in our own whare. Well, I was glad of it now these boys were on me. I’d stabbed the nearest one before he’d even grabbed me properly. I got him here.’


    Again I leaned to check the point of entry.


    ‘Then I twisted fast on the second and stabbed him in the eye. That slowed him down, but of course the blade got stuck in his eye-socket, so I couldn’t pull it out to have another go. So I had to kick the third one on the side of the knee about four times until I broke it for him. This was in bare feet, mind you.’


    ‘Where was the fourth man?’ I said. ‘What was he doing?’


    ‘Oh, he was just a kid and he was looking scared. By the time I got to him he’d pissed himself—a big puddle on the mud underneath him—and all I had to do was screw his ear and push him into the toe-toe.’ Now some hospital staff clattered past with a trolley of meals, and he paused to peer out at what his dinner might be. ‘Yes, it was a good scrap, that one, but I broke my toe on that third man. It’s been bent right back over on itself, ever since, just like a horseshoe.’


    ‘Which one?’ I said.


    ‘The third man. The one whose knee I broke.’


    ‘No, which toe? On which foot?’


    ‘That one,’ he said, and I laughed. He’d pointed at the leg that was encased in plaster and shackled high, the bent-back horseshoe toe safely hidden from view.


    It became obvious that a fair amount of what he told me was lies. He’d never had a quiet day, apparently. He’d never fixed a mate’s roof or worked in a garden. It was all fighting and plotting and screwing ships’ captains in trade, and Smith always to the forefront in everything.


    It was my own fault, though. One night I’d left some of my cruder books on Pākehā-Māori in the hospital, next to his bedside pile of TV Guides, and though he couldn’t read them, he seemed to have picked up something from the older and more basic stories, as from that point his yarns became more bloody and exaggerated, giving me what he must have decided I expected to hear.


    It was still fascinating—I still loved to guess at the real story behind these tales, still yearned to take his photo, had even started to outline an article I would write in my shed and submit to someone—but eventually it got frustrating. It hurt me more than I liked to admit, Smith’s lying. I’d saved him from the motorway, and every day now I was making life better for him—talking to his nurses, bringing food, paying for the slot-card that fed his television. It hurt me that, after all my help, he never shared any of the real information that proper friends share. Instead he just watched me with those canny eyes and fed me these stories.


    Then during one visit he set about explaining a scar on his shoulder, a pucker of thickened skin in the shape of a butterfly. ‘It was a real stoush, that one,’ he said, fingering the scar. ‘Phew.’


    ‘What about?’ I said.


    ‘Oh, it was a disagreement,’ he said. ‘A long story.’


    ‘With who?’ I said. ‘Where?’


    He glanced at me, then out the window. ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘down the coast there.’


    ‘Where, exactly?’


    ‘Round where I live now. Down there.’


    ‘Where’s that?’ I said. ‘You haven’t told me.’


    He smiled faintly and eased his head on the pillow. Keep this up, his smile seemed to say. I’m better at it than you. ‘Anyhow we snuck up in the night, and got right inside their pā. Then we ambushed them before dawn. We hit them while they were just waking up.’


    I smiled and sat back. ‘Uh-huh.’


    ‘Actually they were heading for water—for the creek that was just there.’


    ‘Right,’ I said.


    ‘Āe, and there were five of them, and half a dozen of us. Big men—they were all big, Miller. Their best fighters, eh.’


    ‘What were they doing fetching water?’ I said. ‘Surely that wasn’t their job. You said there were slaves. I thought the slaves would fetch water.’


    ‘Well, these were toa,’ he said. ‘These weren’t slaves.’


    ‘That’s interesting.’


    ‘Well, I didn’t stop to ask questions about who was supposed to fetch water,’ he said. ‘There was no time for talking. We had a job to do, and it wasn’t to hariru, Miller. This was real.’


    ‘I’ll bet,’ I said.


    ‘I wasn’t the first one into the fighting, but I did my share.’


    ‘What did you use?’ I said.


    ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘I suppose I used the mere. I had a whole lot of weapons to choose from, by then. I’d earned them.’


    ‘Through fighting?’


    ‘Of course.’


    I smiled. I’d never seen this mere. I’d seen his knives and his musket. Perhaps he’d seen a mere once, maybe even been allowed to handle one. But even as I grinned he kept rattling on about the spectacular violence of the fight he’d survived and the improbable odds he’d overcome.


    Meanwhile I bent to my bag and thumbed through a file of notes I’d made. Then I interrupted him. ‘You know, I read something about the first Pākehā who came here. I thought it might interest you. It said some Pākehā-Māori who recorded their stories, particularly those who returned to London or resettled in Pākehā towns, lied about their experiences.’


    Not looking at him, I began reading from my notes as if quoting someone. ‘They exaggerated the violence of tribal life and their own part in conflict for the sake of their audiences, back in Britain. The clerks and coffeehouse-dwellers of London wanted swashbuckling tales of a perilous frontier, so that’s what some of these returned Pākehā-Māori gave them.’


    I glanced at Smith. He wasn’t looking at me. He’d pulled his bed-sheets close, resumed something of his old haughty mien.


    ‘Complicating things, some lied to protect their real stories from becoming known,’ I said, reading on. ‘Some of these were deserters, escaped convicts, and renegade sailors—in some cases, they’d jumped ship or run from the cruelest exploitation, and were lucky to be sheltered by Māori people. On their return some lied to protect their identities. They took new names and hid behind fantastical stories because they were scared of being imprisoned again, or because their fantasies of adventure were more entertaining for their audiences.’


    Smith was not listening, or pretending not to.


    I continued ‘quoting’ the handwritten lines I’d made up myself by mangling several extracts of books with my own guesswork about Smith’s vulnerability. By the time I’d finished he was staring stony-faced out the door. For my part I sat there feeling neither triumphant nor dirty, but something in between.


    Smith reached to his bedside cabinet and I flinched, half-standing in fear, but he was just retrieving the remote control. My reaction amused him though, and he smiled as he thumbed on the TV.


    I sat waiting for a full ten minutes while he watched a Shortland Street rerun. Then another programme came on and I realised that he wouldn’t talk to me again, that day. I left then, taking my books and my bag with me.


    


    It went downhill after that. I visited Smith twice more, and each time he ignored me for the whole half-hour of my visit, staring up at the television as if I wasn’t even there, so I stopped bringing him food and newspapers, and finally stopped visiting. He had no one else and it felt unfair, but I couldn’t keep that up. It was degrading.


    Then one night I decided to try one more time, made desperate after playing touch with my old Ministry team. It was humiliating to be the one disestablished guy in the side. I’d never been one of the playmakers or even very reliable, yet now everyone passed me the ball more frequently than usual, out of pity, and I dropped it with a correspondingly higher frequency.


    When I arrived I found Smith had been shifted to a window bay, his bed angled towards it and tilted right up. He was gazing out at the dusk. I said hello and was ignored and plonked myself in a chair, wondering what I was doing there. It was obvious Smith wouldn’t talk to me. It seemed unlikely he’d ever talk to me again. The visit would only make me late home, and when I got back Mary would be in bed, but not sleeping. I’d come in quietly and pitch my voice at a non-intrusive hello, and she wouldn’t even turn over to see me. She’d wait silently for me to extinguish my light, then go on lying in the same position.


    A long period of silence ensued, Smith staring into the darkening hills of Newtown. Then he turned and said, ‘How many guards are there?’


    At first I was so surprised that I didn’t reply. It had been so long since he’d spoken to me, plus he’d gained weight and recovered that cold stare.


    ‘In this hospital?’ I said. ‘I don’t know. Heaps—hundreds, maybe.’


    ‘Liar,’ he said. ‘How many?’


    I looked out the window and shook my head. It was just like before, Smith using me to get chocolates and morphine.


    ‘I don’t know, Smith,’ I said. ‘I don’t really care.’


    ‘There’s only one guard in this ward,’ he said. ‘There’s only been one this whole day.’


    ‘I wouldn’t try anything, Smith,’ I said. ‘You’ll get arrested if you assault someone. They’ll put you in jail.’


    ‘You’d like that, wouldn’t you,’ he said.


    ‘Pardon me?’


    For answer he turned back to the window. Then he said, as if reflecting on the weather out there, ‘I might slit your throat tomorrow.’


    I gaped, tried to swallow, said nothing.


    ‘I’d quite like to slit your throat,’ he said. ‘I think you’d squeal. Just like a wee piggy, fresh from the barn.’


    I glanced at the door. I was very aware of my sitting position, of how quickly I could get out.


    The bed-metal clinked as he turned to face me better. ‘Why don’t you go home, Miller?’


    I recrossed my legs, smoothed my palms. ‘I will. I’m aiming at the nine o’clock train.’


    ‘No, why don’t you go home permanently? Why do you keep coming here?’


    ‘I don’t know, Smith,’ I said. ‘Why don’t you tell me? You seem to be very talkative today.’


    He smiled. ‘Answer my question, Miller.’


    It was hard to look at him. ‘I suppose I feel I’m obliged. I promised, remember? You made me promise, when I scraped you off the road.’


    ‘Ah yes,’ he said, amused. ‘And?’


    ‘And you don’t seem to have any other visitors, besides me. I’m doing you a favour.’


    ‘But you come here all the time,’ he said. ‘Don’t you have work to go to?’


    ‘I’m disestablished,’ I said. ‘They got rid of my job.’


    He grinned. ‘So you lied about working for the Government.’


    ‘I did not,’ I said. ‘I worked for the Ministry for twelve years. I lost my job two months ago. I still consider myself a civil servant, Smith.’


    ‘So you did lie,’ he said. ‘Besides, that doesn’t explain why you keep coming here.’


    ‘I don’t keep coming here. I visit you.’


    ‘You love it,’ he said. ‘And I know why. You’re planning an exhibition. You plan to put me up for display.’


    ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I said. ‘That’s so paranoid.’


    ‘Look at the Pākehā-Māori,’ he said. ‘Look at his weapons. That savage. How could he. I bet he took a native wife, and everything. How could he.’


    ‘You’re an idiot, Smith,’ I said. ‘No one’s like that anymore.’


    ‘Say what you like,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen your books, your little mind working. I’ve seen your plan.’


    I laughed and looked elsewhere.


    Again he shifted on the bed to face me better. It was a slow and menacing lumber of limbs and the bed-frame. He waited until I could face him. ‘Well?’


    ‘Maybe I’ve developed an interest in you,’ I said. ‘In your story. But only because I like adventure stories—I always have. That’s not a crime.’


    He smiled and bunched his hair back as if this just confirmed everything.


    ‘Besides,’ I said, ‘I’m entitled to. I saved your life, remember.’


    ‘Pah!’ he said. ‘I never asked you to save me—to drag me here.’


    ‘You would have died without me,’ I said. ‘You would have died in quarter of an hour.’


    ‘Ha!’ he said. ‘What a joke.’


    ‘Okay, so what was your plan?’ I said. ‘Where were you off to that day, on your one leg, fainting every metre or two? Eh? Your kneecap swinging everywhere.’


    Smith leaned out at me and pointed. ‘If you don’t leave me alone, I swear, I will kill you. I will slit your throat in your bed—you and your girl. I’ve done it before, and I’ll do it to you.’


    Cold grabbed at my groin and began spreading.


    ‘I will gut you like an eel,’ he said. ‘I’ll feed you to the gulls.’


    ‘That’s very interesting, Smith, but what will you do then? Where will you go, out there?’ I jabbed my thumb at the outdoors, my voice quavery with fear. ‘Will you drive home, or will you fly? Maybe you’ll take a wheelchair? Do you know what century it is, out there? Do you know what a motorway is? A computer?’


    ‘You little fucker,’ he said.


    ‘Oh, good plan,’ I said. ‘Do you even know where that is, by the way—your home? Is it still there?’


    ‘Shut your trap,’ he said. ‘I’m not telling you, that’s for sure.’


    ‘Because you don’t know,’ I said. ‘You don’t even know whether your home’s still there. You wouldn’t survive ten minutes out there, so don’t go playing the big man with me, Smith, you snake.’


    ‘Pah!’


    ‘Who’s your wife, Smith? Do you have one? Have you still got one?’


    To this he ground his teeth and rolled away, really mad. In the first few days I’d asked him that question many times, though never so bluntly, and now I saw his nearest fist clench and unclench against the sheets, showing white round the knuckles.


    ‘I’m your only friend, Smith,’ I said. ‘I’m the only guy who helped you. And I haven’t told anyone about you, since then. I’ve kept my promise, even though you called me a liar. And thank you for that, by the way. Thank you for rubbing salt in that particular wound. I was good at it, Smith, my job. I got health information out to people, not all the time, but that was the basic idea. Not that you’d know anything about that—about public service. I know you’re a low-life. I know you stole from old ladies, back in Britain.’


    ‘I did not.’


    ‘You did so. You were a thief and a cut-throat and a sneak. It’s so obvious. You probably knifed someone to run from your ship or camp or wherever you were when you deserted. You should be in jail. You were just lucky someone was kind to you when you washed up at Kāpiti. Which would be fine, if you didn’t lie about everything, didn’t pretend you were some big fighter all the time.’


    ‘What would you know about it?’ he said. ‘You’re a judgemental little coward.’


    ‘And you were lucky I found you, on the motorway. And before you ask, I don’t even want to know how you got there. I don’t care anymore.’


    He laughed. ‘As if I believe that.’


    I glared. ‘Do you want to know something, Smith?’


    ‘Oh yes, I would,’ he said. ‘I’m enjoying this. I’d love to know.’


    ‘Maybe I was interested in your story—maybe I am. But that’s not really the reason why I come here. I look out for you because I saved you. I’ve never done that before. And I think I did all right. I didn’t run away. I pulled finger when no one else would. I rescued you, Smith, and I’m bloody proud of it, too.’


    Smith rolled his eyes.


    ‘Maybe I have been coming here for something, Smith,’ I said. ‘Maybe I’ve been waiting for you to say thank you. Do you know those words?’


    He laughed. ‘There’s no way I’m thanking you.’


    ‘Oh, I know that,’ I said. ‘I know what you’re like now. But maybe I thought you would see past your own bullshit to see me. I’ve got no money coming in, Smith, and a bloody big mortgage. And my girlfriend’s having a breakdown because she can’t work, and she won’t even talk to me.’


    Now he sighed up at the ceiling, pretending to be very bored.


    ‘But if you’re not interested, then screw you, Smith. You can just be some one-legged mess in a wheelchair for all I care. Go find your own way home. Go get your own car. If you’re not too afraid of everything out there, that is.’


    I was standing now, and I looked at the floor, amazed at how angry I was, at the blood throbbing in my face and my arms. ‘I wasn’t very good at my job, Smith—not like Mary. I was just okay, nothing more. But I didn’t deserve to get the chop, for Christ’s sake.’


    ‘Why are you telling me this?’


    ‘I don’t know. Because you annoy me.’


    He shook his head, but he was facing away, and I knew I was getting through to him.


    ‘I really put myself out for you, Smith,’ I said. ‘And now you can’t even tell me what your wife’s name is, so that I can ring her and get her to collect you. You’re too scared to let me go, that’s your problem. You’re too scared that you won’t survive on your own without me.’


    He was hunched away and I thought that maybe he really was afraid as well as mad, and now even that fed my anger. Somehow Smith had a unique ability to concentrate all my inchoate rage about everything. ‘Find your own way back, Smith,’ I said. ‘Just go home on your broken knee. Walk all the way, and see if I care.’


    I turned to collect my wallet and keys from the windowsill, and though I didn’t need to shift the chair I kicked it to the side anyway, just for the noise.


    Smith made a sound, and when I whirled to face him I overbalanced, the blood rushing in my face. I was that overheated.


    ‘Hine,’ he said. ‘Her name is Hine.’


    ‘What?’ I said. ‘Whose?’


    ‘My wife,’ he said, his voice muffled against the bedding. ‘You can call her Hine.’


    I stood waiting for more. I tried to breathe slowly. ‘That’s not her real name, is it.’


    ‘You can call her that,’ he said. ‘She’s real. I have got one.’


    ‘How can I contact her? I don’t suppose she’s got a phone.’


    ‘You’d never find her,’ he said. ‘It’s impossible.’


    I breathed deep again. I saw an end to it all. With this information I could be rid of him. ‘I won’t hurt her, Smith. I won’t tell anyone. Just tell me how to find her. It’s only fair to her, and to me.’


    Smith shook his head again. He was curled as best he could towards the window. ‘You’d never find it,’ he said. ‘And I don’t want you to meet her. You’re too hungry.’


    ‘What does that mean? I can help you.’


    ‘You want to know everything. You’re so greedy. You’d eat her up too.’


    ‘That’s not true.’


    ‘You’d better leave us alone,’ he said. ‘Leave me alone now.’


    ‘I will,’ I said.


    ‘I mean it,’ he said. ‘Don’t come back here.’


    ‘I’m going,’ I said.


    ‘Don’t come back,’ he said. ‘Actually, I need a nurse. Send a nurse up, on your way down. Then leave me alone.’


    


    It was two mornings after that. I was standing in the kitchen. I’d been out to the shed and fired up my job search and clicked on three remotely feasible job ideas, then closed my computer and come back inside, unable to deal.


    I heard the door. It was Mary, coming back from the shop. She had the newspaper in her arms and some milk. Seeing me, she stood just inside the door.


    ‘What are you doing?’ she said.


    ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Hi.’


    ‘Right.’


    I was looking out the window at our barbecue table. My dad had built it a few summers before, when he’d come to stay. Mary moved to the fridge and I glanced at her shoulders as she bent to put the milk away and wondered how I could love her this much and piss her off this badly. How could this be my reward? Then she straightened and I resumed my stare out the window.


    She smoothed her clothes down. ‘Are you doing anything today?’


    I shrugged. ‘What’s to do?’


    She stared. Don’t be like this, I told myself. Be better.


    ‘What about your friend?’ she said. ‘Are you going to see him?’


    I shook my head. ‘He told me to leave him alone. He said he hates me.’


    ‘You were kind of researching him,’ she said.


    ‘What does that mean?’ I said.


    ‘You know,’ she said. ‘Your history-researcher thing. You were doing the interview.’


    ‘Sorry, you don’t know my ‘history-researcher thing’, Mary,’ I said. ‘You didn’t even know me at uni.’


    ‘You know what I mean,’ she said. ‘You know the interview.’


    I snorted. ‘And what’s wrong with that? What’s wrong with being interested?’


    She arranged the paper on the table. ‘I’m just saying.’


    ‘I was helping him,’ I said. ‘I took an interest, if that’s what you mean.’


    ‘You could call it that.’


    I shook my head, bitterly this time. ‘No one else helped him, that day. No one. They all just drove past. I was the one who stopped and got the ambulance. I got his blood on me, for God’s sake. I’m the only one who helped him, and now when I go to visit him—the only person who visits him—all I get is criticism, from you and from him.’


    Mary sighed and I glared out at the view of our barbecue table and the sky, hating it, hating our neighbour’s chimney as well.


    ‘Maybe you were smothering him a bit,’ she said. ‘You can do that, sometimes. You have that tendency.’


    ‘Great,’ I said. ‘Thank you for that insight, Mary. Next time, I’ll just leave someone to bleed to death, just in case I smother them once they’re recuperating.’


    Mary smoothed her clothes and exhaled again. ‘Pardon me for saying this David, and I’m saying it for both our sakes, but he’s kind of your only friend at the moment. It might pay to look after him.’


    ‘What am I supposed to do?’ I said. ‘He told me to leave him alone. He told me to never come back. That sounds pretty clear to me.’


    ‘Can someone else talk to him? Maybe I could?’


    ‘He’s got a wife,’ I said. ‘Apparently. Not that he trusted me with that information.’


    She shook her head quietly, as if I wasn’t trying, and I couldn’t look at her, holding it all in. Then she made to go down the hall and I whirled on her.


    ‘And how about you, Mary?’ I said. ‘Where have you gone, lately?’


    ‘Pardon? Whoa, David. Calm down.’


    ‘No, you’re telling me not to abandon people. Hello? Haven’t you abandoned me?’


    She stared, then gave an incredulous laugh, her hands up before her. ‘That’s a leap, David. You need to calm down.’


    ‘You’re not the only one who’s disestablished, okay?’ I said. ‘You’re not the only one who can’t find a job.’


    ‘I never said that,’ she said. ‘I never said it’s not hard for you.’


    ‘Oh, so that’s why you never talk to me. That’s why you look at me every morning—every single morning—like “Oh Christ, I woke up next to that guy again. That guy who isn’t trying, who never helps me.” That explains it, I suppose.’


    Her voice went quiet. ‘I’m not dealing with this very well. I know that. I don’t cope well when I’m not working.’


    ‘Neither do I, okay? That’s what I’m saying. I’m—’ I shook my head. My face was hot with all the things I wanted to say.


    ‘I know,’ she said.


    ‘No, you don’t,’ I said. ‘You don’t. Work is not just important for you. It doesn’t start to matter only once you’ve got an MBA. You don’t know everything. You don’t.’


    She said nothing. Her head was down and I knew I was about to go too far, and I didn’t care.


    ‘It’s all about you, isn’t it, Mary. Your precious career. You’ve been selfish about this whole thing, right from the start—right from the start of us. Grade A selfish, that’s you.’


    She didn’t look at me. She waited with her face averted until she was sure that I had finished, then reached to the table and rearranged the newspaper and the heap of gutted envelopes that lived there. Then she went back out the door to her car and drove away.


    


    


    That afternoon I went down to the beach and threw sticks for the imaginary dog we’d never got around to buying. It always got rid of some venom, to hurl driftwood and watch him lumber after it into the waves. I’d missed him a lot lately, that nonexistent dog, happy and old, his warm head pushing against my hand. I threw him a dozen more sticks, then gave it up, turning to walk into the light southerly.


    It was my favourite walk and it did me some good, because the wind was cool against my still-hot skin, but it was hard not to think about Mary. It was hard not to rehash that argument. It was difficult not to picture myself entering my forties without her, living in a separate house somewhere in Paraparaumu with my small car parked outside, still without a job.


    A long boomerang of driftwood was anchored in the sand ahead of me and I sent it overarm towards the waves and watched the dog bound after it, and thought about heading back for the car, then decided to walk on. The coast cliffs above Paekākāriki looked steep and good and I pushed on towards them.


    Again I wished I had my dad’s fencing ability, or some semi-trade skill like builder’s labouring to fall back on. He was a scientist now, but Dad had fenced his way all through university and overseas, and he could still flick up a fence for any of his neighbours any time. He’d even done a voluntary stint in Australia after the fires. I’d got my degree but never mastered anything else. I could do my job on the computers at work, and I could mow our lawns provided the mower started, and I could cycle to the railway station. That was about the extent of my skills.


    I turned and headed back, trying to avoid looking across the water to Kāpiti. I found it strangely intimidating, that heavy collection of triangles angling into the sea. I had an irrational fear of its gravity, the way it drew your eye. I’d loved the stories about it, though. When I first arrived I’d read heaps of them.


    I was nearly back at the carpark. I was back to missing Mary. I kicked a stray plastic bottle into the dune plants and missed her. I missed our imaginary dog.


    


    I got the call to collect Smith from hospital on a Friday. Apparently mine was the only phone number the hospital had. He was in a different room, but he’d still managed to find a TV and turn it to a tremendous volume. His expression didn’t change when I arrived. I stood for some moments at the foot of his bed, waving my hands to demand his attention.


    ‘I thought you weren’t coming back,’ he said, at last.


    ‘I wasn’t,’ I said. ‘I’m here because of Mary. Besides, you’re leaving, aren’t you?’


    Smith continued to watch the television, the noise obliterating everything.


    ‘So,’ I said. ‘Are we going? Where’s your gear?’


    ‘Wait,’ he said.


    I sat down and tried to be patient. I could be rid of him by the end of the day, put the whole episode behind me. An old Home Improvement was on. Everybody had their shirts tucked in; they all looked well-fed and happy.


    ‘Smith?’ I said. ‘Are we going?’


    He smoothed his hair. ‘How is she?’


    ‘What?’ I said. ‘Who?’


    ‘Mary,’ he said. ‘How is she?’


    ‘Mary?’


    ‘Āe. Your wāhine.’


    I laughed. ‘You’ve never asked about her before. Don’t pretend you care about Mary.’


    ‘It wasn’t my place,’ he said.


    I laughed again. ‘Right.’


    He glared. ‘I was trying not to be rude, Miller. It’s rude to ask questions like you do.’


    ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Are we going? I’d like to go soon, if that’s okay.’


    ‘Wait a minute,’ he said.


    I smoothed my hands on my thighs and tried to keep calm.


    ‘So how is she?’ he said.


    ‘She’s not very well,’ I said. ‘She hasn’t been well for a while. I told you.’


    Mitre 10 was advertising a special on water-blasters. Apparently Smith found it absorbing—but then the Briscoes lady came on, and he gave her equal attention.


    ‘You see,’ I said, ‘you don’t care at all. Don’t play games with me, please, Smith, especially not about Mary. I’m not in the mood.’


    ‘Of course I heard you,’ he said. ‘I was waiting for you to go on.’


    I laughed. ‘You’re unbelievable.’


    ‘So go on, if you want to,’ he said. ‘Tell me about Mary.’


    ‘Can we go after that?’


    ‘Sure.’


    I smoothed my thighs again. ‘Like I told you, she’s lost her job,’ I said. ‘She can’t get another one, and she’s taking it very hard. It matters to her. She’s not very good, right now.’


    ‘What’s her trade?’ said Smith.


    ‘She’s a project manager. She works in government, mostly. She’s very good at it. She’s got an MBA. It means a lot to her. That’s why it’s so hard for her, now that she can’t get another job.’


    ‘Plus it’s less money for both of you,’ said Smith.


    I looked at him, surprised. ‘Yes. It’s less money coming in. We’ve got a mortgage, too.’


    Smith was still looking at the television. ‘She really can’t get a job,’ he said.


    ‘She’s tried everything,’ I said. ‘It’s very tough out there, Smith. No one is recruiting. Everybody has to reapply for their own jobs. That doesn’t sound too tough, not compared to real unemployment, real poverty, but it’s hard on people. It’s hard on Mary. It hasn’t been good for our relationship. Not at all.’


    Smith smoothed his hair back and tried to bunch it. It was frizzy these days and seemed to be bothering him, and I wondered whether he usually wore it in a ponytail. I tried to remember what had been customary—what I’d read was customary—but gave up. It wasn’t clear what rules applied to him anyway.


    ‘And you can’t get a job, either,’ he said.


    ‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘I’ve tried. There’s really nothing in my field.’


    ‘But it’s killing your marriage,’ he said.


    ‘It’s destroying it,’ I said, then stopped, remembering who I was talking to, how he might use anything against me.


    ‘Go on,’ he said. Again he said this without looking at me, as if, when he did, the spell would be broken.


    ‘Let’s go,’ I said. ‘Come on, Smith, we’re going.’ I didn’t stand up, though.


    ‘So she is down,’ he said.


    ‘Very down. She’s in a bad way.’


    ‘So you have to get one,’ said Smith. ‘You have to get a job. You have to do it.’


    I snorted. ‘So I can be the breadwinner, I suppose. I’m the man, after all.’


    ‘No, Miller,’ he said. ‘You idiot.’


    ‘Excuse me?’


    He heaved up in his bed but I didn’t flinch, this time. Something of his old threat had gone. There was a note of negotiation behind these questions. He’d realised again that he needed me.


    ‘You have to do it,’ he said. ‘You have to be the one.’


    ‘Why me?’ I said. ‘Why should I have to get a job—from God knows where, by the way—when it’s just as hard for me? It doesn’t just have to be the man, anymore, Smith. That’s all changed.’


    ‘It’s got nothing to do with being the man. Your wife’s in trouble. You need money, and you’ve haven’t got any money, so get money. Stop complaining all the time, and do something.’


    ‘She’s not my wife,’ I said. ‘And it’s not my responsibility—not just mine. Mary gets paid more than me.’


    ‘Who cares?’ he said. ‘And don’t do it because it’s your responsibility. Do it to make life nicer for your wāhine, man. For Christ’s sake. How old are you, Miller? Do I have to tell you these things?’


    I looked away from him. ‘It’s not that easy. Jobs are kind of specialised, these days, Smith. I’m kind of in a niche, you know.’


    ‘Then you’re not trying hard enough,’ he said. ‘I bet there is something you could do, if you tried. You have to adapt, Miller. You have to think more.’ He laughed and shook his head sadly. ‘You might have had a fancy job in the government once, Miller, but you’re really still a baby.’


    I stood up. ‘I think I might go.’


    Smith held his hands up, as if he had something to negotiate. In fact he had nothing to negotiate. Even so, he was smiling. ‘You can call me a rough-guts, Miller, if you want, and probably I am. I did some very bad things when I was young, back in Britain, and I know you’re just itching to know about them. But I did my time for them—I did a bit of time for them—and I’ll never tell anyone about them now.’ He eyed me. ‘Never—not anyone.’


    It was that old canny look, but I rolled my eyes, and he saw he couldn’t use that on me anymore.


    ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘that’s not my point. The point is I’ve changed, and I know how to live quietly now. I’ve lived quietly with—with Hine for years now, ever since I arrived. And I’m good to her, Miller. That’s one thing I know. At least I look after her, and she looks after me. At least I’ve got the basic things down.’


    ‘So what about all those stories you told me? All that fighting?’


    He waved this away. ‘You enjoyed them, didn’t you? You wanted to hear them.’


    I laughed weakly and looked down. Then I brought out my car keys and rattled them, not very subtly, then realised he wouldn’t know what that signified.


    ‘You said Mary is Te Āti Awa, didn’t you,’ he said. ‘I knew some Te Āti Awa. I traded with them.’


    ‘I said that’s part of her background,’ I said. ‘There’s German as well, even some Shetland. It’s all jumbled, just like mine.’


    ‘Except yours is Pākehā.’


    ‘That’s right,’ I said.


    His reply was a long and rapid sentence in te reo that I couldn’t understand.


    ‘You know I can’t understand that,’ I said.


    ‘You said you learnt Māori.’


    I sighed. ‘I said that I’m learning, Smith. Don’t pretend. Lots of people are learning—I wasn’t boasting about that. And it’s only part-time, anyway. I told you that.’


    ‘So you’ve been learning a bit after work,’ he said.


    ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘For a year and a bit, on and off.’


    ‘So you’ve learnt enough to know that you don’t know anything. All you’ve learnt is how ignorant you are.’


    ‘What is this, Smith?’ I said.


    ‘Just answer my question.’


    ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Of course I barely know anything. Who cares? I’ve never claimed anything different. I never said I was fluent, Smith. Christ, I never will be. That’s not the point of learning. Will that be all, Smith?’ I said. ‘Can I go home now?’


    The bed-frame creaked as he eased his legs off it. Gingerly he put his feet on the floor, his hair falling round his face. ‘I’ll tell you what,’ he said. ‘I’ll show you my whare. I’ll let you meet my wife—I’ll let you meet Hine. But after that you have to promise not to try to find us again. You have to leave us alone. No more questions, no coming back for more. We’ll say goodbye, and then we’ll be finished, you and me.’


    ‘Whatever,’ I said. ‘You’re the boss, apparently.’


    ‘You have to promise,’ he said.


    I laughed. ‘I really don’t care where you live, Smith. Not anymore. I want to go home. Can I go home now?’


    ‘So you’ll take me?’


    ‘Yes, Smith. I said yes, didn’t I?’


    ‘Promise,’ he said.


    ‘Oh, for God’s sake! I just said I would take you. I don’t have to promise every five minutes, okay?’


    He smiled. ‘Good, then. That’s settled.’


    


    There was barely room in the passenger’s side of my car for Smith and his braced leg, his crutches, the carrier bag of tape and replacement bandages. His weapons had been returned to him, still bundled in the big brown bag, and he held them all against his chest as we travelled, the musket-barrel angling across the ceiling. Traffic was busy in the city, but freed up once we hit the motorway, and Smith seemed comfortable enough, silently taking in the landscape of cars and satellite towns that whizzed by his window. Nothing seemed to surprise him now.


    It was getting on for dusk, and we’d already hit Paekākāriki before he gave me any indication of directions, which he did with characteristic helpfulness, jabbing his thumb at the last minute towards a side-road that led into the swampland off the motorway, so I had to brake suddenly and turn. There was a gravel surface and it shushed and spat as we went through a low scrub of mānuka and harakeke, terminating at a carpark with signage for walkers and stiles leading to mown paths.


    As soon as we stopped, Smith fought his door open and lurched towards a stile with his bag of weapons, his bad leg dragging. Locking the car, I followed with his crutches in my arms and the bandages hanging from my fingers, along with two bags of Four Square food that I’d thought he might be able to use, or might function as some sort of koha from me. Naturally Smith had given me no idea of what to expect at his home, or what was expected of me.


    ‘Smith,’ I said. ‘Wait.’


    Without looking back he lifted a hand to indicate he’d heard me, but didn’t stop, lurching on with surprising speed.


    The track was dewy, sheltered on either side by high harakeke and toe-toe. A stream oozed on the right; far away, the motorway whizzed with cars. Every now and then bridges and gates led off into farmland, each gate hung with a sign forbidding entry, cows ambling behind them. It was just beyond one of these bridges that Smith pushed off the track and down into the harakeke. Angling my load of crutches and bags, I surged after him, the flax blading loudly against my ears. Through the other side there was a low bank, then the stream, which Smith sploshed directly into, mud and creek-algae smearing up the white of his bandages. Close to where he’d crossed, a thick log was laid across the stream. This, it seemed, was the usual crossing. Smith had not trusted his injured leg to the log.


    Removing my jandals, I crossed the bridge, my load balanced in my arms. Smith was out the other side now, and he didn’t wait for me, plunging into yet more harakeke, the green closing around him. This time my bags tore as I pushed through, biscuits and bread spilling out crudely.


    There seemed no end to the harakeke. Pushing blindly on I surged through it, fighting the restraining seed stalks, then tripped at last into a small clearing beneath a bank. Here a cooking fire burned, Smith standing before it. He was facing a woman who was dressed in a man’s shirt over a blanket similar to his own. Their faces were very close, and it seemed they’d just been kissing or whispering something. At my loud arrival they stepped back from each other. Smith pointed at the grass behind me—a bunch of bananas had fallen from my Four Square bags and glowed up from the grass.


    ‘Thank you,’ I said, retrieving them. The load in my arms was an embarrassment now, the food either torn and strewn in the flax or squashed under my arms.


    Without speaking Smith left the woman and stooped into a whare that jutted from the bank, a makeshift A-frame roofed with raupō and two sheets of rusted tin held up by mānuka poles lashed together in threes. Further along the bank and around the clearing I could see no other buildings. Smith was all alone here with the woman tending the fire and its collection of beaten and dark pots. I assumed she was Hine.


    Smith’s voice came indistinctly from inside the whare.


    ‘Pardon?’ I said.


    ‘Come in here,’ he said.


    I came adjacent to the door, not peering in yet, looking instead for evidence that Smith had removed his shoes and left them outside. There was none, but I shucked off my jandals anyway and stooped under the door. With my burden of crutches and bags, my entry was complicated.


    It was rather dark inside, light coming from stubs of candle on a legless table made of driftwood planks on the floor. Smith sat at the far end on a bed of mats against the wall. He indicated the fire outside, the woman working there. ‘Stay for a kai,’ he said.


    Still standing with my load in my arms, I said thank you, and with my eyes tried to suggest he might introduce me to his partner before I sat down. Seeing this, he ignored me, instead laying each of his weapons out on the mat beside him, then lifted each in turn to hold it up to the light, checking for signs of damage or contamination.


    He’d begun to oil his musket when the woman came inside. She looked me full in the face this time and smiled. She did not seem at all perturbed that I was there. I dumped the crutches and bags and straightened to greet her properly. She was clearly older than Smith. Black and grey hairs snaked up from her forehead and back from her ears.


    ‘I’m David,’ I said, and blushed at my English. I’d practised my te reo greetings many times, but couldn’t trust them now.


    ‘Tēnā koe, David,’ she said. The rest of her reply was too fast for me, but I did hear her give her name as Hine, and she smiled in Smith’s direction as she did so.


    I glanced sharply at him. He had paused to watch our exchange, but his face betrayed nothing. He bent over the musket again, oiling its barrel.


    Hine smiled again, but inclusively this time, and she took my hand and leaned in. Following her lead I shaped to hongi, then kissed her cheek instead. An aroma of perfume rose from her shirt, underlaid with a smell of cooking. She gave another fast but hospitable-sounding sentence in te reo, then invited me to sit on a mat against the wall.


    I sat and she went to resume her cooking outside. I was embarrassed that I hadn’t mentioned my food, now piled with Smith’s crutches on the ground. It was obvious that there’d never be a good time to bring it up naturally.


    Smith was no longer working on his weapons. He was looking out the door to watch Hine work over the food. He’d been away from her for many weeks now, and it showed in the reverent attention he paid to her movements above the fire. Even as I thought this he looked at me, then down at his hands, then out at Hine again. He didn’t venture any conversation, and while I sat waiting I found myself watching her too, though I tried to do it politely.


    At length she came back in with a billy of tea and poured a tin mug for me, then lowered the remnants, billy and all, to the floor beside Smith.


    I thanked her in English.


    She nodded and said, ‘Āe,’ and went back outside. The largest of the pots was causing her difficulty. It seemed that whatever was in there was in danger of sticking to the bottom, and suddenly Smith leaned forward and sent a rapid string of advice out the door in Māori, and she nodded, adding a handful of something and stirring it in, and I wondered who normally did most of the cooking in their household. Again Smith saw me looking, and his eyes passed over mine impassively.


    He waited until I had sipped my tea, then lifted his billy to his face and slurped his tea loudly, smiling to himself afterwards. He was goading me again, perhaps getting me back for his first vulnerability at the hospital. I had to say something.


    ‘So what will you do now?’ I said. ‘For work, I mean.’


    He shrugged.


    ‘Maybe I could help you,’ I said. ‘Help you find something. Things have changed a bit, out there.’


    ‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘There’s no use for flax anymore, you said.’


    ‘I’m sure there must be some kind of use for it,’ I said. ‘On a much smaller scale, though. Certainly there are no shiploads going to Sydney these days—not that I know of. I could find out for you.’


    Smith watched Hine moving outside. At length he said, ‘What’s your trade again? Remind me.’


    ‘Health,’ I said. ‘Communications in health.’


    He indicated the crutches lying just along from me. ‘What could I get for those?’


    ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Really they should go back to the hospital, when you’re done.’


    He shook his head. ‘Leave them here. Leave the bandages.’


    I laughed quietly. Ignoring this, he watched Hine again, scratching at the topmost bandage on his thigh.


    ‘Don’t tell anyone you came here,’ he said. ‘Don’t tell anyone where we are.’


    ‘I won’t,’ I said.


    ‘Swear on Mary’s life. I’m not joking, Miller.’


    ‘On Mary’s life,’ I said, wincing.


    Easing his bad leg in front of him, its cocoon of bandaging, he nodded.


    Now the food was ready. Hine brought it in wooden bowls, first to me, then to Smith. It was a thin sort of soup with joints of eel submerged and flaking in its depths. I was hungry and it smelled very good. It seemed we would eat inside. This surprised me. I also waited for someone to give some kind of karakia kai, but Smith’s head was bent over his food before Hine had even sat down. She lowered herself to a stack of hessian next to the fire, and I caught her smiling in the direction of Smith again—he was guzzling loudly—and knew I was being mocked somehow. She seemed to find it endearing, how much Smith was enjoying making me uncomfortable. I tried to make allowances for him. Nevertheless I remained with my bowl in my lap, waiting, and at last Hine said a few words in a blessing I’d never heard before, then gestured at my food to indicate that I should begin.


    I began the meal politely, but it was good, if a little light on the salt. As I ate it came to me that it was now normal not to tell Mary I’d be eating elsewhere, and it saddened me. I thought of flipping out my phone to text her, and didn’t. I hoped she wasn’t worried.


    ‘Thank you for the food, Hine,’ I said. ‘It’s very good.’


    She met this with a smile, then returned to her own meal. Everything about her, about this place, made me feel coltish and uninitiated. She seemed someone of vast resources. She was altogether nicer than Smith, but already I could see she would be just as impervious to me as he had been, perhaps more so. Dipping a surreptitious finger in my food, I wondered about their relationship. I wondered what she made of Smith, his reduced circumstances, whether she’d thought of leaving him while he’d been away.


    Smith barked into my thoughts. ‘Don’t think about us, Miller,’ he said. ‘You leave us alone, after this.’


    I nodded, blushing.


    ‘We’re all right,’ he said. ‘Me and Hine. Don’t you think about us anymore.’


    Again I nodded. I kept my eyes focused on the ground.


    ‘We’ll recover from this,’ he said. ‘My leg—we’ll recover. We’ll survive.’


    ‘I’m sure you will,’ I said. ‘I’m sure you both will.’


    I felt more than saw him bend over his food again. Hine had not lifted her eyes. I finished my meal in silence, timing it to coincide with hers. Almost immediately, she was crossing the room, lifting away my bowl.


    ‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘It was very good.’


    She went to Smith. As he handed up his bowl something passed between them, a murmured and coded endearment that I couldn’t hear, but which drew a smile from Hine, and as she straightened she lent her hand on his knee as if for balance but really for the contact, and he chucked her behind the ear, laughing. Then he offered up another sentence and she laughed and pushed his shoulder, the one that didn’t have the butterfly wound, mock-admonishing him in reply.


    I stood and cleared my throat. ‘I’ll leave you now,’ I said. ‘Thank you again.’


    They looked at me as if surprised to find me still there, or by the sudden dimensions I had taken in the room. It was a moment before they said anything.


    ‘Don’t say thank you all the time,’ said Smith.


    ‘Pardon?’


    He wouldn’t meet my eye. Instead he looked beyond me to the dark rectangle of door. ‘Don’t say thank you all the time,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to.’


    ‘Right,’ I said.


    He gave me a twisted sort of smile, and I realised I’d just received the closest thing I would get to a direct thank you from him.


    Hine came across and took my hand. Again I was too embarrassed to mention the food I was leaving in the bags, and I soared with an absurd hope that she hadn’t seen them yet. She squeezed my hand, then stood back and nodded rather finally, and it was clear that she never expected to see me again.


    I went to the door and gave a dorky little wave, then ducked out.


    ‘Wait,’ said Smith. He had one hand on the wall and another on the mat. Slowly he heaved himself up. It was painful to watch, but I didn’t go to him, and Hine didn’t either. She studied the floor instead, as if to watch him in this moment of debilitation would steal something important from him.


    At last he was at the door, supporting himself on the door-poles. He poked his head out, looking round the clearing and then upstream. The light coming from behind him caught his hair, and I wondered what Hine would make of its new and shampooed bounce and smell. I hoped she would tease him.


    ‘Goodbye, Miller,’ he said. He extended his hand, and I took it.


    ‘Goodbye,’ I said. ‘Thank you.’


    He shook his head to remind me what he’d said about that. With his palm, he indicated the harakeke, the creek beyond it, the way home.


    


    The Starlet seemed oddly hollow on the remaining drive, a thin rattlebox that whined its small way up the motorway to Paraparaumu, then down the side-road to Paraparaumu Beach. The village was quiet and closed, Kāpiti Island sleeping on the water beyond the Parade. In the dark I trundled my car onto Wharemauku Road and parked behind Mary’s.


    Inside, she was sitting with her knees up on the couch. Her laptop wasn’t on, not even open. She was watching an American show. She looked different in her face—something had gone from it.


    ‘How are you?’ I said, quietly.


    She shrugged, and I wanted to sit beside her.


    The show resumed and I stood there a moment longer, then went across, watching the TV without speaking. Not touching her yet. The house standing silent around us, all the rooms doused in the quiet that follows a big argument.


    At length a commercial break came. ‘How was your friend?’ said Mary.


    ‘He gave me dinner,’ I said. ‘His wife did.’


    ‘That was good of them,’ she said. She was three-quarters facing away from me, watching advertisements for holidays we could no longer afford. She shifted and her hand brushed against mine, and I surged with a wave of hope and pain.


    ‘I’m going to retrain,’ she said, still not facing me. ‘I’ve decided.’


    ‘Uh-huh,’ I said.


    The show came back on and we watched it a little longer. A father was negotiating a crisis in the family home by running loudly up and down the stairs, reversing then reinstating his decisions about the children. The laugh track didn’t even annoy me.


    ‘What in?’ I said. ‘At uni?’


    I felt Mary shrug, rather than saw her. ‘Who cares?’ she said. Then, more gently, ‘Anything. I don’t mind.’


    I squeezed her hand, then she took hers away, and we watched the show until it ended. Then Mary stood and went away to the shower and I wished that she’d kissed me before leaving, just pressed her lips to the skin below my eye. While the credits rolled I let the moisture of that imagined kiss slowly leave my cheekbone. Then I heard the shower come on and took a moment to duck out to my shed.


    In the backyard the night was still and cool, sea sounds coming from just a few houses over. The dew had made the shed door sticky, and it made a tinny sound when I pushed in.


    The lights took a while to warm up. I’d fitted energy-efficient bulbs and I was still getting used to them. Everything was in its place, though, if a little neglected. A book was propped open on my armchair, a mostly-drunk cup of tea on the table at the side. From my desk in the far corner my laptop showed its screen blackly.


    ‘Tomorrow,’ I said, pointing at it. ‘It starts tomorrow.’


    I was meaning my job search, because it was time I got back to it. But there was scarcely any evidence of it there. All that was spread over the bench and the spare seat was the Smith material, all my books and scribbled notes and theories. It shamed me to see its quantity, how much the project had enveloped me. All those notes I’d taken, all those stories and lies I’d listened to. You wanted to hear them, he’d said. You enjoyed them.

  


  
    THE PATHWAY


    It should have been a safe enough crossing. The Turakina had been swollen—not flooded, but swollen. It was easily fordable. Had Burtt not purchased a poor horse and ridden it bizarrely, he could have come across in perfect safety behind Marcus. Yet Burtt had done those things. He’d ridden a flighty horse in eccentric fashion, and accordingly he had been thrown.


    Sitting upright in the night, alone in his asthmatic vigil, Marcus confronted these facts about his friend. It pained him to do so—it pained him to think poorly of a man so possessed of the true zeal—but he couldn’t sleep, and it hurt to breathe, and he couldn’t put the knowledge away from him any longer. Burtt had failed in the first practicality of ministering. He had failed to stay alive.


    *


    It had been raining all day. They’d left Te Awanui that morning and as they travelled the rain only intensified, beating and plucking at their hats and their hands where they held the reins. Marcus was in the lead, picking first along the trail on Pono, his large and implacable mission horse of these past several years, Burtt coming along behind.


    Marcus was keen to get home. He’d been a fortnight at Te Awanui and even now as they rode the younger man was talking of the mission—his still-burgeoning congregation at the pā, the new church the people had built, and the kindness they’d shown his wife, who was again with child. He was full of the fruits of the Lord’s work, and Marcus was pleased for him, but in the past weeks he’d heard a lot about Te Awanui. Subtly he urged Pono forward, not out of hearing range but almost, so he could still hear Burtt and respond when required, but savour as well the flick of wet mānuka against his hands as he went through, the high silence of the leaking sky.


    No one seemed to have travelled their way that morning and Marcus was first down the path that led to the Turakina. He found its surface brown and high and circling. In a moment Burtt came down the bank too and reined in, the river’s bulk forcing him quiet. In the rain they faced it, Marcus on his larger horse, the smaller man beside him, rain dripping from their hat-brims.


    ‘What do you think, Reverend?’ said Burtt. ‘Is it fordable? I didn’t think it would be this high.’


    ‘Certainly it can be crossed,’ said Marcus.


    Burtt fell silent, and Marcus let it stretch out for a time. Burtt had been in the colony three years now, but was still his junior in most things.


    ‘We could ford it here,’ said Marcus, ‘but these are shifting sands. It would be easy to bog the horses.’


    ‘Yes,’ said Burtt.


    ‘I saw a man get stuck badly here, once,’ said Marcus. ‘It took some work to free him.’


    Burtt said nothing.


    ‘I think we would be better at the river mouth,’ said Marcus. ‘Are you confident of crossing, John?’


    ‘Absolutely,’ said Burtt. ‘But we would be in deeper water, at the mouth. It would be tidal water, too.’


    ‘That is true,’ said Marcus.


    They surveyed the river again. There were no branches or trees coming down—it was not that flooded. It was only swollen, but it was a difficult river in the best of conditions, and it would be a demanding swim for the horses, and there was the quicksand.


    ‘I think we should try here,’ said Burtt. ‘It might not be as bad as we think. Let me try.’


    ‘Allow me,’ said Marcus. ‘I’ll go on Pono. He has the experience. He won’t panic, should the riverbed be sticky.’


    Burtt nodded and eased back.


    Marcus paused to ready Pono, then kneed him forward. There was a bank before the shallows, then the main bulk of water, and the big horse went in willingly—he was a strong swimmer; if it could be crossed, Pono would ford it—but no sooner were they in the shallows than he sank almost to his belly, water climbing up Marcus’s legs while the horse laboured to pull free and turn around. A long moment of sloshing followed, Pono snorting with the effort of fighting the sand and turning free; then they were pulling back up the bank, water streaming from Pono’s legs and down.


    ‘We’ll have to try the mouth,’ said Marcus. ‘It’s not possible here.’


    ‘Have you crossed there before?’ said Burtt.


    ‘I have,’ said Marcus. ‘How’s your horse in swimming? I trust he is sturdy.’


    ‘He’ll be good for it,’ said Burtt. ‘He’s a fine river-horse now. We’ve had a lot of practice.’


    Marcus did not look at the horse beneath Burtt for fear he might betray his misgivings about it. He didn’t trust the creature, but he hadn’t been there at the purchase, and Burtt had to be free to make his own decisions. ‘Let’s move on then,’ he said. ‘It is raining.’


    And so they turned and tracked downstream with Marcus in the lead, rain drumming on the two men and their horses, the Turakina sliding thickly by beside them. Marcus was keen to get through. A tremendous load of work awaited him at his own mission, and after another hour or two along the way towards Ōtaki, Burtt would turn round to make Te Awanui by nightfall, and from there the remainder of the day’s riding would be left to Marcus to complete on his own.


    


    At the mouth the noise was considerable. The river was high and turbulent where it met the incoming tide, and the surf beyond made a pouring noise. The footing seemed safer, though, the sand beaten to a firm bank by the years. It would be a stern swim for the horses, nothing more.


    ‘Are you ready, John?’ said Marcus. The surf and rain made his voice small, so he said it again, for the certainty. ‘Are you ready, John?’


    Burtt looked at the river and nodded firmly. ‘I am.’


    ‘Straight on, then. Stay close to Pono—he’s been through before. What are you doing, John?’


    Burtt had lifted out of his stirrups and was kneeling on top of his saddle. All his weight was balanced on his knees up there.


    ‘What are you doing, John?’ said Marcus. ‘Why are you seated that way?’


    ‘I’m ready,’ said Burtt. ‘I’ll cross this way.’


    ‘I would not attempt that, John. It’s not safe. You should remain in the saddle. It’s not safe up there.’


    ‘This is the way I do it now,’ said Burtt. ‘Pegasus and I—we cross this way.’


    The reins were too tight, gripped hard so Burtt could maintain his kneeling balance, and now—as if on cue—the horse pranced and threw its head. The bit was pulled too severely; the horse’s jaw stood out while he snorted and danced.


    ‘I must counsel against that,’ said Marcus, when the horse had settled. ‘It’s too dangerous. You need more control—particularly in these waters, John. You can see that the river is swollen.’


    ‘This is the way I cross,’ said Burtt. ‘I do it this way, now.’


    ‘Why?’


    ‘It keeps me dry,’ said Burtt. ‘I can’t get wet.’


    ‘Pardon?’


    ‘I can’t get wet,’ said Burtt. ‘I remain dry this way.’


    Marcus considered the rain falling on them, falling on everything. He waited for Burtt to consider it too. When he didn’t, Marcus said, ‘But you are already wet, John. We both are—the rain.’


    Burtt’s face closed. ‘I’ll cross this way.’


    Marcus adjusted the lie of his own reins. He did not want to harangue Burtt, but neither could he allow him to attempt such a crossing. ‘Are you concerned that, should you get wet, you’ll fall ill? Is that your fear?’


    The younger man did not reply. Instead he held the reins too tight, forcing the horse to toss his head again, and fixed his attention on the river in front of him.


    ‘If you are worried about getting wet and falling ill, we could dry off on the other side, John,’ said Marcus. ‘We could build a fire and dry our clothes before we move on. Lord knows I, of all people, would not wish illness on anyone.’


    Burtt did not smile at the reference. Scarcely anyone on the coast was unaware of Marcus’s asthma or its tendency to debilitate him, but Burtt gave no sign of that now. He simply shook his head and grew more determined. To save him, Marcus glanced away. Perhaps the man was concerned for Mrs Burtt. Perhaps he did not want to fall ill with a child expected. It was a fair concern—they’d lost two already, Marcus knew, one before birth and one shortly after—but it was clouding his judgement.


    As if he’d heard his thoughts, Burtt glanced sharply at him. ‘I am ready, Reverend,’ he said. ‘This is the way we cross now, Pegasus and I. We’ve crossed many rivers this way.’


    ‘Be careful, then,’ said Marcus. ‘I don’t like it. I don’t like the way you’re mounted, but I trust you. I trust your judgement, John.’


    Burtt nodded and adjusted his kneeling position.


    Marcus brought Pono alongside, in order that he might calm the smaller horse.


    ‘We should come out near that point there,’ he said, pointing. ‘We’ll be carried a short way, I expect, but I doubt we’ll go much past there.’


    ‘I agree.’


    ‘Very well,’ said Marcus. ‘Straight on.’


    The first few yards were straightforward, Pono’s hooves firm on the river floor while the water pushed coldly at Marcus’s trousers and into his boots. Then the depth increased suddenly and the current shoved from the side, and Pono’s legs began to beat out in front, and Marcus leaned up with the reins knotted loose in his mane, encouraging him. They were making downstream, the bank sliding by on the far side, but not enough to concern him. Even in this current Pono was strong underneath him. Marcus winced as the water stole higher and clutched through his trousers at his groin.


    Then Burtt made a sound and Marcus turned. Burtt’s horse was well back and its head was up—he’d reared. Burtt was off the horse and falling sideways.


    ‘John!’


    From his horse Burtt fell slowly and unresistingly as if into a bed, and just as gently the water closed brownly over him. It removed his hat and circled it lazily downstream to bump and eddy on the surface. No hand came up, no sign of swimming struggle. Burtt’s horse turned and began swimming back towards the bank, abandoning him.


    Marcus scanned the water but saw nothing; then Burtt rolled up, plastered with wet and insensible. His face looked slack, as if he’d been knocked unconscious. Instantly Marcus reached out towards him, but Burtt was too far away and being carried further. Marcus turned Pono and began back towards the main bank. Soon they were in the shallows and Marcus leapt from the saddle and buckled as soon as he hit the sand, the weight of his clothes and coat crushing him.


    Lying on his side there he glimpsed two lads near the scrub. They must have been watching. He stood and tore at the buttons and fabric of his coat which, sodden, would not cooperate with his cold fingers.


    ‘Āwhina mai!’ said Marcus.


    But they were just lads. When he beckoned and shouted they hedged back. He gave up on them and tore his coat away and wrenched at the laces of his boots, then broke the laces and kicked them free.


    Then he ran to the water and surged in. It was soon to his thighs, then it was carrying him. He struck out with his arms and was taken downstream. The water was all round him to his chin, the bank moving fast beyond. He tried to remain upright by treading water, and was turned and carried further. Across the surface he saw Burtt’s body roll to the surface and sink again. He ducked his head and swam towards him, the current pushing loudly over his ears. He collided with Burtt. He caught him under the arm and dragged him above water—and there was nothing in the face of his friend. His eyes were open but there was no sign. Holding him by the armpits Marcus slapped his face and the head swayed to the side and they turned again in the current and were carried further, as if partnered in some horrid dance.


    ‘John!’


    There was nothing. It was impossible. John had lost consciousness so quickly. A wave eased over and swamped them both lazily and when Marcus spat it was salt water. He tried to touch the bottom and sank instead, Burtt’s weight pushing him down. He resisted and tried to kick up; he held Burtt by the armpits and the weight pulled down with astonishing force, and he heard himself say, Lord. Help.


    They rose to the surface and another wave came and the undertow of it sucked and teased at his grip on Burtt, and then the next wave took him away. Marcus felt the body leave his hands, felt the graze of Burtt’s coat as he scrabbled for it with his fingers. Then they were separated. Marcus sensed him suspended somewhere behind, a dark shape hanging a few feet down, but when he dove and swam deeper and groped out in the murk he found nothing. He looked towards the shore and it was far away. There was nothing he could recognise—not the horses, not the boys—and with the water massaging his chin he sploshed with his arms and felt a sucking cold dread.


    He was struggling just to stay above water. He had no strength left; he had to leave Burtt. Deliver him, O Lord. Deliver Burtt. He kicked out to swim towards the shore, but the undertow eased him back effortlessly. He pulled feebly with his arms and they had no power and he panicked blindly, thrashing—the sea wanted him; it was pulling him—and then he was in the shallows. He tried to walk from the water and fell instead and lay there until the sensation of water sneaking cold in his topmost ear-canal stirred him. He struggled to stand again and water streamed from his sodden clothes as he walked, and he fell on the sand.


    The boys came. He tried to lift his head but vomited instead, bile stinging distantly from his mouth and drooling into the sand. The boys went away and came back with blankets from somewhere. They lowered them towards him.


    With an effort he lifted to a sitting position and looked around. There was no one else, just the boys. He couldn’t speak yet through his numbed lips but with his hands he indicated that they should help him remove his wet clothes. It was a slow process, his fingers unworkable in the cold, and shaking. Finally the clothes were off and he wrapped himself again in the blankets and sat while the boys built a fire as the rain eased.


    They quickly had a spark and fed the fire until it was blazing, one boy tending it while the other ran to the scrub and dragged back fuel. They were industrious now that they had a clear plan. The larger boy propped the wet clothes on sticks to dry them. Soon Marcus could work his mouth into sentences, and he thanked them in chattering half-sentences for the fire. They both froze while he spoke—perhaps they knew who he was, perhaps they’d seen him with Burtt, or perhaps his accent wasn’t clear to them.


    The older boy worked up to a question. His first attempt was a murmur that Marcus couldn’t catch properly.


    ‘Āno?’ said Marcus.


    This time the smaller boy spoke loudly. He was asking if they should fetch his horse for him, and he made the gestures of a man riding, the reins held out before him, his face serious. He could not have been more than ten.


    ‘Āe,’ said Marcus. ‘Ko Pono tāna ingoa—Pono.’


    They ran off and he hunkered in the blankets before the fire, his hands held towards it, working to get warm. Already his breathing had tightened—asthma, his old adversary, returning with the long fight in the water, the cold that had wrapped round his lungs. He stared at the fire and concentrated only on that, on getting warm. He would wait until his shivering had stopped and his clothes dried before riding back for Te Awanui. To ride before he was warm would only bring on severe asthma and halt him half an hour up the trail.


    He kept his eyes on the fire. Once only he turned to look out towards the river mouth and the sea and pray that somehow Burtt might survive, at the same time dreading that what he knew—what he’d seen—was inevitable. Then he hoped that at least the sea would bring in Burtt’s body. It would be much better if the body came in. He trusted it would. It might take days, but it would come in.


    He turned back to the flames. He shifted his clothes on their propped sticks to put them nearer the drying heat and rubbed his hands together to get their feeling back, to get himself usefully warm.


    


    The boys returned with Pono and, much later, with Pegasus. The latter horse, it seemed, had bolted some distance. Watching Marcus gravely, the boys stood with the reins in their hands, awaiting his instructions. They were like any young boys anywhere, deferring to someone older in the face of a disaster that awed them.


    ‘Ka pai,’ said Marcus. ‘Thank you.’


    Silently they took this in. They stared and did not come any closer.


    He thanked them again and said they could go, then sank back against the logs they’d propped behind him. He closed his eyes.


    When he woke the boys had been replaced by two young men who stood almost in the same position, watching him. He greeted them without getting to his feet, pausing according to the demands of his breathing. They averted their eyes while he collected his clothes and dressed. His clothes were mostly dry, the boots squelchy but serviceable.


    He addressed them again, and they knew already—the Reverend was lost out there, drowned—but they let him explain where Burtt might be, let him gesture towards the deepest place of the river-mouth, the sea. The Reverend was lost out there, he said. He could not be brought in. Nobody should attempt to bring him in—only the sea could do it. Only the sea. It was too dangerous for men.


    They waited until he had finished speaking. Then they helped him remount Pono. He offered them Pegasus but they refused, so he secured the spare horse to his own and began the ride back towards Te Awanui. Pono was rested now and went along eagerly. The rain had ceased and there was no wind, and Marcus was grateful for the respite, as it made the going easier for him, for his breathing, and for the two young men who ran at his side.


    


    It was a ride of about twenty miles. The young men ran with him until about halfway; then Marcus stopped and prevailed upon them to return. They were reluctant but he urged them. He was within safe distance of Te Awanui now, and for his sake they should return to their homes and spread word that he was alive. More than once a report of his own death had been allowed to travel the coast and he’d returned to widespread consternation at Ōtaki and Waikanae. The pair submitted at last and he thanked them and waited until they had run out of sight towards the Turakina.


    Then he turned and gave Pono the way, Burtt’s horse trailing behind. It was hard not to despise the creature. In his work a missionary required few material things, but trust in his travelling equipment was one of them. A horse that could not be relied upon reduced a man’s capacity to serve in the Lord, and this horse of Burtt’s—Marcus put it out of his mind.


    His priority was to reach Te Awanui. By the grace of God and his own industry Burtt had baptised more than eight hundred of the Māori people of the area, drawn from the pā and the places beyond. It was a credit to him. It would be his legacy, but so would the uncertainty and grief among the congregation that would entail upon his death now, and to assuage it would be Marcus’s work. He would have Burtt’s teachers to support too—and there would be Mrs Burtt.


    He rode on and the day drew down and his asthma steadily worsened, his breathing becoming very noisy and rasping. It would be difficult to sleep tonight, but at least he would sleep warm at the pā. The people there had always sheltered him well. He’d baptised a number there before Burtt came, and many he still counted as dear friends, and all were familiar with the trials of his asthma—more than once he’d been laid low at the pā and aided back to health there. He would forever be grateful.


    He kept his mind on these things, on the thankfulness he owed to the people and to his God, to the Love he could never hope to redeem. He gave Pono the trail and held the reins loose and swayed with his movement through the scrub, recounting these mercies, recounting that old pathway of prayer.


    


    As he neared Te Awanui he was met again and escorted. The news of his coming had travelled swiftly. Once within the pā he went directly towards Burtt’s mission whare. It was a squat but long building with raupō roofing and tekoteko, made dark by the angled light of the afternoon. He halloed it while still mounted, but no answer came from within.


    He dismounted and tethered the horses. He did not unsaddle or water them. Then he walked from the horses towards the whare and someone came from it—it was Mrs Burtt, and her hand flew to her mouth, then down. It was her husband’s tethered horse, it seemed, that had done it. Riderless and entire at the fence, it confirmed something unbelieved until now.


    Marcus tried not to watch as she recovered, smoothing her hands over her face as if washing it without water, then smoothing them on her clothes. Coming close under the low roof he heard the wheeze of his own breathing as he faced her.


    ‘Mrs Burtt,’ he said.


    She flinched. She had a hand on a pole that held up the roof.


    ‘Mrs Burtt, I am very sorry,’ he said. ‘You have heard, I presume.’


    She nodded, and it was hard; he looked away. Beyond the straggly foreyard he could see the other buildings of the pā, and the new church that John and the people had built, splendid in its new timber and catching the sun.


    ‘Mrs Burtt, I am very sorry,’ he said. ‘I tried to bring John from the water but I couldn’t. I am very sorry. You know he was a dear friend to me.’


    She tried to smile, and he was grateful for her bravery. Lift her up, Lord. Give her the strength—strengthen her.


    ‘I am sorry I couldn’t bring him to you,’ he said. ‘I wanted above all to return him to you. I wanted to bring him back to this place—to his mission.’


    She nodded again. She was brave but he feared for her spirits. She would be alone now in the pā with her sorrow and her unborn child.


    ‘Reverend Burtt is with the Lord now,’ said Marcus. ‘We remember he has gone to God. We remember to rejoice for him.’


    At this, her face hardened—then she dropped her eyes to her hands.


    ‘I will be here overnight, and for as long as required,’ he said. ‘I will go about the people. I will be just up the pā, should you need me.’


    She worked the thumb of one hand over the knuckles of the other.


    Marcus rasped a deep breath in. ‘I will see to our horses now. I will send for Mrs Williams.’


    She nodded again, then turned and went inside speedily, as if she would soon lose composure. Suddenly alone, Marcus remained there near the door a moment longer, then went towards the horses. His boots were still damp with river-water and he was conscious as he walked in the yard of the loud squelch they made.


    He could have asked any lad of the pā to help him unsaddle the horses, but he chose to do it alone. He removed the saddle that was cinched around Pegasus, and the saddle blanket, and put them with the bridle on the veranda. Then he came to Pono; the great horse nickered and nosed him, then shivered as the saddle was removed. Marcus moved his hands over him, brushing and warming him with the saddle blanket. Then he removed the bridle and Pono remained still until he was a safe distance away, then shook his head and mane, happy in his loyal way to be freed of the restraining bit, the water-stained reins.


    


    For the remainder of the afternoon Marcus left Mrs Burtt to herself and went about the pā. There was considerable distress among the people at the loss of their Reverend. With the assistance of Burtt’s teachers he attempted to relieve it. He gave advice about how Mrs Burtt might best be supported, and asked some women of the pā to call on her. Some people from the new Pākehā settlement might come, but most succour, he knew, would come from these women of the pā, Christian women whom Mrs Burtt had taught and befriended through her school, and whom Reverend Burtt had baptised.


    It was long past dusk when he returned to the mission whare. Light was flickering through the gaps in the walls. He stepped loudly on the boards and knocked on the doorpost to announce himself, then went inside. A lantern on a table made of boxes threw a sphere of light, beyond which Mrs Burtt sat on the low bed of mats and blankets. In the darkness it was difficult to make out her features. He glanced over the rest of the whare. The fire was cold, and no one was with her. It was irregular—perhaps, he thought, they’d come and she had sent them away.


    ‘I have sent for Mrs Williams,’ he said. ‘I trust she will arrive soon.’


    He saw the movement of her outline as she nodded, then she propped herself on one hand to stand up, and he couldn’t watch, a wave of unhappiness going through him. Only two days before she’d risen in just this way when he’d come in with Burtt in search of refreshment, having travelled down the river that day. This was too much. He wasn’t equipped to deal with Mrs Burtt. He wasn’t able. Slow in her pregnant condition, she came towards him.


    ‘Have you found somewhere to sleep, Reverend?’ she said.


    ‘I am very sorry, Mrs Burtt,’ he said. ‘You must know I feel your loss keenly. Lord knows I valued John tremendously. He was a brother in Christ—and a true friend. I admired him. He has performed such excellent work here. You both have.’


    She said nothing.


    ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t bring John from the water,’ he said. ‘I swam to him but I couldn’t bring him in. He was—’


    ‘Please go on, Reverend,’ she said.


    ‘The river was not unduly flooded,’ he said. ‘We could have got across safely, but it didn’t go well, and once John fell in, the current was very strong. If only he—perhaps if I—’


    Mrs Burtt gestured at the table. ‘Would you like to sit with me, Reverend? Would you mind?’


    They sat opposite each other on stools and he put his hands on the table, then underneath it. His fingers had the washed and white pallor that followed a prolonged swim, and he didn’t want her to see them.


    ‘I will light the fire,’ he said. ‘You will need a fire, shortly.’


    ‘Please don’t do that, Reverend.’


    He went to it anyway. There were some still-glowing embers, and some kindling stacked at the side, and he broke it small, then built on larger pieces. Blowing on the coals forced a cough from him but he persisted and soon had the flames fanning up to catch the tinder and spread. This small achievement cheered him, but even as he worked there, crouched inelegantly before the fire, he was conscious of Mrs Burtt at the table, watching him.


    ‘May I ask you something, Reverend?’


    ‘Of course,’ he said, but he remained at the fire.


    ‘You were describing how it happened, sir,’ she said. ‘I still don’t have it clear.’


    Marcus poked about in the fire, turning unburned wood into the flames.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Perhaps it is hard for you. But it seems so strange.’


    Marcus put down the poker and straightened. He brushed his clothes. The odour of river-mud was in them. He hoped the smell wouldn’t reach her as he warmed up with the room.


    ‘It would help me sir, if you could tell me.’


    ‘I’m afraid Reverend Burtt had a poor horse,’ said Marcus. ‘I’m afraid—at least this morning, his horse was poor.’


    ‘His horse?’ she said. ‘Pegasus?’


    ‘Yes,’ said Marcus.


    She watched him, and he came to the table and sat down—and again put his hands below the table.


    ‘Perhaps he’s not a poor horse,’ he said. ‘Perhaps that is too strong. But he did not serve John well today.’


    ‘The river was flooded, I heard.’


    ‘It was not in flood. It was swollen. We had both crossed rivers in worse condition. John’s horse let him down. It pains me to say it, Mrs Burtt, but that is how I observed it. I’m afraid that horse was not a wise purchase. The man who sold it to your husband should not have done so—not when he knew John was a new missionary and would need a horse he could rely on. It was not Christian.’


    ‘Are you sure it was Pegasus?’ said Mrs Burtt. ‘He has not given us trouble before. John loved Pegasus. He valued him.’


    ‘That is something,’ said Marcus.


    ‘I find it hard to credit that it was Pegasus,’ said Mrs Burtt.


    Marcus paused. ‘Perhaps there was a bad current. Perhaps a current caught Pegasus and John in a way it did not catch Pono and me. It was not too flooded to cross, though.’ He looked away. She could see in his face that he had more to say, and he was not willing to give it to her. He would not discuss John’s bizarre manner of riding with her.


    ‘I have been about the pā, Mrs Burtt,’ he said. ‘I have been among John’s congregation. All of the people are distressed. They are very sad at his passing. They share your sorrow.’


    She nodded, tolerating this diversion.


    ‘I share their pain,’ he said. ‘But I know I need to offer you no consolation. I know your faith has taught you—’


    She huffed, and Marcus stared at her.


    ‘Our brother is in the better place,’ he said. ‘We rejoice for him—we remember to rejoice, because tonight he walks in the Kingdom of Glory.’


    Mrs Burtt turned a sour expression at the wall.


    ‘We have suffered a severe loss,’ said Marcus. ‘You and I, and all of John’s people. We all feel it keenly. I feel it especially. I have lost a brother in the Lord; I have lost my fellow labourer and my friend.’ He swallowed. ‘But I remember that what I feel as a loss to me is a gain for John, for he goes to the Kingdom of Glory, and therefore I rejoice. Oh that we may follow him—may we both join him, when the time comes.’


    Mrs Burtt didn’t move or speak but he knew that she wished to deny this. It was in her body; it was in her hard face. She did not want to acknowledge the consolation.


    ‘We are lifted up in the Lord, Mrs Burtt. We rejoice in His plan.’


    Now she looked him in the face and spoke as if irritated and bored. ‘But it is so hard to see it, isn’t it, sir. It is so hard to see. All we have done—all John has done. All that has been asked of us, and all that he’s given.’


    ‘Yes, and he has given—’


    ‘John has given everything of us,’ she said. ‘There is nothing of us remaining.’


    ‘It is true that John was blessed with the true zeal.’


    She waved this away. ‘Our life is all for the mission. It is all for the mission and the travelling, the interruption. We are plagued by interruption, Reverend. We never have a moment to ourselves. Everything he does—everything he did—it is all for the Lord and the salvation of the people, and now he is drowned.’


    ‘John would ask us to rejoice, Mrs Burtt,’ he said. ‘I know that is what John would want.’


    ‘Oh, what John would want,’ she said.


    ‘I beg your pardon?’


    ‘What John would want,’ she said, plainly.


    Somehow Marcus was standing. His face was hot and so were his palms. ‘I’m afraid I don’t understand you.’


    ‘I’m saying, What John would want.’ She cast an unfavourable look about the whare. ‘He would want this, I suppose. All of it—exactly this.’


    ‘You are not yourself, Mrs Burtt,’ he said. ‘I should leave you. You need rest.’


    ‘I have rested all afternoon. I have lain—’ she jerked a thumb at it ‘—on those blankets. If you can call that rest, I have rested.’


    ‘You have suffered a great blow,’ he said. ‘You have my sympathy. But the Lord lifts us up, Mrs Burtt. John has gone to God and we rejoice in the divine appointment. We must acquiesce to his will. I know your faith has taught you to seek all the consolation you might need in a covenant God.’


    There was a long silence in which the fire crackled and Marcus’s quickened breaths wheezed.


    ‘Do you really think so, sir,’ she said. ‘Do you honestly.’


    ‘I do,’ said Marcus. ‘And I know you do too. Although it is hard.’


    She turned to look at the fire a long moment. ‘I am with child, Reverend. It is my third time.’


    Marcus went to say something, but didn’t. He followed her eye to the fire and drew no peace from its flames. He wished he was somewhere outside, far away. She was too much for him. She was older than him, and beyond him.


    Finally she gave a great sigh. ‘I apologise, Reverend. You are right, sir. I am not myself.’


    ‘You have my sympathy.’


    She let another silence work in, then said, ‘My faith does not waver, Reverend.’ She had the sound of an older sister agreeing to play a childish game.


    ‘You are constant in your true love of the Lord,’ said Marcus. ‘I know you are firm.’


    She gave a tolerant nod.


    ‘It is a blow,’ he said, ‘it is sudden. But the Lord asks from us, and we—’


    Mrs Burtt laughed.


    ‘Good Lord,’ said Marcus. ‘Mrs Burtt.’


    She continued to laugh for what seemed a long time. Then she wiped her eyes. ‘You are right in that, sir—that is one thing you are right about. It is a shock. It certainly is sudden.’ And she laughed again and sighed.


    ‘I will read to you from the Book, Mrs Burtt,’ he said. ‘I will bring you the comfort the Word brings.’


    ‘I apologise, Reverend,’ she said. ‘I am not myself. Thank you for sitting with me. Thank you for lighting the fire.’


    ‘We will sit again,’ he said. ‘Let us sit at the table.’


    He found her a stool and she brought her hands before her and he reached to his coat and brought out the Book and flipped through the pages unseeing, his hands shaking at her nerve, at her trouble, and it was not until he’d flipped many pages and found the passage he wanted that he realised it was Te Paipera Tapu he held, that he’d left his English copy with a friend up the pā. He glanced at Mrs Burtt, who had bent her head now in a seemly fashion, and decided to read from it anyway. She was as fluent now as Burtt had been and had taught in this tongue and surely it would comfort her just the same to be read to in the Word of her hosts, to be reminded of the nature of John’s appointment and of the great many around her whom he’d brought to God, and who had sheltered her and Burtt throughout their time here.


    And now just to look again for the precise words he’d intended brought him comfort, to leaf through the pages and watch the Word column and column before him. And at last he found the passage and sent the gospel across the table to her, his hands firm now about the margins, his voice steadying, and he knew the relief she was receiving from it, the rhythmical endless rightness of the sounds, the brave eternal truths of the words.


    *


    Marcus jerked awake and coughed, gasped with a constricted wheeze. His breath caught and came as through a thicket, whistling. And with each gasp a cough tickled in his chest, and to suppress the cough made him sweat. In the half-light across the whare he could see the outline of his friend Ruka under a blanket sleeping soundly. He was one of Burtt’s teachers and had accompanied Marcus throughout his rounds that day, and ridden up the river to fetch a fellow teacher who’d been away. Having opened his whare to Marcus he was now enjoying the sleep he deserved.


    Marcus had no wish to wake him, but the discomfort of suppressing the cough was considerable. Slowly he pulled himself upright to sit against the wall and wait for his breathing to plateau. It hurt just to breathe, and he got hardly any air in, and he could move only very slowly, so starved were his muscles of air, but he did not panic. It was about two or three in the morning, he judged, and the night’s progress from here was familiar. Since accepting his mission he’d spent many nights this way. Asthmatic nights had long been his trial. He brought his blankets about him and looked into the half-light and began the long wait until dawn.


    It disrupted his work and had brought him near death several times, but deeply Marcus knew that his asthma was a blessing, for seldom were these hours of the night wasted. On any day at the mission he had scarcely two moments for himself, and even those were subject to interruption. Too seldom were the times he could find at Ōtaki for private prayer—that very source of ministerial usefulness—and thus by the very practicalities of ministering to his people was his faith hardened and made cold. Therefore he valued these hours of sickness and discomfort, these parcels of opportunity for communion with God.


    Careful not to wake Ruka he brought his hands together and, dictated-to by the demands of his breathing, its rasp and pain, he waited for the stillness to come to him. He was unsettled, and as a way towards the calmer place he went to the Lord’s Prayer, enumerating the first lines in his mind.


    But he could not get far. He couldn’t get free of the frustration that would not be hidden now. His chest hurt and perhaps it fed the irritation—perhaps if he’d not been so burdened—but John had behaved stupidly. He had ridden badly. Marcus could not put down that plain and pragmatic fact now. He had knelt on a flighty horse—who would kneel on his horse to ride into the Turakina, let alone when it was swollen? It was the work of someone completely without experience. It was the work of the most naīve of new chums, and it was bad ministership, and now it had wrought disruption on his people and his family to come. Right now, down in the mission whare, his wife was under that strange and volatile strain—and she’d not even begun to feel the worst of it yet, Marcus knew. She was with child and suffering immense grief and pain. He feared for the life of the child.


    In three years, Burtt had not grown. How vividly Marcus remembered meeting the couple off the brig at Port Nicholson. From the first Burtt had been eager to begin his work up the coast, yet exceedingly ignorant of how to get there, unsure even of how to handle a mission horse once he’d been brought one. And how nervously, on entering Marcus’s accommodation at his own mission, the couple had looked over its bare floor and nibbled at the spartan diet Marcus allowed himself—the hard biscuits and water—and chattered to each other and, as the night wore on, visibly made the best of what were clearly, for them, reduced surroundings.


    And now Marcus flinched to recall the look of sour regard Mrs Burtt had cast, earlier that day, at him and over the whare she now lived in. It had shocked him—she had put up a hard cliff of denial, a resistance to the only consolation Marcus knew. He didn’t know her, this new person. Perhaps it was grief. Perhaps she’d already changed, before the drowning, perhaps because of the very burdens of mission life. He didn’t know.


    But Burtt had not changed. He hadn’t learnt. In three years he’d not become a properly pragmatic man, as was his duty as a missionary of the Society, and Marcus shook his head at the pain of it—the unnecessariness of it—and he couldn’t dwell on it for long, but it was hard. Going towards his old routes to prayer only gave him more time to go over the frustration. He was here in this night and unable to breathe because of that eccentric ride, that poorly chosen horse. He couldn’t breathe properly and his chest tickled madly and Ruka slept on, and he couldn’t get to prayer and for a moment the discomfort seemed very great—too great.


    He needed to stand and be outside, to have the air and the high dark around him, but to walk from this heat to the cold outside the whare would only attack his lungs further and, besides that, out there he would only see down the moonlit pā the new church that had been Burtt’s labour, and the whare of Mrs Burtt, who had turned that bitterly humouring face on him, who had become that hard person he couldn’t understand.


    She was beyond him.


    He had no light to read and could find no path to comfort. Sitting against the wall in his blankets, he sweated for air and itched for the night to end.


    *


    He was in the pulpit. Burtt’s body had been found and returned, and now his congregation crammed the pews. Down from the pā and outlying areas they’d come, and right along the walls and at the back and outside the door people were standing, craning to hear what Marcus would say in final tribute to their Reverend.


    So many had arrived since the morning. It was a testament to Burtt—this number of Christian people brought to God. Looking over them, Marcus felt a complicated surge of love and pain. It had made Burtt boyish with joy, this church, his knowledge that all its pews could be filled.


    Marcus shuffled the few pages of notes he’d written for the service. It was impossible to begin. He had not expected to bury Burtt. He wasn’t ready to do so. It was an entirely different thing, to bury in his own churchyard a man like Burtt, freshly ordained a Reverend not three months before and expecting a child.


    But he lifted his head. They were all looking to him.


    ‘Mē inoi tātou,’ he said, and he led them in the Lord’s Prayer. ‘E tō mātou Matua i te rangi, kia tapu tōu ingoa.’ And the words lent him solidity. He was short of breath and he had to pause, and he felt the congregation listening for him each time, knowing his asthma was on him, but through the wheeze of his own breathing he heard the growing certainty of his voice, the comfort of his own lilt and timbre. ‘Homai ki a mātou aianei he taro mā mātou mō tēnei rā.’


    He did not need to lift his eyes to see the heads of the congregation, row upon row, bent in devotion; Mrs Burtt and Mrs Williams in the pews nearest him, then Williams and Burtt’s teachers alongside, then the hierarchy of the people of the pā, those who had converted to the faith, which was most of them. He saw them without looking, stretching right back to the door and beyond. ‘Ake, ake ake. Āmine.’


    Then they sang, and the hundreds of voices swelled out the rafters of the new church, and reverberated there richly. And again at the end of it they looked to him.


    ‘Ka koa te hunga e tangi ana: ka whakamārietia hoki rātou.’ And he went on, and again the words lent him strength, the rhythmic on-and-on certainty of the passages he’d chosen and the phrases that went with them, that had flowed in comfort to so many people along the coast for years at moments just like these, and in comfort to him now, until he looked up and saw at the back of the church Jackson, the one Pākehā layman in the building. He was not following the reading in Māori, so Marcus returned to the beginning and gave some of its essence in English, returning and returning to the key messages, its joint building blocks—Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be comforted, and, Whosoever shall lose his life for my sake and the gospel’s, the same shall save it.


    It was a reward for Jackson, this reprise in English, for Jackson had helped with materials and expertise for the church they all sat in now, and Marcus saw him respond; he saw his eyes lift up and shine. Jackson was from the same shire in England as Burtt, and his faith was of a similar fire, yet carpentry had claimed him and not the church. He’d come to the colony in pragmatic trust in the need for his trade, and in spiritual kinship with Burtt and his new wife, and the death had rocked him. Already he’d come to Marcus and sought reassurance from him about Burtt, about his friend’s spiritual rest and the future of the mission.


    And Marcus returned to te reo Māori so the congregation could follow him again, and they nodded at his words and some murmured agreement, and some simply gave their silent and idiosyncratic responses that every congregation everywhere gave, and Marcus felt the responsibility of them. These were his people again. With Burtt gone these would be part of his work—added to the people of the many pā and the scraps of Pākehā settlement along Kāpiti. He did not protest it, indeed he welcomed the work, but realistically the travel would spread him more thinly among more people.


    He was at the end of what he’d planned to say. So many faces looked up at him.


    ‘Friends,’ he said. ‘Reverend Burtt would ask us to voice our approval, for he passes now into the company of the Lord. By the Lord’s favour may we observe his pious example here on earth and hereafter. May the Lord keep his soul. And now we pray for him.’


    He was nearing the end of the service—he’d almost done his duty to Burtt—and involuntarily he glanced at Mrs Burtt and his throat caught, and simultaneously he realised he’d uttered this last in English, but the congregation didn’t seem to mind and he did not reverse the blunder, because Mrs Burtt was looking beyond him to the front of the church, her ear tilted towards his words as if yearning to hear something in them, and as he looked at that hard and hoping face and the grief it suggested he feared that the unborn child that burdened her now would be lost as well. This child would follow its siblings into death, he felt sure—that seemed very obvious now, just from a glance at this unlucky, obdurate woman, though it would have destroyed Burtt to know of that coming sorrow.


    Marcus couldn’t continue. His voice caught and tears came into his eyes. He was grieving now. His eyes were wet for his friend. He abandoned his last notes and went straight to suggesting the hymn, and he felt a look pass between some at the irregularity of it, and he didn’t care, and the people lifted their voices and sang, the women high above the men, and he passed his sleeve over his eyes, and though it had the smell of the river in it, the rough contact of the wool was good, and when he took it away the high last harmony of the waiata was circling, and he joined them in the Āmine.


    Then he led them outside and the pallbearers followed with Burtt in the casket and he felt much better out there, in fresher air. Beyond the people and the church and the mission whare he saw unclaimed sky and some lifting scraps of cloud and it calmed him. Burtt had ministered here and felt the rewards of it here, and he would end here, and tomorrow or the next day Marcus would be able to return to his own mission home.


    He said the last words over the grave and went among the people, and thanked them and reassured them. He expressed his gratitude for their long hospitality towards the Burtts and him and the Missionary Society.


    Finally he let Mrs Burtt come to him. He took her hands. She looked exhausted, but seemly. She had been washed by the service and cleaned.


    ‘Thank you, sir,’ she said. ‘I know John would be honoured.’


    He smiled gravely.


    ‘You know John had a very high regard for you, Reverend,’ she said. ‘The very highest. He considered you the most noble of Christians.’


    Marcus felt very tall above her. Behind her most of the congregation had turned and were walking up the pā.


    She released his hands, but talked on. ‘John said it was the highest honour to work this coast with you. He admired your work at Kāpiti and wanted only to emulate it here. And I am grateful to you, too.’


    ‘I see you have Mrs Williams with you,’ said Marcus.


    Mrs Burtt turned to survey the catechist’s wife across the yard, and again it was that look of plain regard that she sent across, the look that had alarmed Marcus several times now. ‘Yes, I do have her,’ she said. ‘That is true, I suppose.’


    ‘It is good to hear that of John,’ said Marcus. ‘I am sure I felt the same for him, poor fellow. He was a true friend. I admired his love of the Lord. He goes with God now.’


    Mrs Burtt nodded, then looked at something beyond him. ‘Thank you, Reverend,’ she said.


    ‘God bless you,’ said Marcus.


    But she had already turned, and not to talk to other members of the congregation but simply to finish the conversation with Marcus, it seemed. With her hands down at her sides she went away.


    Marcus spoke to some others, then conferred with Williams on when they would next meet on administrative matters concerning Te Awanui. Then he went up the pā to speak to Burtt’s teachers. The walk took him past the mission whare, and at the back of the small house he caught sight of Pono yarded in a pen of mānuka poles, where he had nothing but hard mud and chewed-down plants to eat. Yet the horse was nibbling at the scant plants all the same, and Marcus almost laughed to see Pono doing that, to see his lips groping out so valiantly. He whistled and the horse looked up, his ears circling and ready, and Marcus felt some of his own tension leave his body. For this short moment he was unrequired by the people, by anybody, and he spent it watching the horse and anticipating his trip back down the coast in a day’s time, with luck, or in two. He looked forward to the solitude of it, to the communion only with his horse and the lightly worn trail.

  


  
    ALL OUR FRIENDS AND GHOSTS


    I should have known it was a haunt of ghosts. My stepson had told me as much. One night out riding with him I’d cycled into the shortcut, when he skidded and stood astride his small bike.


    ‘No, Michael,’ he said. ‘Don’t.’


    I was already halfway down the lane. It ran alongside a replanted creek—really an old drain, tarted up—and when I looked back at him, mist from the drain wisped in between us. It was dusk.


    ‘Why not?’ I said.


    ‘Ghosts.’


    ‘What? Who says?’


    ‘Everyone,’ he said. ‘Everyone knows there’s ghosts.’


    His face was very serious, so I tried not to laugh. Instead I looked up and down the lane, then beckoned him towards me. ‘Come on, mate. It’s all right. There’s no ghosts. And we’re going to be late. Your mum will kill me.’


    But he wouldn’t budge. Parked right up the end of the lane by the street, he was head-down and sulking behind his helmet. I’d never drag him down the creek. I gave up and was turning my bike when something shuddered past—a whisper of something, a jolt and change of temperature, a waft of aniseed on the cold draft. I felt fingers play on my neck, tickling down from my ear round my throat.


    ‘Jesus,’ I said, and shivered.


    I looked both ways along the lane, but saw only the midges, the steam rising through the gathering dark, and my stepson holding his bike. I shivered again.


    This time the boy’s voice was plaintive. ‘Michael. Please come back.’


    I tried to reply but couldn’t—my throat was blocked. When my voice came back it was brusque. ‘All right,’ I said, coming towards him. ‘But you can explain to your mum why we’re late.’


    ‘She knows too,’ he said. ‘Everyone knows there’s ghosts here. It’s a kēhua place, after dark. There’s a book in the library at school.’


    ‘Sure there is.’ I shuddered again and pushed beyond him into the street and the light. ‘Get on your bike, please. We’re going to be late.’


    That was the first encounter—the first warning, as I later interpreted it. The next came in hot, bright daylight, midway through the afternoon as I raced for the train station and on to work. I worked for the council, and part of my job was to act as the clerk for council meetings in Porirua. Meetings were held after five so the public could attend, so on meeting days I could start late too. But still I managed, half the time, to be late for the train. I was careering up the lane on my mountain bike, when I rounded a toe-toe and almost collided with the ghost.


    She wasn’t ethereal or floating or scary. She was brisk and pissed-off, walking firmly in my direction up the path. In that moment I was sure I recognised her—the Edwardian and moth-eaten clothes, the hair elegantly done up—before I skidded to avoid her, then crashed into the fence.


    She stopped too and turned, then walked back to look at me.


    ‘Mr Hunt,’ she said.


    For a time I was too stunned to reply. I had recognised her.


    ‘Well?’ she said, peering from behind her sharp nose.


    ‘Mrs—Mrs Reeves?’


    ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Good afternoon, Mr Hunt.’


    I untangled myself from my bike, set my helmet right on my head. ‘Do you need help?’ I said. ‘Do you know where you are?’


    A severity came into her face. ‘No, I don’t need help. And yes, I know where I am. I know who you are too. In fact you’re the man I’m seeking, Mr Hunt. I was en route to your house, just now.’


    I swallowed against a flutter of panic. I knew for a fact that she had died sixty years back.


    ‘Well, I’m honoured,’ I said. ‘But is it urgent? Could you come back tomorrow? I’m late for work.’


    ‘No, it can’t wait.’


    At this point a bubble car went past on the street, a local politician canvassing through a megaphone for election votes. Still with her eyes on me, Maud cocked an ear to listen to the amplified voice. The candidate was female, and for a moment I thought I saw a wistfulness pass over the ghost’s face—a yearning hope or regret. Then the car was gone and the voice faded off, and she shook her head and advanced on me again with her finger held out.


    ‘You will talk with me, Mr Hunt. Because you’ve made the application, haven’t you.’


    I winced and looked away.


    ‘Time to talk turkey, Mr Hunt.’


    ‘Today isn’t the best day,’ I said. ‘I have to clerk a council meeting. I really can’t be late.’


    ‘I know you’ve applied,’ she said. ‘You can’t hide it. You’re obliged to talk to me. I’ve come quite some distance.’


    ‘I appreciate that, but I’m catching a train.’


    ‘Get off your bike.’


    ‘I’m sorry?’


    ‘I’ll dub you—get off your bike.’ With an impatient gesture, she shooed me from the handlebars and straddled the bike.


    ‘Sit back,’ she said. ‘Quick now. Hold onto my back.’


    I eased onto the seat, put my hands on her jacket, and tried not to recoil. The ancient cloth was dotted with moth-holes, and in places tiny spiderwebs laced across the stitch. Now that I was so close to her, I caught the strong scent of aniseed.


    ‘Don’t be gentle,’ she said. ‘I cycle fast. Hold tight.’


    She pushed off then, and we whizzed down the lane and onto Matai Road. She was indeed a good cyclist, and we were soon among the Paraparaumu shops. She didn’t look to left or right, wasn’t taken by the lights of Harvey Norman or the noise of Dick Smith. Instead she pressed on to the underpass and up to the bike lockers. While I locked up the bike, she surveyed the station, wiping a dew of sweat from her temples and fanning air at her armpits. She was heavily dressed for November, in a well-tailored but heavy skirt, plus a blouse and jacket. She was forty-plus, and attractive—I’d always thought that from the photos, and now it was true in the flesh. But the heat from the cycling sent her peculiar fragrance out from her body in a cloud, and it was strangely intoxicating. It made me want to get close. As if catching the thought, she turned with a strange gloating look, and I glanced away.


    We’d missed my intended train but if the next was on time I would only be half an hour late, cutting down my time for set-up before the meeting, but not disastrously. I paced the platform until the train came in, then took the window seat, the ghost sitting right beside me. The first scenery went past, and I swallowed against a pent-up flood of fear and excitement. Maud Pember Reeves was sitting beside me. Her ghost, at least. It was a thrill. But in a way it wasn’t unexpected. Part of me had been waiting for this. She was the star of my website Fabian Life, which in the past year had completely taken off. Somehow my mix of Fabian trivia and games, retro-cool posturing, and the odd dash of heavyweight history to back it all up, had captured a stray offshoot of the steampunk community and other hipster nostalgics who trawled the internet. It had been giddying, the past year and a half. The blog alone had followers from all over—Adelaide, Chicago, York. And now Maud was sitting beside me, my all-time Fabian favourite. Maybe I could interview her. What a great post that would make.


    The ghost interrupted these thoughts. ‘So you’ve applied now,’ she said. ‘The blog and tweets and God knows what weren’t enough. The games. The fairground ride you’ve made of our whole movement—of the best minds of our lot.’


    ‘Have you read all of the blog?’ I said. ‘Have you read my essays?’


    ‘I forced myself through it, yes.’


    ‘Well, with respect, the games are a gateway—’


    ‘That’s your claim, certainly,’ she said. ‘That’s how you justify it. The fairground leads to the library, and to the lecture hall. Yes, I know you say that.’


    ‘I’ve never posted that.’


    ‘But you’ve said it to your girlfriend,’ she said. ‘She’s heard it several times—your whole family has, I notice, in the car and at the dinner table. You’re quite the lecturer, Mr Hunt.’


    I shrank back.


    ‘That’s right, Mr Hunt,’ she said, smoothing something off her dress. ‘I’m omniscient, so watch out.’


    I gulped and looked outside as some coastline went past, then tried to backtrack. ‘It’s very exciting to meet you. I have a great respect—’


    ‘Yes, yes,’ she said, waving this off.


    ‘And I admire your achievements,’ I said. ‘All you did, all you wrote and campaigned on. And although I understand your reservations about the website, it’s not wrong of me to share that enthusiasm, that respect.’


    ‘Admire,’ she mocked. ‘Reservations.’


    I coughed and looked away.


    ‘But you’ve gone beyond that, Mr Hunt,’ she said. ‘You’ve applied to have me hologrammed, haven’t you. You would have my image walking the streets of Wellington, day and night, for your own entertainment.’


    ‘Not my entertainment,’ I said. ‘I don’t live in Wellington. Besides, your hologram would inspire people.’


    ‘Have you enjoyed meeting the other holograms?’ she said. ‘Have they inspired you, those dumb and hovering shapes?’


    I winced. It was true the holograms did not look happy yet.


    Again she seemed to pounce on my thoughts, leapfrogging beyond them. ‘They just hover there, looking miserable and demented,’ she said. ‘How inspiring is it to meet Howard Morrison’s shivering ghost?’


    ‘But your hologram would be different,’ I said. ‘Yours would bring intellect, Fabian debate—’


    ‘How would it do that,’ she said, ‘when it can’t even speak?’


    I tried to indicate that she might lower her voice—several passengers had perked up their ears at the hologram talk—but she batted my hand away.


    ‘Answer my question, Mr Hunt.’


    ‘They’re working on that function right now,’ I said. ‘By the time you—your hologram—is released, holograms will be able to speak monologues, as well, and answer questions. It’s quite incredible, when you think about it, a monologue that can stop for a chat.’


    ‘And which words will I speak?’ she said. ‘Who will select them? Some computer geek, some IT nerd who doesn’t know the first thing about us?’


    ‘How do you even know those terms?’ I said. ‘They weren’t even around when you lived.’


    Again she smoothed this comment off her clothes, like one of the stray threads gnawed by moths. ‘I just told you that I’m omniscient. Try to keep up, Mr Hunt. And there are limits to my omniscience, but not many, so don’t bother trying to hide anything from me, because it won’t work.’


    I eased away from her, pushed her hand off my leg. Even as she told me off, she had quite openly pressed her thigh against mine, and now as I moved she gave me another taunting stroke.


    I flicked her hand away, and tried not to blush.


    ‘Something wrong, Mr Hunt?’


    ‘You’re certainly not what I expected,’ I said.


    ‘Oh, indeed?’ she said. ‘And why should I behave my best? You’re sabotaging my life.’


    I chose not to respond to this. Instead I concentrated on trying to encourage back the centre-crease of each of my trouser legs. On a council salary, drycleaning was expensive and infrequent.


    ‘Back to my question,’ said Maud. ‘Who will make these monologues? Who will choose the words? Will it be you? Some clerk?’


    ‘With respect,’ I said, ‘I’m a qualified historian. I have honours in the subject.’


    ‘You’re still a clerk, Mr Hunt. And it was second-class honours, don’t forget.’


    ‘You snob!’ I said, laughing. ‘I knew it! I knew you’d be a snob, underneath all your democratic talk.’


    ‘Pah! You’ve applied to have me hologrammed, Mr Hunt, so don’t climb on your high horse. You’re exploiting me cruelly. And it’s all a big advertisement for your blog, in any case.’


    ‘Website,’ I said. ‘Not the blog. And that’s not true, anyway. The hologram would educate people about the Fabian movement. It would encourage them to look it up. They’d see the hologram and—’ Here I was on shaky ground, and I faltered. The truth was I’d long debated whether I could justify the application. There was space allocated on each hologram for one advertisement, and that advert would drag hundreds of people to my website—and, I told myself, to other sites and books about the Fabian movement.


    Maud watched me drily while these thoughts ran through my head. ‘How would you feel about it, Mr Hunt?’ she said. ‘If someone commercialised your life?’


    ‘That’s a bit strong,’ I said.


    ‘No, that’s precisely what it is,’ she said. ‘You’re exploiting everything I did—everything I suffered, too, I’ll bet—both inside the family, and out.’


    ‘Oh, and how about those housewives you wrote about,’ I said. ‘Housewife X and Mother Z? You were happy to share their lives. You blabbed about all their poverty and sickness, to all your rich readers and mates. You were happy to share that.’


    ‘That was very different, Mr Hunt,’ she said. ‘That was for their own good.’


    ‘Ha! Spoken like a true snob.’


    Now she pointed a fierce finger at me, her face sharp. ‘Don’t you talk to me like that. You will live to regret it.’


    ‘Well, give me a break, then,’ I said. ‘I’m not doing anything illegal. Christ, I’m a clerk, Mrs Reeves. I take minutes. That’s the only job I could get—and I’m lucky to have it, of course—but I’ve got an honours degree. If I didn’t blog in my spare time I’d go demented. And the website might lead to something. I might better myself—and there’s a Fabian phrase for you, if ever I heard one.’


    She sneered.


    ‘Yeah, laugh it up,’ I said, ‘but I’m a clerk on the make, Mrs Reeves. I’m a Fabian’s wet dream, for Christ’s sake. I’m bettering myself, and you don’t like it.’


    ‘Fabian’s wet dream,’ she said. ‘What a disgusting expression.’


    ‘It’s true,’ I said. ‘I’m just putting my education to use. I’m allowed to do that. Surely I’m allowed more in my life than wage-work for the council and grocery-shopping for my stepkid. I’m allowed another life. You’ve got no right to deny me that.’


    She shook her head, recrossed her legs. ‘This is all very self-righteous, Mr Hunt. Sadly it has nothing to do with it.’


    ‘Yes it does,’ I said. ‘God, I didn’t expect you to be like this.’


    ‘Oh, and what did you expect?’ Suddenly she was up against me, her fingers on my cheek. ‘Did you expect this? This is the “close encounter” your website promises, right? This is bringing the Fabians close?’


    I made to push her off, then realised she’d never actually touched me. In fact she’d projected her voice and touch, somehow, whispering up against me without moving at all. I shivered. ‘Don’t be so gross. It’s not like that.’


    ‘Tickle the Fabian,’ she said, quoting one of my website’s games. ‘Dress up George Bernard.’


    ‘You’re misrepresenting it,’ I said, growing hot. Two passengers in the adjacent seats were openly watching us.


    Again I reared back as the ghost poked her finger in my face. ‘Withdraw the application, Mr Hunt. Withdraw it.’


    ‘Look, try to understand,’ I said. ‘To cancel the hologram now would cost me two thousand dollars, and more in a Creative New Zealand grant. You’re asking me to waste all that.’


    In a flash she was in the centre of the carriage, standing by the emergency brake. Her hand closed round the red lever and she braced to push up. ‘Withdraw your application, Mr Hunt,’ she said. ‘I mean it.’


    I gulped. Everyone was watching now.


    ‘But it will renew your Fabian message,’ I said. ‘We need your message now. Everybody’s poorer—well, most people are poorer. We need to hear about your message.’


    ‘Withdraw.’


    ‘Don’t let her push that,’ said a man, getting up from his seat. ‘Get down, for Christ’s sake.’


    ‘Stay where you are,’ said Maud. ‘He wants to make a hologram of me. That man wants me to walk the waterfront with all those others—those sportsmen, that Richard Pearse.’


    ‘Oh, I hate those holograms,’ said a woman. ‘It’s disgusting. We all have to suffer someone else’s fantasy life.’


    ‘Oh, come off it,’ I said. ‘The technology’s under development. It’s getting better with each release.’


    ‘Well it’s a bloody desecration at the moment,’ said the woman. ‘I never wanted to meet Peter Blake like that.’


    ‘Yes, but in her case,’ I said, pointing. ‘In Maud’s case—


    ‘In my case?’ said Maud.


    I stammered as she curled and uncurled her hand round the brake.


    ‘Never mind,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean anything by it.’


    We were climbing between Paekākāriki and Pukerua Bay now, and a sudden view of the Tasman opened out on the right, and the ghost turned to gaze out there, entranced. ‘Oh, that’s pretty isn’t it?’ she said. A strange smile ran over her face as she said it, and I saw how capricious she might be, how casually destructive.


    ‘Okay, I withdraw,’ I said. ‘No hologram, no application.’


    ‘You promise?’


    ‘I swear,’ I said. ‘Look at all these witnesses. Everybody’s heard.’


    But the ghost looked at nobody else. ‘This is your promise,’ she said. And again she whispered in my ear, projecting her voice without leaving her spot. ‘You and me, Michael—this is between us.’


    ‘I promise,’ I said, flapping my hands now. ‘Please get down.’


    ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll get down.’


    ‘Good,’ I said. ‘Come back now. I’ve made my promise.’


    Smiling, she toyed with the brake lever, enjoying the effect on my face. Then she reached on her toes and slammed it upward, hard and all the way to the top.


    Immediately the train squealed and passengers were thrown from their seats, one woman tumbling into the aisle while bags crashed down from the overhead shelf. In the chaos I saw the ghost swinging on the pole and laughing maniacally. Then the train slowed more gradually, and a conductor came slamming through the carriages to check each of the emergency brakes. I saw his eye light on the up-tilted lever Maud had activated. In a flash, the ghost was sitting one seat along from me, and as the conductor’s eye fell on her she turned and solemnly pointed.


    ‘He did it.’


    With the last momentum of the train, we plunged into a tunnel and stopped. It was the second tunnel south of Paekākāriki, the highest point before the Pukerua Bay station.


    ‘Oh, Christ,’ said someone, as the tunnel closed round the carriage.


    ‘It wasn’t him,’ said a woman near me. ‘It was her—she pulled it.’


    ‘Tell him you did it,’ Maud whispered, again not moving from her seat. ‘I can make this much worse.’


    I moaned, rubbed my ear, and put my hand up. ‘It was me,’ I said. ‘I did it.’


    The other woman gasped, then stared at me, shaking her head.


    The conductor surveyed us. ‘Stay right there, both of you,’ he said. ‘I’m coming back.’ Then he swarmed up the remaining carriages and into the driver’s hutch.


    I glared at Maud; she smiled contentedly back.


    ‘What the hell was that?’ I said.


    Maud just smiled and watched the people around us. One was claustrophobic and threatening to puke; others had their phones out and were trying to text employers and mates, then cursing as they realised the tunnel had cut their reception.


    Without moving, Maud whispered in my ear again. ‘Just imagine what I could do if you really annoyed me,’ she said. ‘Just imagine how I’d mess with your head.’


    ‘But you promised,’ I said. ‘It’s not fair.’


    Playing the lady again for the other passengers’ sake, she patted her hair and smoothed her dress. ‘Then you’ve learnt something today, haven’t you dear? It’s an important lesson in life.’


    I glared at her. ‘And what’s that?’


    ‘Never negotiate with a ghost. It just doesn’t work.’


    I moaned and closed my eyes, calculating how late I would be for work. I’d never been late for a council meeting in my life. For years my strategy had been to make up for what I lacked in passion for local government admin by being conscientious. As a result I’d never got far in career terms, but was largely trusted at work, and left to myself.


    The conductor returned to take my name and details. ‘I’m afraid the police will be contacting you,’ he said. ‘Wellington Central are insisting.’


    ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘How long will we be stuck here?’


    ‘Ages. We’ve thrown the whole Kāpiti Line out.’


    ‘Christ,’ I said. ‘I’m going to get such a roasting at work.’


    ‘And perhaps you should have thought of that before apply-ing the emergency brake,’ he said. ‘Contact address, please.’


    Still standing above, he wrote my details while the other passengers looked, and I sat with my face burning.


    Maud leaned across. ‘Sounds like you’d better lawyer up, asshole.’


    ‘Excuse me?’ I said.


    She smiled at the conductor, then again at me. ‘I said, You’d better lawyer up, asshole.’


    Still writing in his pad, the conductor said, ‘Please keep your comments to yourself, madam. It’s not helpful.’


    ‘I’m just telling my husband here—’


    ‘If you’re having a domestic,’ he said, ‘please keep it to yourself.’


    ‘She’s not my wife,’ I said. ‘We’re not—’


    He held up his hands. ‘That’s not my business. Whatever floats your boat. But you—the pair of you, whoever it was—shouldn’t have applied the brake. You’ve got a big fine coming up.’


    I waited till he was writing again, then hissed at the ghost. ‘Very classy, Maud.’


    ‘Sir, please,’ said the conductor.


    ‘By the way, that was an Americanism, Maud,’ I said. ‘Plus it was anachronistic. You can’t insult me with an anachronism. Lawyer up—Jesus.’


    Maud smiled annoyingly across.


    The conductor shook his head and went off.


    I checked my watch and groaned—I would be horrifically late—but the sound of Maud’s giggling brought me back, and I glared at her, furious.


    ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Am I disappointing you, Mr Hunt? Am I not being a good Fabian lady? Are you cross?’


    ‘You’ve made your point,’ I said. ‘You can get off at the next station and go back.’


    She shook her head. ‘I’ll need help. I can’t get back.’


    ‘But I bought you a Day Rover. It’s good until midnight.’


    ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’d need help to find that lane again. I’d get lost.’


    ‘But you’re a ghost! You said you’re omniscient.’


    She just shook her head. ‘No.’


    ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake.’ I groaned again, louder this time, and more passengers looked my way, openly showing their distaste.


    ‘In this form,’ said Maud, pinching her forearm, then her leg, ‘I can’t orientate myself. I have no sense of direction. You’ll have to dub me back on your bike. After your work.’


    This was clearly a lie, but now I just wanted her to shut up. ‘Whatever,’ I said. ‘I don’t believe you, but whatever.’


    ‘That lane where you found me is my access point,’ she said. ‘I can’t exit from any other site. By the way, your stepson was right. It is a place for ghosts. He was right when he said that—and there is a book about it. I watched him while he looked at it in the school library, then put it back on the shelf.’


    I stared at her. ‘Christ, you’ll nose into anything, won’t you.’


    ‘Look who’s talking,’ she said, smiling. ‘You’ve read my letters, and they were private.’


    Shocked, I looked away. It was astonishing to be confronted with this. ‘Anyway, leave my stepson out of it, please.’


    She idled a fingertip into a moth-hole on her sleeve. ‘Can you get me into the debating chamber? At your work?’


    ‘What? No.’


    She sat patiently. The train hissed, clunked, and groaned forward at last. One passenger gave a sardonic cheer; the rest just shook their heads.


    ‘Well, of course I can get you in,’ I said. ‘But I don’t want to. Not after this.’


    ‘I won’t cause any trouble,’ she said. ‘I promise. That’s over now, because you’re withdrawing your application, aren’t you. You will withdraw, won’t you. You did promise.’


    Leaning forward, I rested my head on the seat in front and nodded sickly. ‘I did mention that it will cost me thousands to do that, didn’t I—plus my reputation will be shot to bits.’


    ‘That’s right, you promised,’ she said. ‘And there’s no reason why you can’t escort me into the chamber. It’s a public forum, I dare say. Besides, you owe me that courtesy, at least, after all the mileage you’ve got out of me, and my husband—’ she hesitated ‘—and my daughter. Her ... relationships.’


    ‘All right. But I can’t escort you there. I’m so late now that I’ll have to run just to get to the meeting. I’m the clerk—they can’t start without me. This is going to be a major embarrassment. So I can’t chaperone you there, and that’s your fault. You’ll find your own way, thank you very much.’


    She smiled and sat back.


    ‘I’ll be watching you very closely,’ I said. ‘So will security. I’ll tell them to watch out.’


    For answer she just smiled as Plimmerton curved up.


    By the time we made Porirua the meeting was due to start. I sprinted from the train and through the shopping centre to the council. From my office I grabbed the laptop and dashed out again, running straight to the chamber and through the public and the councillors to the clerk’s desk. The councillors were milling about the centre circle with long-finished tea and coffee cups, stretching out their pre-meeting refreshments. At my arrival the chief exec and mayor both came up at once.


    ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said. ‘The trains. You wouldn’t believe it.’


    The chief exec’s face was tight, but the mayor gave an expansive laugh.


    ‘You’ll be here at sparrow fart, once the bypass goes through.’ He nudged the chief exec. ‘Eh? The bypass will fix that.’


    The chief exec smiled out the side of his mouth, and I felt bad for him. He’d once let me off the hook when I exceeded my at-work internet allowance so badly and publicly that the matter found its way to his desk, the story having leaked to the local press, courtesy of someone in the IT department.


    Now the mayor laughed again at his own joke and went to his seat. I raced through the laptop set-up and meeting log. A number of people were up the back in the public seats, showing confusion about why we’d not started yet. In seconds snatched from the laptop I glanced at the mayor to see how much time I had left, and saw he’d begun the laborious process of putting on his ceremonial mayoral chains and, as usual, got himself tangled in lifting them over his head. And, as previously, he tried to disguise the mistake, casting a furtive look at the public up the back, then at me.


    I abandoned the log notes and came across to help. As I fished among the silvery links and shields his coffee breath feathered my face.


    ‘We’re very late kicking off,’ he said. ‘Any late apologies, Mike?’


    ‘Just Rajen,’ I said, guessing. I hadn’t had time to check for overnight emails or phone messages.


    ‘No, I’ve seen Rajen,’ he said. ‘He’s just slipped out. He’s in the bog, I think.’


    ‘No apologies, then.’


    ‘All right.’ He brushed me away from his chains and flipped them adroitly into place. I stared—they’d never been really tangled. He’d manufactured the entire problem for my sake.


    ‘Thank you, Michael,’ he said, waving me off. ‘All fixed now. Good lad. Get the agendas handed out—it’s all right.’


    I plunged back to the laptop, finished the set-up, handed out the extra agendas someone else had printed. Rajen came back and the mayor called the meeting to order. I raced against him to check my inbox, finalise the log, and keep track of debate sparked by the previous minutes, the matters arising flaring into some peacock activity as the councillors responded to the presence of more members of the public than usual, plus a local reporter, and Maud at the back.


    In the council chamber we’d finally had refurbished, after several years of budget wrangles and local media debate, Maud looked elegant but outmoded and overdressed, and some of the older male councillors began to expand on their points for her sake, showing off. For her part Maud merely watched the proceedings with her head slightly inclined, her eyes darting between speakers, and I felt a spurt of shame that the council couldn’t supply her with a higher class of debate. In her time she’d been exposed to the best. She’d sat in the gallery at Parliament; later in London she’d hosted Bernard Shaw and H.G. Wells in her own house. Embarrassed, I buried my head while debate droned on about the minutiae of the minutes I’d typed last month.


    When I next looked up, Maud was easing her chair back, discreetly making her way out. She smiled as people let her pass, one elegant hand resting on a chair back, and I admired her effortless grace. Then as she drew a grin from the security guard and slipped out, I leapt up, flashing with panic about where she was headed—towards which office, for what mischief. The mayor’s office? My own desk? In my panic I saw her logging into my office computer to hack Fabian Life and related sites. I covered my face and moaned. She was impossible, a terrorist.


    The mayor coughed and I turned. His eyebrow was arched. I was still standing, the laptop thrust back, the whole meeting halted while the councillors watched me. I sat back and resumed my work, but as the meeting continued my anxiety increased, worry about the ghost’s whereabouts eating me up.


    At last the meeting broke for tea and I ran to scour the building for her, with no luck. At the security desk I got a ribbing from the guards for asking them to watch for a strange woman, middle-aged and well dressed. Back at my seat I logged onto Fabian Life just as the meeting resumed and the chief exec caught me at it, his eyes growing wide in amazement. I cringed and logged out. In one day I’d done more—the ghost had done more—to ruin my reputation than since the at-work internet bust, but at least the website was still intact.


    The meeting ran late. As the councillors left I wrapped up and searched the offices once more for Maud, then raced to the station in time for the Waikanae Express. There was Maud on the platform, unperturbed, reading a handful of brochures in close type. I watched her from a distance, too exhausted to begin another argument.


    She affected not to see me at first, then glanced across. ‘Oh, there you are, Mr Hunt. I had a feeling you’d make this train.’


    I nodded and sat heavily on a steel seat. ‘Where did you get to? Or don’t I want to know?’


    She held up her brochures. ‘Parliament. It was in session today.’


    ‘But how did you find your way? Actually, never mind. I don’t care, to be frank.’


    She smiled and went back to her reading.


    I sat dully on the station seat, completely wrung out. Council meetings were exhausting, even straightforward ones.


    At length Maud held up a leaflet on select committees. ‘This is an innovation. Does it work?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ I said.


    ‘You don’t know?’


    ‘I’ve only been once,’ I said. ‘The council made a submission about land transport. It seemed to go all right.’


    For a long moment she watched my face, renewing her assessment of me, it seemed.


    ‘If it’s all right with you, I’d rather not discuss it,’ I said. ‘I’m exhausted.’


    ‘Well,’ she said, ‘I suppose some people are political, and some are not.’


    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘And there’s nothing wrong with that.’


    ‘If that’s your position, Mr Hunt.’


    ‘It is,’ I said. ‘Let’s leave it at that.’


    The train groaned in and we boarded and sat down. I closed my eyes and leaned back, only to be jolted awake again at Mana station. It was just a five-minute nap, but it left me feeling a little more refreshed, and I rolled my head to watch the ghost as she read, her quick intelligence darting over the mass of brochures, order papers, and guides on how to submit to a select committee.


    ‘You could be an MP if you lived here now,’ I said. ‘Women are allowed. Imagine that.’


    She answered this with a curt nod, and went on reading.


    ‘You’d be so good at that,’ I said. ‘I’d vote for you.’


    She sighed pointedly and spoke without looking up from the documents. ‘Don’t talk about that please, Mr Hunt. That’s just idle imagining. I’d rather not indulge in that sort of pointless sport.’


    I made a face and shrank back. ‘It was supposed to be a compliment,’ I said.


    She ignored me, her face closed, apparently genuinely hurt.


    I sat looking out while the train rocked us side to side. Plimmerton went past, Pukerua Bay. I could have let it go, but part of me wanted to provoke the ghost now that the work day she’d ruined was receding behind me, and I saw a chance to get her back.


    ‘Well that doesn’t make any sense,’ I said.


    She went on reading, her mouth held prissy and tight.


    ‘Because you couldn’t exist if it wasn’t for idle imagining, could you?’ I said. ‘You wouldn’t be here, or anywhere, in fact. No one would have ever read about you or your movement. You’d just be unimportant, like the rest of us—like any of those councillors today. Well-meaning, but forgotten and second-rate.’


    She compressed her mouth even tighter at this.


    ‘You couldn’t exist without people like me,’ I said. ‘That’s the facts of the matter, eh, Maud. That’s why the website is important. That’s why you didn’t hack it today, when you could have. My website keeps you alive.’


    This sat between us for a time, but finally she couldn’t resist.


    ‘In any case,’ she said, ‘one can make a great deal of change from outside Parliament. I did, for example. One doesn’t need to be elected to Parliament.’


    ‘Yes, but just imagine how things could have been different,’ I said. ‘You could have been a Minister here in New Zealand, the Prime Minister even. Imagine that.’


    Now she turned to face me directly. ‘It’s been a big day, Mr Hunt,’ she said. ‘I imagine you’re very tired.’


    ‘Not really,’ I said, grinning.


    ‘I imagine you are, in fact, Mr Hunt,’ she said. ‘Otherwise you wouldn’t be provoking me so stupidly, like some six-year-old, about chances I worked for but never had. You’re just tired and irritated.’


    ‘Nope,’ I said. ‘I’m actually feeling quite fresh.’


    She lifted a hand towards me, all the while maintaining eye contact. The look on her face was faintly bored, as if dealing with an infant who wouldn’t give up. With her arm raised came a further puff of her scent.


    ‘Is this one of your ghost moves?’ I said. ‘It’s not very impressive.’


    She sighed, maintaining the eye contact. ‘You’re very tired, Mr Hunt.’


    ‘No, I’m not,’ I said.


    But then my eyes slammed shut and my head sandwiched against the train window, and I slept, twitching with dreams in bright colours and whispering shapes. It was not until the doors hissed open at Paraparaumu that I woke. Stony-faced, the ghost indicated the doors and followed me out. In silence now, we fetched my bike and walked. For a long time she didn’t speak, and this time as we went past them she glanced warily at the shops—the Warehouse Stationery, the organic shop—and seemed rather smaller against their backdrop, vulnerable in the noisy bulk of evening traffic.


    For my part, I was still groggy from my enforced sleep on the train, and I felt the small silent shape beside me as a rebuke. I’d met Maud Pember Reeves at last, and I’d wasted the chance. I’d offended her, brought out the worst side of her ghost.


    ‘I won’t blog about this,’ I said, at last. ‘About meeting you.’


    She nodded and walked on, keeping her eyes on her feet. She seemed self-conscious, for the first time, about her old-fashioned look. As we went through the mall carpark, some teenagers had gone past in a car and leaned out of a car and honked, the passengers jeering out the windows, apparently at her odd appearance. But at the station I’d automatically put on my bike helmet and a hi-viz vest over my suit, so perhaps I was the target.


    ‘But I’ll still blog about you, and your family,’ I said. ‘You can’t reasonably expect me to stop Fabian Life. It’s practically a job for me now—a second job, if you like.’


    Some more time passed; we crested the footpath out the back of Coastlands and began walking down past the drycleaners and op-shops.


    ‘But you don’t get paid for it,’ said Maud, at last.


    ‘I might,’ I said. ‘I’ve reviewed some books, and they paid well—some of them. And I’ll get some adverts on the website, if the popularity keeps up. I’ve had some interest.’


    She smiled, but with less of the smugness of before.


    ‘Have you read the whole blog?’ I said. ‘There’s heaps on there. Some of my published reviews, and other work.’


    She sighed and looked down the street. ‘Yes. You’ve already harangued me about that.’


    ‘Well,’ I said, and fell silent.


    We turned into Matai Road, and Maud secured her hair against the light breeze, clipping some stray hairs flat. My stomach growled, and I had a sudden pang for home. It was homemade pizza night. It was a family night, normally, when there was music and loud disagreement, all three of us slapping on our preferred ingredients, but tonight I’d have to microwave what they’d already cooked. I was already too late to see my stepson before he went to bed.


    Glancing at me, Maud said, ‘Why are you so obsessed, Mr Hunt? Why the Fabians, and why our family, especially? Why can’t you pick on somebody else?’


    I shrugged and walked on, but she forced my gaze to meet hers.


    ‘Well?’


    ‘I’d hardly call it picking on you,’ I said.


    She waved this off. ‘You owe me an explanation, at least. I’m your guest.’


    ‘Ha!’


    She smiled. ‘A somewhat troublesome guest, perhaps. All the same.’


    ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘It’s just what takes my interest. I can never predict what I’ll blog about next. Did you know I blogged about the Gallaghers before this—the electric fence family? And I’ve got a blog about sport.’


    ‘Good God,’ she said. ‘What excellent company you make us keep.’


    What a snob, I thought.


    ‘I heard that,’ she said.


    We were amongst the Raumati houses now. A trio of schoolgirls straggled along the path, music coming from somewhere amongst them, and they sniggered openly at Maud’s outfit. She bent her head until they were well past.


    ‘Are you still in contact with your husband?’ I said, gently. ‘Will you tell him about this?’


    She paused, her lips pressed tight, then said, ‘We are in contact.’


    It was meant as a politeness, an inquiry after the health of her family, but it brought another question with it, and I couldn’t resist asking it. ‘And H.G. Wells? Do you see him, now—do you talk?’


    Her head snapped towards me, and I looked away, bracing for a telling-off. Of course, I knew her daughter had eloped with Wells and fallen pregnant to him in Europe. For a time it was the scandal of Maud’s later life, and it had sapped much of her husband’s strength. On the website I’d made it the subject of a quiz. A tasteful quiz, I’d thought.


    Now she was looking at me, and shaking her head. ‘You just can’t help yourself, can you, Mr Hunt.’


    ‘I’m sorry.’ I glanced up the street and felt the swirl of slow-rising panic. We were almost at the laneway, and the light was fading fast into dusk. At the same moment, I felt the ghost relax, as she seemed to have the same thought—soon she’d be leaving me behind for good.


    She laughed and said, ‘You’re such a fool, Mr Hunt.’


    ‘Yes, but what was he like?’ I said. ‘Wells? Do you still hate him for it?’


    She laughed again, and it was a gentler laugh, not as scornful as before. ‘Of course not.’


    ‘Why not?’


    She stopped walking and faced me. We were at the top of the lane, the drain sending up its fragrance of swamp. ‘I hope you get wiser once you pass through, Mr Hunt. I wouldn’t like to meet you again in this state.’


    ‘Pass through?’ I said.


    ‘For a basically nice person,’ she said, ‘your manners could do with a lot of improvement.’


    I glanced behind her. Mist was creeping up from the water to the laneway, then up the side-fence. ‘Perhaps you could come back,’ I said. ‘You could meet my girlfriend, her son. He’s a nice boy. You like kids. My partner’s nicer than I am. Not so earnest.’


    ‘Good night, Mr Hunt. Thank you for bringing me back to this lane.’


    ‘Hang on,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry for teasing you. I admire your work—that’s the first thing. That came first.’


    She nodded and looked down the lane at the mist, assessing it.


    ‘But really, are you in touch with them—those people? Shaw? Your husband? I’d love to know about that.’


    For a moment she searched my face, as if gauging how badly I wanted to know this. ‘No, Mr Hunt. I’m sorry, but I’m not in touch. These days, I’m all alone.’ She touched my wrist. ‘But it’s not sad. They’re all with me. We carry them with us, don’t we, Mr Hunt? All those people we’ve lived with—all our friends and ghosts. They all live with us. Forever, I think.’


    I tried to return her smile but couldn’t, and instead looked down at my feet.


    She stroked my arm and smiled, then began to walk down the lane without me. But after a few steps she turned. ‘I noticed something today,’ she said.


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘The mayor,’ she said. ‘He rescued you, didn’t he? That stunt with the chains, he rescued you from embarrassment.’


    I nodded, peering down the lane. As the sun lowered, her face was becoming harder to make out.


    ‘That was nice of him, wasn’t it?’ she said.


    ‘I suppose. What’s your point?’


    She touched her face absently, then held her hand up, as if surprised to find her fingertips wet from the sudden mist. I watched her put her fingers up to taste the mist, then shake the remnant moisture off.


    ‘What about the mayor?’ I said, straining. ‘What was your point?’


    ‘Oh,’ she said, glancing back. ‘Nothing—just that it was nice. It’s always nice when a friend helps you out.’


    ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘That was it?’


    She smiled enigmatically and walked further ahead. Then she turned again. ‘And be good to Toby,’ she said. ‘Your stepson—he knows what’s what.’


    ‘All right,’ I said.


    She was barely visible now, halfway between the street-lamps that shone down light on the lane and fence and creek.


    ‘And don’t forget—’


    ‘Yes, I’ll email the hologrammers tonight. That’s all off.’


    Then without moving, she was at my neck again, whispering. I brushed my ear, shivered, felt her fingers dance down my throat to the helmet’s chin strap.


    At that moment a car swooped past, its headlights cutting across, and I strained to catch what she said.


    ‘What was that?’ I said.


    ‘I said,’ she whispered, ‘I like your hat. Very fetching, Mr Hunt.’


    I laughed and put a hand to my head. ‘It’s not a hat. It’s a bike helmet.’


    But in that instant her shape looped under the bars and down into the grass, then the watercress. A greater darkness opened up, and she walked into it.


    I waited a moment, but there was nothing to follow, just midges in a cloud, the slow creek, and the odd tendril of clearing mist. Another car cut across, wiping my face with light, and when it had passed the lane was empty and quiet, the streetlamps sending down their orbs of soft light.


    I turned with my bike and went back into the street. I spent some time getting my bike and gear organised, to collect myself. My helmet was loose. My bike-lamp didn’t have much battery left. I’d have to pedal fast to make it home before it ran out.

  


  
    MY BROTHER’S BLOOD


    We carried no guns. Whereas we went over those Fiordland heights with no weapons under our coats, my brother would have been draped about with knives and flintlock weapons, and it was this clear difference that proved I was right to oppose him. His task was bloody; I came to prevent bloodshed. It was 1802. Just two years were left to run before we put an end to their reign of slaughter, and our conflict was at its height. I put my boots in the tracks of the man in front of me and knew it was the correct path.


    That certainty propelled me forward for about ten steps of each hour’s walking. The rest was doubt. Try marching toward conflict with your brother—the one who brought you up. Try knowing exactly what malignant twist his face will take. Try going towards that, armed only with the religious armour put about you by the Order, a faith I’d adopted for the sake of comfort, not for burning love of the Mother inviolate.


    Nevertheless I was on the march. From Bluff up the southwest hinterland we’d come to within a day’s tramp of Dusky Sound. We were travelling light and fast, aiming to complete our intervention and return south, because we all had vegetables at home to lift, and some had families. As we walked, we knew ourselves to be observed by the scouts of local people, in the area for the gathering of their sacred pounamu, but bent on their own Holy task they did not approach us, recognising perhaps in our single-minded speed and lack of weapons a similar crew of pilgrims, bisecting that sacred space to protect it.


    A greater danger lay ahead. From intelligence John had gained at Bluff we knew my brother’s crew to be the sweepings of van Diemen’s Land and the world’s merchant marine. Besides the clubs and lances of their trade and their own private knives, they possessed muskets and a powder keg. None of us were naīve to the danger such men would present. Once interrupted—irritated—yet again by the Order, they would lash out. Several Ordermen had died on such campaigns, and in most of those stories my brother’s ferocity was the central point. To the Order, he was Lucifer, heretic plunderer of the beasts they held sacred.


    I alone knew this unholy spectre as an intimate. We’d been apart fifteen years now, but what I owed him I would not forget. His hard boy’s face. His hands in my hair, wrenching me up. Our shared early misfortune, the stinging Shetland water, the salt.


    


    We camped that night in bush upstream from the fiord. We were, John calculated, within a few hours’ march of their camp, yet sufficiently obscured by the near ridge to risk a fire. The sandflies were a curse. Prohibited by our faith from killing them, we flinched and flicked away insects as their bites sucked under collars, into wrists.


    All twitching ceased, though, once the fire was lit and Nightsong called. At a silent signal from John we knelt, ten men and women on wet forested ground, all hats removed, waiting for John’s words.


    


    Aid us, O Mother, to preserve Your Order


    Your Holy rank of creatures and trees


    Lift us up, O Mother, and redeem us


    By this work, from our human basity.


    


    For Yours is the Order


    The Forest, the Water


    In Your name we carry forth


    This Holy War.


    


    Then there was an easing of knees, a collective shifting to sit on logs or our rude travelling bags, for each campaigner’s Offering-words. The Blacksmith was first and the brothers second, and true to form their Offerings yawned with piety.


    ‘We travel here,’ began the Blacksmith, ‘in the instruction of the prophets and under the guidance of John; we observe your Natural Order in this Holiest place, we take forth your work in the company of these trees.’ The brothers DeMarinis merely echoed him minus the gravitas, and the rhythmic virtue went on, lulling everyone away to their own thoughts and back in time for each Amen, and thus I had little fear of inquisition from the group as I came to give my own Offering.


    Nevertheless I could sense through the fire John’s attention on me; somehow as we’d walked that day he’d traced the whiff of ambivalence along the line of campaigners to me. He was our chief prophet’s son and lieutenant and shared his father’s acute perceptiveness, yet his face was harder, his resolve more pure; any of his nature that might have been given over to lenience or compassion had been absorbed in the demands of active leadership. Thus he had led our campaigns for fifteen years or more; this was my first campaign, and I knew to expect no indulgence from him.


    So I relied on the scaffolding of Orderist scripture to start me off.


    


    Mother God, aid me to preserve Your Order


    The beasts, the fowls and the trees.


    


    Then, as our faith requires, I gave honest exposure to my own soul, that it might be offered up to the forest.


    


    Mother in this place


    Give faith to a blind man


    Sympathy to his brothers and sisters


    And in faith and good fortune


    I obey Thee.


    


    Thus I gave under the trees honest utterance. It would have piqued a sceptic’s interest, had one been there, would have provoked a long discussion in some prophet’s hut or vegetable rows the next day—but the prophets were not there, I was on campaign, and my words seemed merely to reinforce the novitiates around me. The Amen was resounding, and the Offerings went on, man to woman to man. Only John’s eyes touched on mine, as he stared plainly through the smoke until I looked down. Then the Offerings were done and the hard bread was passed, leavened with pumpkin paste and a handful of berries, sandflies nipping our fingers and cheeks as we ate.


    A final briefing from John sent us into the tents, rain threatening above.


    I was adjacent to the brothers DeMarinis and, as always, they slept immediately and did not wake. And as on every night of the trek thus far, I lay awake a long while, my eyes probing the tent roof while the night-birds boomed through the dark. Then it rained.


    


    When I woke the dawn chorus was already upon us, the birds open-throated in the trees above and the rain all gone, and the brothers DeMarinis already by the dead fire with John, their hats removed and heads bent in observance, the others quickly arriving. To rise before dawn for this observance was a core practice of most Orderists, but I was not a man who enjoyed the hours before morning tea, and at the community I’d done my best to avoid it.


    Rubbing the damp from my joints I came to the circle and knelt and truly it was a rich sound, the birdsong that avalanched from the trees. Bellbirds, robins, and others I couldn’t distinguish, all pouring forth, and I was quite swept away by it. Of course it was right to revere this miracle, this Mother-provided organsound and hymn.


    Yet for this we’d been banished from every port and city, save for those of our stronghold in Scotland, even denied access to the meeting places of this new colony, forced inland from Bluff. And the more I listened to this mad Fiordland chorus the more I felt some of what must have driven the others—that tribal outrage, absolute and united.


    But then light lifted through the trees and the chorus lost its intensity, desiccating into a broader melee of forest noise, and John cleared his throat to say Morningsong. Then we all stood and shook hands, clasping at the elbows and shoulders, and broke camp.


    The day’s purpose was reconnaissance, and from the valley we climbed to the ridgeline to scan the fiord fingering out grandly to the Tasman and, on its nearmost shore, the rude camp of tents my brother’s crew had established. Before the main tent the bush had been cleared and a small boat moored. John and the older DeMarinis manned the spy glasses for a half-hour and concluded that my brother’s men had forayed far from their camp. Zigzagging down the slope we moved as quickly as the terrain would allow, all silent, both in trepidation of what lay ahead and from respect to the habitat we were passing through, the bugs and leaves and smaller beings we crushed underfoot with each step.


    The sun was high and my feet were blistered, my toes bloodied inside my boots and grating with each step down. Wincing, I pictured both DeMarinis brothers loving such a discomfort, relishing the pain as a trial of faith when it came. In truth I found it hard to like those brothers. Both walked ahead of me now, one with a wife, and even her chuffing labour I disliked. ‘Phew!’ she said, over and over. ‘Holy Mother!’ So much of campaigning was not to my taste.


    We came close to the sealers’ tents and John held up a hand. ‘A quick thanks.’


    We circled as well we could in the bush with our eyes cast down, but it was a hasty meditation, summoning back my nerves rather than calming them. And immediately afterwards everyone was active, the youngest brother and the Blacksmith going to unmoor the boat, the others surrounding the tents. Left alone with John I crouched under cover of the bush, waiting for instructions. In what I took to be some kind of novitiate test, I’d been chosen to raid the tents with him.


    For a full ten minutes we crouched side by side, surveying the tents.


    At length John whispered, ‘Are you firm in your faith, Edward? I know this campaign has complications for you. Family connections.’


    I chose not to say anything to this.


    ‘I know about your brother. I know who he is. But only I know it—only the prophets and I. None of the others are aware. Your secret is safe.’


    ‘Thank you,’ I said.


    ‘You’re a good man, Edward,’ he said. ‘We all have courage, in our way.’


    I glanced sharply at him. It was an odd thing to say.


    ‘It will be hard, what follows,’ he said. ‘Are you sure you’re firm? How’s your faith these days, Edward?’


    Although he looked straight across the clearing to the tents, his jaw was clenched tight, as if my doubt antagonised him personally.


    But then he received the signal and was up and running, halfway across the clearing before I’d even moved. Running after him I felt the exposure of it, this open clearing and its dangerous light. Then I was stumbling into the largest tent.


    ‘They’re all out,’ said John. He was lifting blankets and boxes, peering under them, moving on.


    I waited for my eyes to adjust. The tent’s neatness was a shock. Bunk beds made of bush logs were stacked at the back wall, the blankets folded; a low table of tea-crates sat in the centre of the room, even a rude stool. It was supposed to be the enclave of unholy slaughterers, yet it was more domestic than my own hut above Bluff. On the table someone had scribed the name of some woman of a faraway port, with a quaintly off-colour limerick underneath.


    ‘Edward!’ hissed John. ‘Wake up!’


    He was holding muskets towards me, three of the long-barrelled things found under some bed, plus a blanket to wrap them in. Shoving all this at my chest, he dashed back to the bunks and returned with a pair of long knives.


    ‘Look alive, Edward. They’ll be back and you’ll still be standing here, half-asleep.’


    But it wasn’t clear what else I should do. He hadn’t told me, so I stood with my pulse hammering as he nipped along the wooden bench that was hammered into the wall-posts, his fingers quick among the provision-jars and cooking tools, searching, I supposed, for maps or logbooks.


    ‘Wrap the weapons, Edward. Wrap them in the blanket. Hurry!’


    Now infected by his haste I bundled it all on the table while he went one more time round the tent.


    ‘It’s enough,’ he said. ‘We’ve got the weapons. Come on.’


    I bolted out the door and tripped on the pugged bank and stumbled on towards the boat. The others were already aboard, the Blacksmith and older DeMarinis at the oars, the younger brother holding the mooring-rope. I lumbered in, then John was climbing over me to get to the stern where a rudder had been improvised from an oar.


    Then the Blacksmith pulled on the oars and we were away, stealing the boat. I held the weapons and panted with blank terror, anticipating at any moment my brother’s arrival from nowhere to crash aboard and bludgeon our heads, to sink his own boat under vengeful boots.


    Perhaps half an hour passed before John guided us into a small inlet, he and young DeMarinis’s wife wading to the beach to trample the sand and break into the bush before returning to leave the false trail. Then we rowed on, the Blacksmith indefatigable at the oars, John steering us toward a small tributary he had identified from the top of the hill.


    Once at the creek we quickly foundered and began carrying the boat up so we could hide it inland, far from my brother’s men. It was a wet staircase and we all slipped, my shins smashing on the rocks as I came behind with the bundle of weapons in my arms. But at last John directed us into the bush at our right, two men going in front to ease aside the vines and branches so the boat could come through. The dark was coming down before we stopped to hide the boat under fronds and camouflaging moss. Under rotten logs I buried the weapons, returning the violent metal and wood, according to Order doctrine, to their natural state.


    With my brother’s crew by now certain to be aware of our raid, John deemed it too dangerous to light a fire, so we sat under tents to eat by shaded candlelight. When passed the hunk of bread my throat gagged with nerves. Tomorrow I and these Orderists would meet, at last, my brother’s savage and fabled crew. John was not the only one to see that I couldn’t eat. One woman even laid a hand on my shoulder, offering support until I shrugged her off.


    ‘Will someone give Evensong?’ I said.


    The others gasped at the breach, and I took the opportunity to dispose of my bread and paste under some brush.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ said John. ‘I forgot Evensong in tonight’s haste.’


    The Blacksmith cleared his throat and gave the observance. His face was obscured in shadow but his voice was deep and plain; he was not a pretentious man, and this time I found the ritual a comfort.


    ‘Amen,’ I said. ‘Thank you.’


    Then in the gloom John brought forth his map. From the day’s reconnaissance he’d learnt more about my brother’s operations, and now he sketched our route to Baillie’s Point, explaining just how long it would take us to row there tomorrow, and how the rowing work would be split. Bending towards the map I noted that again the tactics for the raid itself went unmentioned, the advice covering only our transport there and nothing beyond that, and I spurted with a fearful need to blurt ‘and then what?’, but didn’t, unwilling to expose further my difference, my ignorance of what others seemed to know implicitly.


    But they did not notice my disquiet. Like me they were drawn along by John’s voice, and they trusted it. John was an arrow of purpose. They would follow him off a precipice—even I would. I was not a brave man, but I was an opportunist, and I knew that, out here, John was my best chance.


    


    In what seemed a short time I woke in a deep blackness as the heavens opened, Mother God’s renewing rain thundering on the tent with sudden force. In a moment John was shouting through the dark, calling us from our beds. The rain would delay us; we must start immediately.


    In the soaking bush it was so dark that to return to the boat we moved in a line, each campaigner holding the shoulder of the next, our only illumination coming from a lantern that John guarded under a canvas shield at the front while the rain teemed down, plastering my hair against my head. No sooner had we reached the boat than John’s lantern was extinguished and we removed the camouflaging in the dark, clearing its hull by feel until John struck a second match.


    At last we had the boat lifted and were following John, but it was hopeless, as in the dark and rain we slid and crashed, one woman issuing a deliciously inventive curse. Finally we reached the creek of the night before and started down it. Already a lot of time had been lost, and John’s voice rang out remorseless through the bush, even as we slipped and slammed on the rocks, and it was a sodden and bruised company that emerged at the fiord’s edge.


    Now the Blacksmith produced four lengths of blanket fabric to muffle the rowlocks and again took the oars with the older brother, the younger one leaning out over the bow to search through the low cloud for danger, while at the stern John steered a course parallel to the shore. For the rest of us we could only hunker in the boat and fidget, watching the water while the rain plucked and dimpled it.


    All were nervous. Some murmured quietly in last-minute homage to the Mother, their lips moving in one more prayer for safety’s sake. As for me, my stomach was cramped with the same fear I’d felt when going out with my brother, long ago in Scotland, to thieve after dark. Hands knotted in my shirt, I closed my eyes and fancied I saw his outline ahead, leading me into a frightening dark.


    The rain eased and we came within sight of the sealers’ tents. It was dawn now and we were plainly visible, John having made no attempt to steer further out, and two of my brother’s men came running down to the shore to shout and gesticulate.


    ‘They’ve been left behind,’ said someone. ‘To guard the camp.’


    When we offered no response the pair began throwing stones, each splashing well short, merely disturbing the water between us, their voices carrying distant and blasphemic. They looked almost funny, those stickmen dancing on the shore, but the older DeMarinis pursed his lips and shook his head.


    ‘Violent men,’ he said.


    I snorted and his glare gave me real delight. It always restored me to laugh at a DeMarinis.


    Then John ordered a change at the oars and it was my turn to blister my hands in the rowers’ seats. My back soon ached from the rowing but I relished it. Urged on by John, I oared us towards Baillie’s Point, my back to our destination, suppressing the brother-dread that gnawed in my gut.


    *


    When our father drowned I’d been six, my brother nine. One whole night they’d not come back in Pa’s fishing boat, and in the morning I ran down to find them washed up. My father was dead on his back, staring up, my brother sitting in the opposite direction with his arms round his knees. Pa’s boat was nowhere, swallowed by Shetland’s furious coast.


    At first I couldn’t get my brother to speak. His teeth chattered and he brushed me off when I shook him by the shirt. Back at my father’s side I found Pa’s face sliding and cold to the touch.


    Running back to my brother I pulled his arm and shrieked. ‘Help!’ I was six years old.


    Again he shook me off.


    I ran to my father, tried to roll him on his side and couldn’t, beat his chest instead, then collapsed next to him and cried.


    After a time my brother was standing above me. ‘What did you expect?’ he said. ‘He can’t fish, can he? He can’t pilot a boat.’


    I stared up—his face so fierce.


    ‘He’s drowned, isn’t he?’ he said. ‘What did you expect?’


    Then he kicked his bare foot as I held it, and when I wouldn’t let go, dragged me a short way up the rocks. Finally he kicked me free and scowled up the beach.


    He’d long been in battle with my father. Pa had been a Minister of the Kirk until our mother’s death, when, growing wild in his widower grief, he rejected that faith and made a new God of seabirds and rocks and the scything wind that Shetlanders hated. Thus he lost his Minister’s post and with it his income and our comfort. Wild in his grief he took to his fishing boat to survive, driving his eldest son to accompany his hopeless ventures for fish, leaving me in the house with no company and little to eat.


    To this new change in my father, my brother adapted by hating and resisting him. I could not. I cowered round my father’s heels, and now at his death was overtaken by fear. It was my brother who provided food in those first few months. In a village that refused us charity, so beyond the pale had we been cast by our father’s heretic faith, my brother was resourceful, learning all the trades that take place after dark, and soon he had us a stowaway berth to Aberdeen.


    There we learned more of the ragged business of surviving on cold streets—or he did, while I scuffed along in his wake. Through years of discomfort I followed him through the Aberdeen nights and then Edinburgh. In Glasgow we quickly found boys of my brother’s new stripe. Though I knew how to run along with him, how to survive under his protection, I was not the boy my brother was, not as tough. I yearned for a proper bed, for the feel of warm soap. And thus one day, independently of my brother I walked to an Orderist charity house and knocked on the door and entered, the Order being famously open to the unwashed. In its nature-worship it was kin to our father’s old mad faith, but for the price of laundered bedding and hot food, I was willing to accept that.


    My brother found me the next night. Now expert at stealing into the shops and houses of tradesmen and merchants, he scowled at the front gate of the Order house, somehow prevented from entering its precincts. Warily I came down the path. At my new clothes and ungrimy skin he sneered and spat.


    ‘Back with the Kirk,’ he said. ‘Cuddling up.’


    ‘You could come in,’ I said. ‘There’s beds and food.’


    ‘Milksop,’ he said. ‘Mother’s milk.’


    ‘There’s a school here. It’s safe. The food.’


    ‘Sop.’


    Soon I could say nothing in the face of his hate.


    ‘Sop,’ he said. ‘Sop.’


    I began to cry. I felt the eyes of the other charity children; like some animal my brother smelt this on me too, sensed my cowardice. He sprang at me and punched my lip against my teeth. When I fell he drove his bare foot into my groin, then against my arm and face. ‘Sop,’ he repeated. ‘Snot.’


    Whimpering, I endured his kicks in a pitiful shape, curled against the gate for protection until at last he left off and I hunched away up the path, his taunts horrid at my back.


    For two whole weeks he appeared at the charity house gate, a silent and loyal menace, and then he was gone and I could step outside again, grow up warm and cosseted in the Order’s schools and the faith I adopted readily enough. Literate and obedient, I was promised clerical work in the Order’s headquarters following my service, this destiny placing me among a fortunate elect. All that was required of me in return for this secure, educated life was my term of service.


    On my nineteenth birthday I learned it was to New Zealand that I would be sent. I would work two years in the vegetable plots with the prophets and the other novices, and serve one campaign, at least. Then I could return to Glasgow to take up my work at headquarters. This was the arrangement. Thanks to the brain I’d inherited from my father and my own innate craft, I was destined for an easier life than many other initiates.


    It was only on the ship out to New Zealand that I learned of my brother’s new life, of his predations on that southern coast. He was a sealers’ captain, one of those the Bluff Orderists campaigned most militantly against, and so he was one of those I would combat.


    I smiled drily when I learned of it. Of all the Order’s outposts round the globe—Newfoundland, Brazil, Ceylon—I’d been chosen for New Zealand, the one frontier where my brother now lurked. It was the trick I’d always known lay in wait for me, the test. I’d accepted comfort. This was the revenge the world would exact. If I could face this, could endure the service, I could leave Bluff again, return to Glasgow for my clerical post. This was the price of that future life. Meekly I accepted it.


    *


    Excitement ran round the boat. My fellow campaigners pointed and hushed. We were near Baillie’s Point. I turned from my rowing and saw the huge bluffs, saw a whaleboat moored just off. By now my back and shoulders and backside ached—I’d never rowed so long in my life—but I returned to my task while John steered us towards the rocks. DeMarinis took a mooring rope and leapt for the land, then I shipped the oars and we all leapt up, only the Blacksmith remaining in the boat.


    On the rocks, John gave his orders in a crouch. ‘Edward, DeMarinis, I want you close at my shoulder. The rest of you take the bluff-side flank. Blacksmith, row to their boat and scour it for weapons.’


    I watched where he pointed, watched his white face.


    ‘Run over shouting,’ he said. ‘Spook the creatures into the sea. With luck, they’ve not been rushed yet. If we’re too late, do what you can. If you are struck down, do not resist, and if this is the end for you, give thanks. Your work is Holy—remember that.’


    ‘Come on,’ said DeMarinis. ‘There’s no time.’


    ‘In the name of the Mother,’ said John. ‘For the Order.’


    ‘Amen,’ we all said.


    Then John was up and running, the others close behind. I gave chase. Out of the corner of my eye I saw our boat pressing forward, the Blacksmith moving towards the other boat to secure it. The others crested the ridge and ran over, shouting. Then I was there, and it opened up below me—the rookery. It was narrower and less flat than I’d imagined from the maps and stories, an angled ledge of rock buttressed by bluffs on one side and the sea. But it certainly had the fabled population of seals. Brownly they heaved everywhere in their hundreds. At our sudden arrival they grunted and turned their heads. So many seals. John’s intelligence had been right. Somehow this rookery had been spared the sealers’ attention until this point.


    ‘We’re in time!’ shrieked the younger DeMarinis, running past me. ‘They’re not rushed yet.’


    But we were not alone there. In a row fifty yards downwind half a dozen men stood at the far corner of the rock ledge, clubs and lances in their hands. These were the clubmen. To surprise the seals they’d lowered down on ropes that still hung from the bluffs, and more men were coming down now, hand over hand. In another few minutes all these would have been poised to attack. On the seaward side a further row of men were ready to rush the seals up from the ledge, preventing their escape to the sea, rushing them to the clubmen and their deaths.


    But now, seeing us, the clubmen started. Even as others were still on the ropes, even before the rushers could come, they ran to the nearest seals with their clubs and bludgeoned whatever was nearest—cows, bulls, helpless calves. At the same time, the rushers ran up from the seaward side with ragged shouts.


    But they were too late. Already we were in between, scattering the seals with our shrieks, our arms waving danger.


    Everywhere noise broke out. Cows barked and lumbered, and calves mewed and were crushed. The clubmen cursed and lunged after the seals as they made for the sea, the entire shelf a brown moving mass punctuated with rising clubs and sprays of blood. Soon the seals were in a slow, panicked stampede. Such was their oncoming mass that one of the rushers went down, then another was barged as the cows plunged over the rock-edge for the sea.


    I was barking and waving at the seals. ‘Rah! Rah!’ My campaign training had come back. A barking noise was best to scare seals, rapid arm movements. ‘Rah!’


    They were escaping. I whooped. Through the confusion I saw one of the rushers punching out ferociously, swinging precisely at the heads and throats of seals. He had a knife in his hand, and he swung it not to stab but to slice, scything it across seals’ necks. Two rushers had gone down. He had not. It was my brother. It was Cameron. I recognised him, his tight, venomous movements. For a long time I stared. He was a miracle of vicious movement, a dervish of perfected violence.


    Then a sound pulled me back. Beside me, the clubmen were closing in, pounding their cudgels on the heads of cows who’d not escaped yet. One by one, the too-slow cows sank, blood spurting up from their skulls. Their calves mewed pathetically, ignored by the sealers while they pursued the more valuable cows and bulls.


    Now DeMarinis ran past me with a calf in his arms. Swerving clear of my brother, he threw the calf into the sea, then ran back up the rock for another. Wrenched from my stupor I lifted a calf of my own. It was slippery and difficult to grip, sliding down my chest as I ran. At the rock edge it fell to my feet and I half-threw, half-booted it over the edge.


    Turning to rescue another I saw how few seals were left. We’d succeeded. I shouted, truly joyful for the first time. Running back up the slope I saw John protecting a few last cows as the clubmen closed on them. Feinting and darting, he ran between the seals and the men.


    ‘Yah! Yah!’ he said, putting himself in the way, giving the cows time to escape. At the same time, he glanced over the rookery to gauge the danger closing on us.


    Half-watching him, I bent for another calf and felt a great downward lunge on my arm. It was a cow, chomping it to protect her calf. For a moment I gaped while my arm hung raglike in her mouth and she shook it. There was no pain, but I saw the blood. I kicked at her face to release it; she shook; I kicked again. At last with my boot at her eye I wrenched my arm free and was running, the calf scooped with my good arm and bouncing roughly as I took him to the sea and threw him over. Then I stood panting, my arm dangling at a strange angle.


    Then I heard a single shout, distinct from the other noise and piercing. It was my brother. He’d seen me. A pile of seals lay round him. He’d done all the damage he could, and now his target was shifting. Leaping over the carcasses of seals he ran straight for me.


    I froze. He was shouting unintelligibly, and it wasn’t clear whether he’d recognised me for his brother, distinct among the Orderists. He had long hair now and it flew back from him as he came, his red knife slashing the air. For a long moment there was just Cameron, leaping and snarling, and me, rooted to the spot, distantly aware of my mutilated arm.


    Then a DeMarinis struck me, barging me off-balance and shouting. Then John came, pointing up at the ridge and running. I turned and fled. Ahead of me the other campaigners were scrambling up the rock. We were all in flight. At my back I heard Cameron roar in wordless rage. I flashed a look behind and saw him, a knot of other clubmen coming, and some remaining behind to finish off calves and lance the remnant cows.


    Most campaigners were on the boat already, and John was leaping in. I heard my brother thunder after me, scattering stones. I was three paces from the boat now; the Blacksmith made room for me; I leapt for it and crashed on him, knocking him down. He threw me off immediately, pulling on the oars, and for a moment I was on my back, staring unfocused at the sky as it rocked above me.


    Then my brother was there—flying, suspended parallel to the rocks, then the water. He had tripped—or leapt, he had leapt for our boat and was flying. His arms were in front of him, he was flying, then he crashed against our boat with his head. It was his eyebrow and forehead that hit, slamming into the wood, then he snapped back and his face went blank, and in that neutral face I saw our resemblance. Then he slipped with limp arms backwards and he was in the water—down, gone. Wide concentric ripples marked the surface. He’d sunk straight down.


    ‘Cameron! Cameron!’


    In the sudden quiet the water lifted and slopped. Our boat rocked lazily on it.


    ‘Cameron!’


    All around me, people were staring. The clubmen looked stunned on the rocks.


    ‘Cameron!’


    It was me—it was me shouting my brother’s name. John and the older DeMarinis were at my arms, restraining me from leaping in after him. Elsewhere in the boat, I caught the scowl of other initiates.


    ‘Edward,’ said John.


    ‘Cameron,’ I said. ‘Oh God.’


    John restrained me, but I wasn’t struggling against him. I wasn’t trying to jump in. I was simply shouting my brother’s name.


    ‘Edward,’ said John.


    ‘I can hear you, John,’ I said. ‘Let me go.’


    ‘Don’t jump in,’ he said.


    ‘I won’t.’


    They let me go. I leaned closer to the water and stared down into it. There was no sign. He was so far down.


    ‘Don’t you jump in there,’ said John.


    ‘I can’t swim,’ I said.


    ‘He was stunned,’ said John. ‘He was stunned when he hit the water. Don’t go in there—you’ll drown too.’


    ‘He can’t swim either,’ I said. ‘We can’t just let him drown. This isn’t right. It’s not finished yet.’


    John gave me a pained look. ‘We have to go, Edward,’ he said. ‘It’s dangerous for us here.’


    I looked towards the shore. On the rocks the clubmen were staring at us. They were as dumbstruck as we were. No one leapt in to save Cameron.


    ‘Where is he?’ I yelled across. ‘Won’t he come up? Won’t he float?’


    For answer they stared with open mouths, as if I spoke in a foreign language.


    ‘We have to go, Edward,’ said John. ‘Those men are dangerous for us.’


    I glanced at the sealers again, then at John. No one went into the water for Cameron. No one was willing to do it—and I knew that I wouldn’t either. I couldn’t go in the water. I groaned and lunged away to the other side of the boat, holding my stomach.


    ‘Blacksmith, row,’ said John.


    ‘Wait,’ I said.


    ‘Oh for the love of—’ said the older DeMarinis.


    ‘Enough,’ said John. ‘Let him speak. That’s his brother down there.’


    I saw this news hit the Orderists on my boat. I saw them adjust to it. I addressed the clubmen on the rocks. ‘You men listen. Your captain was my brother. I want his body. I want to bury him.’


    Bloodied clubs dangling, they stared. They seemed to get smaller and taller as the swell gently rocked our boat.


    ‘You bring his body to me, when it comes up,’ I said. ‘Leave him outside your camp. I’ll collect him from there. If he’s not there in three days I’ll assume he’s lost.’


    ‘We can’t afford three days,’ said DeMarinis.


    ‘Be quiet,’ said John. ‘Hold your tongue, DeMarinis—all of you.’


    ‘I’ll return this boat on that day,’ I said. ‘Your boat doesn’t come back until he’s there. I want his body.’


    The sealers watched me for another moment, bewildered by this development.


    ‘John, we need to leave,’ said DeMarinis.


    ‘Do you hear me?’ I said.


    ‘Are you sure about this, Edward?’ said John.


    The sealers were conferring. Without taking my eyes from them, I said, ‘I think it’s my job, John. I can put it right. Our father died at sea. Cameron hated that. I have to bury him.’


    ‘All right,’ said a sealer, at last. ‘We want that boat back. We need it. Three days.’


    ‘Outside your tents,’ I said.


    ‘All right.’


    Now John lifted his voice. ‘So all of you heard that? You heard the arrangement? Now we’re leaving. We won’t come back. And no reprisals from you. No revenge attack.’


    ‘All right,’ said the sealers. For one more moment they were standing opposite our boat, watching us, their archenemies. They should have hated us, the destroyers of their trade, but they looked merely tired. They turned and trudged up the ridge.


    I collapsed to the side of the boat.


    ‘Row up,’ said John, to the Blacksmith. ‘Bring us alongside the rookery. Keep us a good distance out.’


    I remembered this from my training, too. This was required of all campaigners. This was the moment of witness.


    In a few moments we were floating off the rookery. The sealers who’d not chased us were already at work. Nearly all were skinning. Some made the cuts while, with great heaves, others peeled back the pelts. Often, to pull off the skin, they braced their feet on the seal’s tail or neck. Elsewhere men walked among the still-alive seals and lanced them, or lifted an indifferent club. All the men were stripped to the waist, blood slicking their arms and chests. Across the water a warm stench danced.


    ‘Look at that,’ said John. ‘That’s what you’ve prevented—more of that. That’s why we work.’


    Some campaigners were grimly facing it, thin-lipped; others hunched over the side to be sick.


    Noticing us, the sealers glanced up, saw we were harmless now, then went back to their work. Then the clot of men who’d chased us and negotiated with me came down the ridge. Seeing us still there, one of their number broke free and marched down to face us. At the rock-edge he threw his arm out, furious.


    ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘Fill your eyes. Get a good look.’


    His sudden fury was stunning.


    ‘You scum,’ he said. ‘Holy scum. You think you’re so holy. But you’ve killed my mate.’


    He paused to put his fingers to his eyes, and it shocked me to see he was crying.


    ‘You killed my mate—and for what? To fuck up my job? To see us all starve? You know nothing about it, you scum. Silver-spoon scum.’


    One of our women started up, enraged at this, but the older DeMarinis held her back. ‘Don’t rise to it,’ he said. ‘He’s not worthy.’


    At this response I turned away, disgusted.


    ‘But he cannot say that,’ she said. ‘We can’t let him say that.’


    The sealer was being comforted now. He cried openly, then tore away from his friends, tearing at his shirt in wild grief up the ledge.


    John gave an order and we rowed off. On that last row back I couldn’t face any of the Orderists. My torn arm throbbed in earnest; I felt numb and sick. In the event I wasn’t bothered by anyone, as they all hunched into themselves with elbows on knees, nursing private shame or triumph.


    


    The others left that day, striking out for Bluff with John in the lead. The Blacksmith, John had decided, would remain behind with me. He had no wife back at the community and the brothers would tend to his vegetables. When told this, the Blacksmith simply nodded. He was exhausted from the day’s rowing.


    ‘Thank you for this, Blacksmith,’ said John.


    ‘Mother preserve us,’ said the Blacksmith.


    Then John surveyed me, my bad arm. Behind him the others were waiting, their faces hardened against me. If John hadn’t been there I believe some of them would have pushed me over and spat. I had concealed a connection to their devil—my brother—and now I was remaining behind to dignify his death. With the unanimous instincts of the pious, they had turned their backs.


    ‘Thank you, John,’ I said.


    He looked me hard in the face. He took me by the elbow, then the shoulder, and I saw that he didn’t expect to see me again. ‘I hope your life turns out right.’


    Then he turned, they all turned, and disappeared into the bush.


    And so began the days of waiting with the Blacksmith. Each morning before noon we pulled the stolen boat from its hiding place and rowed to the sealers’ camp to search for Cameron’s body, then at dusk we repeated the trip. Through two full days no one was visible, and I began to fear our deal had been broken, but at the next visit two sealers came down from the tents and waved, and I took this to be a promise of intent. The wound troubled my right arm as I rowed us back. It was swollen but not infected. Each night I washed and dressed it, then ripped the wound open again by rowing to the sealers’ place, determined to let the Blacksmith rest. The trip out to Baillie’s Point and back had destroyed his strength.


    Through those days he seldom spoke, and I did not disturb him. I knew nothing about him. No one did, save for John and the prophets back at camp, perhaps. Hearsay said he’d worked the ships before joining the Order. He wore a beard and was impassive; two scars ran down each forearm, long and pork-coloured and also unexplained.


    Yet he was a generous man to share a camp with, and resourceful to boot. It was he who found food in the bush to stretch out our last stock of bread with pounded roots and berries, even a kind of tree moss that he boiled to make almost palatable. And although he was religious about Morningsong, rising before the birds to kneel in observance, he didn’t rebuke me for watching from my blankets. He never said as much, but the conflict at Baillie’s Point seemed to have rocked him, the death of my brother and the slaughter we’d witnessed troubling his grave soul in some deep way.


    Even with his foraging, however, we were soon out of bread and short on other sustenance. What gruel or mashed berries he could find we nursed over the fire, drinking water warmed in the flames to fool our stomachs.


    One night I felt the Blacksmith watching me through the smoke. And this time, after these many bare meals, he spoke. ‘When did you last see your brother?’


    ‘Do you mean before this last time?’ I said.


    ‘Yes.’


    ‘1794,’ I said. ‘October.’


    He smiled. ‘You remember it well.’


    ‘I remember the date.’


    He nodded, went back to his food. We were eating some of his fern-root mix. It wasn’t something you’d voluntarily put in your mouth, but at the community I’d grown used to rough food. When I dreamed of my life after colonial service it was food I pictured most vividly—buttercakes oozing with sugar sauce from my hands down the elbow, pies I could sneak back in Glasgow, greasy with forbidden meat.


    The Blacksmith chewed on, watching me over his hands. ‘You fought with your brother?’


    I laughed. ‘You could say that.’


    ‘What about?’


    ‘Pardon?’ I said, buying time.


    ‘What did you fight about?’


    I looked into the fire. ‘About how to survive, I think.’


    ‘What does that mean?’


    I watched the flames. If I didn’t look at him, my answers seemed to come more readily, and more honest. ‘We were boys. I was joining the Order. He wanted to live on the streets.’


    ‘You split with him?’


    ‘I had to,’ I said. ‘I couldn’t live like that. Have you tried it?’


    He laughed gently, timelessly. ‘Yes, Edward. I have “tried” it. I have certainly tried that life.’


    ‘Sorry,’ I said.


    ‘It’s all right.’


    ‘Well, in my case, to escape it wasn’t a noble choice.’


    ‘But you chose the Order.’


    I said nothing. I let the silence explain the nature of my choice of faith. For a moment his eyes rested on me, then dropped.


    ‘Don’t pretend to be shocked, Blacksmith,’ I said. ‘You know I’m not the most pious of men. When I made that choice I wasn’t being religious. I was choosing comfort. I like comfort—don’t pretend you haven’t seen that.’


    ‘I see nothing,’ said the Blacksmith. ‘I make no judgement.’


    Like him, I stared into the fire. The whole of that wild land was around us, yet it seemed we had to stare into the fire to talk.


    ‘I want to ask,’ said the Blacksmith. ‘Your brother. We heard so much. He can’t have been quite what they said.’


    ‘As an adult, I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I never saw him, after boyhood.’


    ‘Yet you stay here to bury him. That’s something. That says something good.’


    ‘But I don’t know why, Blacksmith. I don’t know why I made that promise.’


    ‘Well,’ said the Blacksmith. ‘You still did it.’


    ‘He was tough,’ I said. ‘He brought me up to the age of nine. He kept me safe after our father’s death. Then I found an Order school and joined it.’


    ‘He didn’t join.’


    ‘He couldn’t believe in it. He’d always rejected our father’s faith, which was more or less Orderist. He didn’t need it, somehow. He was ... brave enough to see it was fake.’


    ‘But you did believe in it.’


    ‘I believed in it enough.’


    I pitched some sticks into the fire, and more silence passed.


    ‘You will do your service later,’ said the Blacksmith. ‘I feel that.’


    This time I jerked up and stared hungrily through the smoke. I didn’t care for the head-pats of the pious, but somewhere, I knew, I yearned for the respect of men like the Blacksmith.


    ‘In your way,’ he said, ‘with the scholars, back in the headquarters. With your learning, your—’ he gestured ‘—books. You’ll do your part.’


    ‘No doubt,’ I said. ‘But my question is, why did it fall this way? Who decides?’


    ‘Pardon, Edward?’


    It was a shock to hear him use my name.


    ‘My brother brought me up. I followed him, accepted his help, then turned my back.’


    He said nothing to this.


    ‘Who decides?’ I said. ‘Who decides why one boy gets all the hardness, and the next boy gets simply a comfortable life, a soft character, an easy conscience? Who decides that?’


    ‘Well, your brother was older.’


    ‘Yes, but that doesn’t explain it,’ I said. ‘Why was I so ready to accept the easy path? Why was I offered it?’


    Between us the smoke waved and danced, while the Blacksmith stared into it. Even the birds were silent. Then he shook his head. ‘I don’t know the answer to that.’


    


    Next day at noon my brother’s body was there, sodden and roped to a log on the jetty, his arms splayed out. No one was visible at the tents. After a short time of watching from the boat we moored and walked up.


    It seemed the sealers had dragged him from the sea and not organised him at all. His hair was everywhere, grit stuck to his cheeks and even his eyeballs, which were rolled right back. Small snails were in his hair and beard, and something had nibbled his earlobes and the softened toe-skin.


    I stood above him, fixated. He was very changed—the wild hair and beard, his arms tattooed—but in any crowd I would have recognised him. It was in the bones round his eyes and his nose, still fine like my father’s and now incongruous among those rough locks and broken teeth. Anyone would have seen our connection, would have seen that we were blood.


    The Blacksmith coughed.


    ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Let’s get him into the bush.’


    I took the heavy end of the log and we tottered across the clearing, in front of the tents. We’d almost made the bush when three sealers burst out.


    ‘Oi!’ said one of them. ‘Where’s the boat?’


    ‘I beg your pardon?’ I said.


    ‘The boat,’ he said, impatient. ‘Where is it?’


    ‘It’s moored up,’ I said. ‘Can’t you see it?’


    ‘Did you hole it?’ he said. ‘You better not have damaged it, boy.’


    He seemed oblivious to the corpse we held between us. ‘Why would I?’ I said. ‘Go and look, if you must.’


    ‘All right, all right,’ he said, rolling his eyes, ‘keep your shirt on, nancy.’


    I stared at him, and he and his companions laughed, then they all plunged away towards the boat.


    Then we were in the bush. With my sodden brother tied to the log it was very slow going until we reached a creek and I called a halt. Already my bad arm was protesting the work and the Blacksmith was panting, sweat dripping from his eyebrows and beard.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I can’t bury him in the bush. The village we’re from, back home, we bury men in rock.’


    For reply he shook his head, then sat with his back against a trunk, exhausted. We had so little food now; I was ruining his health.


    Pulling the ropes from my brother I slid him off the log, removed his clothes and laid him in the creek. With my fingers I combed his hair back, teased out shell fragments. It was strange to touch him, strange to look, as a network of tattoos now went blue and black across his arms and chest. With the cold creek water I washed these foreign trophies of his life at sea, scars of a life I’d never witness or match. Then I dried his body with my own shirt and unwrapped a bundle of ash I’d brought from our campfire, rubbing it over his washed skin. Then I bound him very tight in blankets to prevent any part of him from coming loose, and roped his wrists together for transport.


    The Blacksmith was asleep, still propped against the trunk. Gently I shook him awake.


    ‘Can you lift him to my back,’ I said.


    Clankily the Blacksmith got to his feet. Taking my wet brother he boosted then tied the wrapped body to me, so I carried Cameron in a piggy-back. At my throat Cameron’s bound wrists lightly gagged me with each step.


    We began to climb. Under my brother’s weight I slipped frequently and the Blacksmith turned to pull me up over bush, tree-roots, vines—up, up. After several hours we reached the bushline and broke into clear space, a ridge of rock with a cold breeze passing across. In the windy exposure I followed the Blacksmith, his shirt flattening against his bony frame.


    Up and up the ridge we went. We were both weak and I stumbled often, scattering rocks, my bad arm throbbing with the weight. At last I could go no further and slumped to the rock, my brother sagging when I sat. The Blacksmith came down and unroped us and we slumped, the three of us, exhausted, a view of fiords and bush ranking away to the north. Inland there was endless bush; to the west the Tasman was vast, clouds trifling above it. Confronted with all this I thought of our distant home, the week and more of improbable tramp it would take to return to Bluff, and it seemed impossibly far off.


    ‘This is it,’ I said, to the Blacksmith. ‘This is a good place.’


    Immediately he got up and walked to the leeward side of the ridge, and there began lifting rocks and scraping out a shape.


    Once I’d gathered my breath I came to help.


    ‘We can’t take long,’ he said. ‘We must get off this ridge before dark.’


    Side by side we scraped the stones out, stubbing our fingernails on the sharp fragments until at last a shallow shape was ready. I pulled back my brother’s blankets so that his face showed, grey now with smeared ash, and a powerful smell came up from his body; he was ready to go under rock. One at each end, we laid him in the place, his feet facing the fiord. I covered his face with a blanket, then we filled in the rocks and mounded him up.


    The Blacksmith stepped back, and I stood for some moments in the chilling breeze before I realised he was waiting for me to say the rites. He didn’t know that for all my learning and complicated talk, I hadn’t learnt them off by heart.


    ‘Can you do it?’ I said.


    ‘Let’s be quick,’ he said.


    I nodded and bent my head.


    ‘Mother receive this man,’ he said. ‘Amen.’


    That was it. I blinked, then took the Blacksmith by the hand, gripped his elbow and then his shoulder. ‘Thank you,’ I said.


    Then we dropped to the leeward side and went down. That night we camped late without a fire, eating in the dark some berries the Blacksmith had gathered as we walked. Next day we made the saddle where John and the others had gone through, the low cairn of rocks they’d left to guide us. From there we turned south, and many days of walking followed, so many I lost count. My arm throbbed from my wound, my feet blistered and slid inside their boots, in places stripped of their skin and sticky red. I walked dully behind the Blacksmith, too exhausted to speak much, collapsing at dark into a rough camp. Both mute and growing gaunt, we seldom spoke, and had very little to eat. Again at times I knew we were observed by scouts of the local Māori people, yet again we went unmolested, so obviously were we a ragged and worn-out pair leaving the territory without taking precious stones with us.


    With my feet so raw I developed a limp, and my arm worsened and puffed up, and still we marched. Soon the days began to blend into each other, each day’s march in its pain and hungry delirium succeeding one just like it. At last a day came when I could not rise in the morning and walk, and the Blacksmith mixed a paste of berries and root and smeared it on my gums until I could swallow and sit up. By dusk I was able to attempt to walk, and we resumed our march the next day, the Blacksmith going on, a skeletal shape in front of me, pausing at intervals to let me rest. When he spoke I saw his face haunted and dark; at times we both walked in a daze, numbly following a vague path we assumed led to Bluff or at least the coast.


    One mid-morning I was limping in my usual torpor when I heard him shout, and I turned. The noise had come from behind me. In my stupor I’d walked right past him. Turning back I found him in a creek, pulling watercress from the far bank and stuffing it in his mouth. I staggered in too and fell flat, my face in the water until he pulled me up, dragging me to the bank to put the wet leaves to my lips. After some mouthfuls I lay out flat on the creek bank, my numbed feet smeared with blood, my arm pulsing heavily.


    ‘We’re here,’ the Blacksmith said.


    In that state of exhaustion I felt as if the earth was pushing up against me, reaching up to claim and envelope my legs and head and back.


    ‘Do you hear me?’ he said. ‘You’ve made it.’


    He gestured, impatient for me to see. In front was the lowland creek that forked into the great southern river that led to Bluff. Across this creek and above it was a hill, then the saddle that would lead to the valley, to the prophets and the Order’s place. While I took this in the Blacksmith pulled his boots over his bloodied feet. Watching him I was glazed with exhaustion, the pain throbbing in my entire body, my feet.


    For a half-hour or so we simply sat, the Blacksmith waiting for me to get up. At length I felt physically able, but could not.


    ‘Get up, Edward,’ said the Blacksmith. ‘You’ve made it.’


    I couldn’t. I was remembering John’s face, the look that told me he had never expected to see me again.


    The Blacksmith looked at the sky to gauge the daylight we had left. ‘We can rest another hour. Then we’ll go back.’


    ‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘I can’t go back.’


    ‘Why not?’


    ‘I’m for Bluff,’ I said. ‘I’m going to the town.’


    He shook his head. ‘Why—what?’


    ‘It’s not right,’ I said. ‘My reasons are never good enough. I’m not an Orderist.’


    He watched me for a time. Then he shook his head, tremendously fatigued. ‘Not now, Edward. I cannot.’


    ‘Very well.’


    We sat in silence a little longer. I panted just to sit upright.


    At length I faced him again. ‘I want you to have my hut and land until the end of your service.’


    ‘I cannot,’ he said.


    ‘You must. I want you to take it.’


    He shook his head. ‘This is all wrong,’ he said. ‘Look, just come back. Get yourself home and healthy and safe, then make peace with your conscience. Eat something and rest, then, when you’re better, you can talk about it with John, with the prophets.’


    ‘I cannot do that,’ I said. ‘I am beyond all that.’


    ‘Be practical.’ With a great effort, he summoned a further argument. ‘Look—I know the Order’s not exactly right. Your brother’s death—that shouldn’t have happened. That’s not the right life. But the Order—the Order is broadly right. We work in gardens. We listen to birds. It’s a moral life, and we live it outside, somewhere close to where God is.’


    ‘That’s good,’ I said, to placate him, and I touched his shoulder. ‘You’re right, Blacksmith. You go on. I’ll sleep here the night. Please take my land and hut. And if you see me again, don’t be held to any friendship. Let me have your scorn, if it’s needed. You deserve the rewards of Order life.’


    He shook his head again, slow and huge and resistant. ‘This is not right. This is foolish. Why is your conscience important now? After all you’ve said.’


    I said nothing.


    He got up. Because I couldn’t stand, I could not take his hand and elbow and shoulder, as I should have. He straightened and plunged into the creek and surged across. Without looking back he faced the hill and began tramping up it. Watching his large frame, the bags and ragged clothes hanging off it, I knew I’d taken the best of his life.


    That night I remained at that spot. I sheltered under a low tree, curled and starving in an unthinking shape. In the morning I had a little more strength. I pulled some watercress from the creek and ate it, my teeth grinding on the mud and grit, its rank taste.


    I faced the hill across the creek and above. In my sleep I’d come to know I would never make Bluff. I was not that resilient, could not brave whatever pariah existence I would be allowed there, architect of my own brother’s death, and defector from the Orderist cult the entire town hated. I would not survive that.


    I would wait out my service instead. I could do the last remaining eight months. If the others shunned me, even if they lectured or persecuted me, I could bear it. I was not proud. I’d get back to Glasgow. They would have to send me back.


    Inching through the cold creek, I came out the other side. I attempted the hill. Halfway up it I wrenched off my boots and threw them away and resumed, barefoot. Shortly before the saddle I encountered the Blacksmith. He’d camped there overnight.


    ‘You made it,’ he said, rolling up his blanket.


    ‘You waited,’ I said.


    ‘Don’t think anything of this,’ he said. ‘Do not think less of yourself.’


    I shrugged and watched him dully as he shouldered his bag. Then he walked ahead, and we crested the saddle, began the descent with bleeding feet. At last the huts of the community came in sight, the sloped and ordered vegetable plots on the valley flanks. Some of the people came out, shading their eyes to watch us walk. To his credit the Blacksmith didn’t stride ahead, didn’t put distance between himself and me behind him. Silently I thanked him for it.


    Slowly and without speaking we limped down between the highest vegetable plots. The people were within earshot now. I could see their faces. They knew it was me, they saw the Blacksmith. They did not come running up.

  


  
    THE MAN WHO WOULD BE KING


    Dick sprinted over the hummocky field, six men trailing out behind him. They were all miners, all quick and game, but none were as fast as Dick. He’d combusted so quickly into the lead; every year at the fairs he leapt clear in the first few yards, and always they flailed along behind. The nearest of them now was O’Brien, who’d once boxed Dick in the pub—or tried to. That episode had not ended well for O’Brien. Now he shadowed Dick over his right shoulder. Dick bore him no ill will, he merely knew that O’Brien would not win, just as he had not won the attempted fight.


    Only forty yards of race remained. A thick rope marked the finish-line. Dick thundered on towards it.


    His lead was considerable, but he was not comfortable. It hurt to breathe. This distance felt further than in previous years. A feeling like fever spidered his chest and arms.


    At the same time, his mind was wandering. Up ahead, two clots of men stood at either end of the rope. There was a pair of women, as well—and Callaghan. Dick was due money from that old man. He’d owed Dick money for months, and when he did pay, it was a fraction of what was owed, either at the general store or the hotel. Yet Dick could not thrash him as he did other men who cheated him. Callaghan was the craftiest man in the locality, neither as sick nor as old as he made himself seem. Right now he was looking away from the race, stooping at the shoulders like some condemned and sodden ewe.


    There was a dip in the field and Dick stumbled into it. He had not been concentrating. O’Brien gained and immediately Dick ran to the right to force him wide. There was no excuse for the tactic, as the race led straight along the riverside without a single turn, but it was successful. Obediently O’Brien ceded territory and speed, falling away to the right and out of the range of Dick’s elbows.


    In this configuration they thrashed on downfield.


    There was the shaking sound of their boots, their breathing.


    The last time Dick and O’Brien had contested this closely, O’Brien was swinging his fists in Dick’s pub. Having drunk himself stupid, then spiteful, O’Brien flung a glass at another miner and pushed him to the floor. Standing wildly in the centre of the pub he’d yelled abuse at Dick, who came immediately from behind the bar and ducked the haymaker O’Brien aimed at him, lifting him in a bear-hug and carrying him to the muddy expanse outside, where he dropped him. The next time O’Brien met Dick he’d been cowed and smiling.


    Now Dick was within ten yards of the rope, and suffering. His chest was in riot. He strained towards the rope, he pushed hard with his legs, he thought he might vomit, then he thundered through, O’Brien coming after, then the others. Heaving, Dick recovered with his hands on his knees while the men who’d held the rope laughed at the noise he was making.


    ‘There’s a bullock gone down,’ said someone.


    ‘Having a baby there, Seddon?’


    Dick didn’t respond, did not stop his bent-over gasping until O’Brien came up to shake his hand.


    Dick made some banter with him and, as his breathing returned, involved the other men, gathering them round him. So many of them owed him money; it made them convivial. O’Brien stood quiet and unobtrusive at the rear. He was the kind of man, Dick thought, who’d be content to laugh forever at the jokes of other men; he was well-suited to mining, its relentless punishments.


    At the edge of his vision, Dick was aware of Callaghan’s silent presence too. The old man was not participating—each time Dick glanced his way Callaghan looked in a far direction. It made Dick uneasy. It didn’t help that his stomach was already rough from the running. He’d not run that fast in so long; his insides felt uncertain.


    


    In the week following it was stifling hot but the men wouldn’t come down from their claims, so Dick took the beer to them in a barrel he’d roped to his back. The barrel’s weight was huge but he made nothing of it as he walked through the claims, standing while the miners drew off beer into billies and pannikins. Some paid on scratch but most, on Dick’s insistence, paid there and then.


    Dick lightened the barrel among the more populous and richer claims on the river fan, then went up the side way that led to Callaghan’s lean-to and a few other hopeless claims. Searching the river outside Callaghan’s place he found a pool to keep the barrel cold, savouring the shock of the water on his hands as he lowered it in.


    Then he turned to face Callaghan’s lean-to. It was perched on the river-terrace behind him, the sack that served as the front door pulled to the side. As he approached the shack, Dick heard the old man before he could see him.


    ‘Hello Seddon,’ said Callaghan.


    ‘Do you have any money for me?’ said Dick. He still couldn’t make out the old man. It was very dark in there.


    ‘Oh, I don’t think so,’ said Callaghan. ‘Not today.’


    Now Dick saw him. He was tinkering with an old and badly bent horseshoe. Dick didn’t bother asking him about it. Callaghan didn’t have a horse—scarcely any miner did—but the old man would find a sale for it just the same.


    ‘You owe me money, Callaghan,’ said Dick.


    ‘Well,’ said Callaghan, looking up this time and past Dick to the river, as if the matter of his debt were an old and imponderable one that might be solved out there.


    ‘Would you like a brew, Seddon?’


    ‘You don’t have to do that,’ said Dick. ‘You don’t have to make anything.’


    ‘Oh no,’ said Callaghan, ‘sit down now. Let me do you a brew.’


    Reluctantly Dick stepped inside. There was nowhere to sit, so he stood with folded arms, trying not to watch Callaghan while he raked the fire. The old man’s legs were so thin, showing bonily through his trousers.


    ‘So what really brings you, Seddon?’ said Callaghan.


    ‘I came for my money.’


    Callaghan smiled. ‘Well, there won’t be any money today. Maybe tomorrow, eh, Seddon?’ Again he looked out the door at his goldless, tilled-over claim. ‘Lord willing, tomorrow will be my help.’


    He fussed over a billy and water and finally poured tea into an enamel mug for Dick, keeping the rest for himself. With a dull feeling Dick realised that Callaghan was about to drink directly from the billy. To avoid looking at that he drank his tea immediately, searing his throat all the way down.


    ‘Now, Seddon,’ said Callaghan, ‘I might ask you some-thing.’


    ‘You’ll want the answer for free too, I suppose.’


    Callaghan laughed. ‘I might at that,’ he said. ‘I might.’ Leaving his drink untouched he shambled to the door. ‘Just a little job out here.’


    ‘How far is it, Callaghan?’ said Dick.


    ‘Just out here. Just a little something. I told the others you’d be just the right man.’


    By the time Dick was outside, Callaghan was already several yards ahead, tramping in his bare feet over a path that skirted his claim. Dick stumped along behind, the water moving noisily out to his right. The path did not seem well travelled. It was half in the bush and half out of it, and Dick had to push branches aside to make his way. At length he caught up to Callaghan again; he had stopped in front of a small creek that dribbled in a steep but narrow gully, the crude bridge across it broken.


    ‘Here’s your problem,’ said Callaghan.


    ‘It’s my problem is it, Callaghan?’


    ‘Oh, it is,’ said the old man, softly. ‘It is.’


    Dick glared at him. The walk had worn off much of his patience with Callaghan. The bridge was a vast tree trunk, evidently supposed to rest on a few broken sticks that were laid in mud at either side of the creek.


    Callaghan eyed him. ‘I can’t get up to the claims upstream if this is broken, you see, Seddon.’


    ‘Why do you need to get up there?’ said Dick.


    ‘Reasons,’ said Callaghan. ‘Plus the men upstream can’t get down here either—can’t get to your store.’


    ‘But they can just walk in the riverbed,’ said Dick, pointing. ‘They always have.’


    ‘Not when the river’s in flood,’ said Callaghan.


    ‘But it won’t work when it’s in flood either,’ said Dick. ‘A proper flood will just sweep this away.’


    ‘It’s our bridge,’ said Callaghan. ‘We need it to work.’


    ‘For God’s sake, Callaghan. It’s not even knee-deep. Just walk through it, man.’


    ‘I’m an old man, Seddon. I can’t be walking through water with things in my arms. And there’s others use this track too, you know.’ His look turned conspiratorial. ‘Women, Seddon.’


    ‘No woman comes this way,’ said Dick.


    ‘Oh, they do,’ said Callaghan. ‘The kind of woman who doesn’t like to be seen in broad daylight—in the riverbed—if you follow me. They have to get to the men upstream.’


    ‘Give over, Callaghan,’ said Dick. ‘That’s a bloody tree. It’s a two-man lift, that tree.’


    ‘Three-man, I’d say,’ said Callaghan. ‘I told the others you’d be just the man.’


    Dick looked away. He was irritated. Callaghan was an irritating old man, and the longer Dick stood in front of the length of broken tree in the creek the more daunting it seemed. Its girth was momentous. He might not be able to lift it at all. At the same time, an old sense of foreboding was working over him. There was such inevitability about Callaghan, about his wheedling and his spindle-shanked refusal to pay his accounts, his doomed and ugly bridge that nobody used.


    ‘All right, Callaghan,’ he said. ‘Get over there and prepare them sticks. I’m not lifting it up just for you to let it fall down again.’


    Callaghan shambled through the creek to the other side, his dirt-rimed ankles showing whitely in the water. Slowly he prepared the broken structure on the opposite bank. To Dick it looked unlikely to hold anything.


    Callaghan seemed satisfied with it, though. ‘Righty-ho, Seddon,’ he said. ‘Lay hold.’


    Dick stepped down into the water, grunting as the creek stole coldly into his boots and rolled-up trousers. He positioned himself so the trunk was on his right hand side, and bent to cradle it in his arms. His plan was to hoist it to waist height, then jerk it to his right shoulder, but at the first strain a gasp escaped him. Its weight was stunning. He felt sure it would fall from his arms.


    ‘Come on, old boy,’ whispered Callaghan. ‘Heave-ho. There’s others watching.’


    ‘What?’ said Dick. Bent to the side and straining, he couldn’t see the old man above him. ‘What does that mean?’


    ‘There’s always someone watching, Seddon.’


    ‘What? Go to blazes, Callaghan.’


    Again he heaved at the tree. He had it at waist height; he adjusted his arms and jerked it to his chest. For a moment he panted with it there, his legs quavering under the weight, then he rolled it up onto his shoulder and felt it crush hugely on his collarbone, mashing his ear against his skull.


    ‘Where?’ he grunted.


    ‘Take it right,’ said Callaghan. ‘More right.’


    Inching downstream, Dick felt his way over slime-covered river stones. The trunk crushed and ripped his ear.


    ‘Where?’ he said again.


    ‘More right,’ said Callaghan. ‘Bring it down there.’


    Slowly he brought the trunk down—it crunched on the laid branches, rolled a short way, and stopped. As he straightened, Dick’s shoulder and back seemed to groan. A mangling sensation came from his ear. ‘Help me up, Callaghan.’


    The old man reached and Dick hauled on his wiry arm. Up on the bank he brushed debris from his trousers, wet to the knee from his stumbling in the stream.


    Callaghan watched him reorganise his clothing. He seemed to take satisfaction from the process. ‘Here, your ear’s bleeding,’ he said. ‘Here, Seddon, let me get that.’ He brought a rag from his belt and was reaching it towards Dick’s ear.


    ‘Clear out, Callaghan. Get your hands away.’


    Dick went down the bank again and dipped his own handkerchief in the stream, dabbing it against his ear and rinsing it. ‘Has it stopped bleeding?’ he said.


    ‘You’ll have to hold it there, I think,’ said Callaghan.


    While Dick stood in the stream he did not look at Callaghan but down towards the main river, obscured here by a bend of trees and a drop-down.


    For some time there was nothing but the noise of the stream.


    ‘Yes, I saw you win that foot-race last week,’ said Callaghan. ‘You’re still a master at that, eh? Still a master at winning the village fair.’


    Dick squeezed the wet fabric against his ear and said nothing.


    ‘Yes, I thought O’Brien would catch you this time,’ said Callaghan. ‘He’s the faster man, all around. Oh yes, he’s fast.’


    ‘What’s your point, Callaghan?’


    ‘No point, Seddon. Nothing.’


    ‘Quit bailing me up then, you old sod,’ said Dick. ‘How old are you anyway, Callaghan?’


    ‘How would I know?’ said Callaghan. ‘That’s a nosy question, Seddon.’


    Dick fought an impulse to climb up and cuff the old man, to send him spinning. ‘Don’t make me mad, Callaghan. You can’t afford to.’


    ‘Oh, I see,’ said Callaghan.


    ‘I see what?’


    ‘Nothing, nothing.’


    ‘You’ve got a bloody nerve, Callaghan,’ said Dick. ‘I’ve fixed your bridge now. Tell the others it was me. Tell them to pay up, too, for Christ’s sake. Take me back now.’


    A humming noise came from the old man as he led the way back down the path with Dick following along behind, his ear a ripped site of discomfort, his shoulder insulted and bruised. As he walked he tried not to notice Callaghan’s sticking-out hip bones, the way his trousers swam round his bare ankles. He tried not to picture Callaghan making his way back up the path in the morning, touting restored junk and beaten tin around the tents of other men and their claims. He tried not to see him nosing rheumatically through their crude buildings, fossicking for evidence that someone, if only a passing prostitute, had visited, that something other than gold fever and failure had left its fragrance there.


    The track broke onto the old man’s claim.


    ‘Don’t you want to come in?’ said Callaghan. ‘We’ve got that brew.’


    ‘I drank mine,’ said Dick. ‘Almost scalded me.’


    ‘We’ll have another one,’ said Callaghan.


    ‘I’ve got my beer in the river,’ said Dick. ‘Buy a beer off me, Callaghan.’


    Callaghan was silent for a moment. Then he said, ‘Thank you for fixing our bridge, Seddon. The men upstream—you’ll hear it from them too. They’ll say that too.’ He shifted his balance on his thin legs and looked elsewhere.


    Trying not to look at him against the backdrop of his lean-to, Dick braced against the deep horrid complication of Callaghan. ‘Get me my money, Callaghan,’ he said.


    ‘Aye,’ said Callaghan. ‘Your money, Seddon.’ Again he nodded as if the problem was an ancient one.


    ‘For Christ’s sake, Callaghan,’ said Dick. ‘Get a new mug, man. Don’t drink from your billy. Don’t do that, man.’


    ‘Eh?’


    ‘You drank from your billy before,’ said Dick. He gestured roughly at the shack.


    ‘Oh, that,’ said Callaghan. ‘Needs must, Seddon. I’ve only got one mug. It’s the visitor that gets the mug, when they come. The billy’s enough for an old man.’


    Dick grunted and gave up. He went to find his beer in the river. The barrel was cold—hoisting it to his back and looping the ropes over he felt the shock of it against his back, the water soaking through his clothes. He tightened the ropes, felt that great weight of beer settle on him. His ear protested its wound. He glanced one more time at Callaghan—the old man signalled him lazily with his hand—and Dick grunted again. Bloody Callaghan. Then he set off with the barrel on his back, stumping downstream towards the main claims.

  


  
    A HESITANT MAN


    I had long been a hesitant man, but now the ship lurched and threw me towards the dark water and the time for uncertainty, it seemed, was gone. I was onboard the Penguin and she had struck rocks in the night and was going down. In fear and obedience I’d followed orders to the lifeboats immediately; I had taken my seat and now clutched the wet sleeve of the man next to me. I was no swimmer or boatman and was extremely reluctant to enter the sea, but I swallowed against my fear and prepared to descend.


    Boarding the Penguin that morning, I’d been in pursuit of a new and bolder future in Wellington. That winter I’d surprised my landlady and employer by applying for a transfer to the northern office of my firm—yet I was neither brave nor ambitious, and when I looked into my coming life in Wellington I saw a secure if unchallenging clerkship in an office with good lighting and, at the close of the day, my own unfettered figure walking through dusk to a modest home. With this careful hope I boarded the steamer at Nelson, nerves cramping my stomach as we traversed the middle-space between my old home in the south and my new one.


    Sitting alone below deck I was not one of those who understood when the ship struck rocks and tore open some time after dark, but when the crew came through shouting there was no mistaking their order to abandon ship; when I followed those instructions to the deck it was straight into a cold clutch of dread and wind spraying over. That ship in that storm was like nothing I’d known—waves slamming the side, and the darkness noisy with wind and the crew shouting, women screaming. I made my own way as calmly as I could, as what little I knew of emergency told me the most helpful action at such a time was obedience to orders.


    In this way I found myself seated in a lifeboat with strange men around me.


    Our craft was among the first ready, but those with women and children were being given priority. Thus a boat crammed with ladies of all ages and squalling children swung out in the night’s buffeting wind and spray. As I watched it was lowered and lowered and finally touched water and flipped over immediately; hit by a broadsiding wave, the boat spilling into the noisy dark all its women and children.


    At this, a stranger at my side groaned and fought free and vaulted to the ship’s railing and leapt over. For a moment his shape was silhouetted against the dark, then he was gone.


    I was dragged to my feet, partly by the man’s momentum and partly in alarm. Standing halfway up, I stared after the patch of night into which this husband or father had jumped so unthinkingly.


    ‘No, sir,’ said a voice. ‘No more. Sit down.’


    I stared—it was the crewman in charge of our lifeboat.


    ‘Sit down, sir,’ he said. ‘The captain will find him. He’ll haul him out—and the others. You stay in the boat, sir. You can’t help them.’


    I had no urge to disobey orders, but in shock I remained paralysed, halfway erect and halfway crouching. Beyond the railing I could hear the women’s cries coming up through the seethe and crash of the sea.


    ‘Sit down, sir,’ said the man. ‘You’re endangering everyone.’


    I sat down.


    Then our boat was lowering. It was a steep drop from the height of the deck, and the suspenseful vertigo of those hanging moments was dreadful—I felt a hollow in my stomach as we went down, down into darkness and then we were on the water as it splashed and heaved. For a time our boat rode the throwing guidance of the swell while a crewman circled his oars, sometimes in water and sometimes in air, the waves falling away beneath the boat as he rowed. I had time to see ahead of me a dark mass of shore before the boat swivelled up a further wave and was flipped over. Then boots and knees were clipping my head as men were thrown across me and then I was in the plunging water. I had already been wet from the storm but now I was submerged and the water was a shocking cold suck.


    I fought the water as it pulled me in many directions, thrashing with my arms while my feet ran under me—down, down I was flailing and then I was thrown up and clear of the water and gasped for air and had seawater clapped into my mouth by a wave. Several times this happened—the sea had such power and I had none against it—and rapidly I was becoming exhausted. I fought the sucking water and was thrown up again and had my mouth filled with water, then I bumped against a piece of timber and hung onto it, pulling my head up to breathe.


    So cold that my breathing came unsteadily, I clung to my board. Once I heard a boy calling out a raw and unintelligible noise but in the heaving surface I couldn’t see him and tried to shout a reply but saw nothing and soon couldn’t hear him either—indeed I believe at this stage I was carried farther from the wreck, as from this point I heard only one or two of my co-passengers.


    Finally I was coming nearer to the shore; I felt the inexorable shoreward shoving of the tide until I was separated from the timber and dumped by a wave. Pinned to the floor of the sea my face was mashed against grit while the wave sucked and pawed at me from above—then I was lifted and thrown forward and felt my knees strike firm ground beneath me.


    I climbed the rocks and sand, sodden and falling continually, but desperate to get ashore. Momentarily I thought I heard someone calling from the waves another pitiful sound of drowning, but as I sloshed up the shore I acted purely on my own desire to pull myself from the undertow. Only a man who has drowned to within a half-breath can know this urgent greed to be free of the waves, no matter who is behind him, calling out for help.


    At last I was on land, and collapsed. In the morning I woke to find two horsemen looming over me, dark and high and improbable. Lifted to a horse I was rescued. After such a night it was strange to feel the solid horse under me, and as I was carried away I searched the water for a sign of the calling passenger I’d fancied I’d heard the night before—but I could see no one, no boy or older victim who might have called out and whom I might, if circumstances were different, have saved from the sea.


    


    The two shepherds brought me to a farm station. Here I recovered in a supply of borrowed clothes and was fed hot tea and boiled mutton. Here I also learned that the wreck had claimed many lives. We were at Terawhiti, somewhere in the hilly outreaches of Wellington, and the station was busy with ministering women, station men and horses and policemen, as well as survivors who huddled in blankets and borrowed clothes and wore a look of haunted fatigue.


    As I recovered on that day I walked in the yard and found a number of the unlucky deceased of the Penguin arrayed in the woolshed, blankets pulled over their faces. Continually men from the station forayed out on horses to the coast and returned with more of those sodden victims. In the time I’d sat sipping tea in the house and sleeping, it seemed, the lines of bodies had grown considerably.


    Some survivors had walked or ridden out already in a bid to reach Wellington and I was advised to join them, but as my strength returned I became determined instead to join the rescuers. I had a dread fear of confronting that ruining surf again, but in the grip of some need I wanted to be there, to act and to do, to get to the shore and assist in the rescue. As this idea grew I pursued it with a dogged belligerence that was new to me; asking everyone, I was directed to a constable who was getting up a further recovery crew. This man was burly, his grey hair springing from everywhere.


    ‘Can you stand?’ he said.


    ‘I’ve recovered considerably since this morning,’ I said. ‘I promise to work as diligently as I can.’


    His look grew even more doubtful. My accent or choice of words seemed to have reduced my chances.


    At last he said, ‘Well, we’ll use your hands if you can lift.’ Gruffly then he turned away, leaving me to organise my transport and provisions. He had, I gathered, been already to the site of the wreck and had no illusions about what awaited us there.


    


    Although such resources were fully stretched I was provided with an aged mare who seemed accustomed to walking in a house paddock at the station and not far beyond. The station men supplied me with this ‘Betty’ in the expectation, I believe, that I would not last long on the ride and could be trusted, on the experienced creature, to return to the station safely. Indeed I was no horseman and was considerably fatigued but once in the saddle I began to feel stronger and, sucking on a broken mutton bone I’d brought in a piece of newspaper, sat firmly on old Betty as she nosed along behind the stronger horses.


    On this trip down the valley to the coast, the station men did not speak frequently. They seemed half-exhausted from the earlier rescue work, and made terse, moreover, by foreknowledge of the task that awaited them. Therefore I kept my own counsel as I rode.


    When we emerged to the coast it was to a sad wreckage scattered on the sand and in pools—lengths of ship timber, lifebelts, and clothes suggesting the violence of the seas that had ripped me and others from the Penguin. Picking over those relics and rocks in the search for survivors, the station men said such detritus was continually coming ashore, fresh items greeting them every time they returned. It was horrid for me to be in the sound of the surf again, its kelpy smell constricting my throat strangely. Against my nausea I gripped the down-hanging reins of the horse and remounted to ride to the bays further round, drawing strength from Betty’s dull age under me, the immutable pointing of her old nose at the ground.


    At length we came upon a bay where the greatest number of victims seemed to have come ashore. Here a great many bodies were laid in threes and fours under blankets and lifebelts above the waterline, rescuers bringing more in. Among the people gathered were police and trappers and men from the station, and newspapermen and photographers as well. Also there were gentlemen from the city in fresh clothes, watching the rescue and in some cases posing for photos. Worst of all were a half-dozen clearly related to the missing or drowned, who went about in a frenzy, calling out and searching the bodies for nieces or sweethearts they’d expected to collect off the ferry at Wellington.


    In this confusion I was grateful to have orders to follow, to begin our work of bringing bodies from where they’d tangled on rocks or sand in various bays, lifting them clear of the waterline and covering them for their dignity until they could be identified by their families and removed. I will not pretend the task was an easy or noble one. I was the least proficient of our party, the rest being hardened to such realities, it seemed, by farm life, and by the fact they’d had much practice the previous day. Nevertheless I worked with all my strength, handling the victims as gently as their saturated weight would allow. I did not shrink from any passenger, not even the children dressed forlornly in their pretty clothes, or those who’d been floating for some time and were not in good repair, their clothing torn half-away, their faces and hands confused against rocks and bloodied.


    Throughout that afternoon the work went on and on. There were so many passengers. Their great number shamed me. Near the end I was asked to wash a young woman we’d recovered from driftwood, a job which took some time as her eyes were stuck grittily with sand. Dousing them repeatedly with a shirt soaked in sea water, I at last had them clean; then I arranged her hair where it snaked over her torn ears, one with an earring still attached, another red and shorn of its jewellery and skin. It took a long time to clean her and once I’d finished I walked to the scrub and retched there, shuddering until a station man came up behind and laid a hand on me.


    ‘There, mate,’ he said, ‘we’re leaving soon. Can you ride?’


    It was the shorter of the two men who’d rescued me the day before.


    I nodded and wiped my mouth.


    ‘Rest up, mate,’ he said. ‘You’ve worked hard. We’re riding out soon.’


    I was determined, however, to return to the recovery operation. I’d come to the coast with a purpose and didn’t wish to sit idly while the station men laboured to bring rest to passengers less fortunate than I had been. Thus I stood and went down for fresh orders.


    But the men were remounting. We were indeed returning to the station—the man had not said so merely to calm me. Some police were remaining behind to keep watch over the drowned, and an eye out for unlikely survivors. The onlookers, meanwhile, had departed for the city, and once we were out of earshot the station men began to grumble about those observers from town, some of whom had volunteered to assist but many of whom, young males included, had made no attempt to be involved. They’d come to the coast, it seemed, simply to see.


    This low current of grumbling passed along the line of shepherds riding in front of me until the constable, who was second in the lead, turned in his saddle and growled. ‘They were a bloody collection of ghouls. But don’t dignify them with your yapping. That’s my advice to you.’ Then he added, ‘You all did well today.’


    Clinging exhaustedly to my horse I was pleased the constable had silenced them. Throughout the day I’d been fortunate in the tasks given to me.


    Early that afternoon I’d seen a young man of perhaps sixteen staring at a dead child half-covered by lifebelts, one of the girl’s tiny boots torn away and the other laced tightly to her ankle. Trapped in the mesmeric pull of those mismatched feet, the boy had stood frozen until a station man seized him by his collar.


    ‘Here, give us a hand with this lady,’ he said.


    The young man stared at him and the dripping dead woman we carried, and stammered.


    ‘So clear out, then,’ said the station man. ‘If you’re not here to help, bugger off.’


    Resuming my own grip on the woman’s sleeve, I felt briefly for that scolded boy. He’d come to look at disaster and, confronted with its awful shapes, shrunk away. Only the job I’d been given that day separated us. I could not pretend to be nobler than him.


    


    


    If the trip out to the coast had been steadfast and brisk, the return round the bays without provisions or survivors to cheer us was dreary and long. I was deeply fatigued and my horse seemed to find the rocks difficult to pick over. I was last in the line of riders and doing all I could not to fall behind. Urging Betty over an outcrop between one bay and the next I saw at my periphery a man floating in the bay.


    Turning in my saddle I cried out, as he seemed in that half-glance and the irrationality of my exhaustion to be swimming, still striking out for the shore. I stumbled down the rocks and plunged in the water to my thighs. As I lifted his face I felt his body float and was then swamped in a wave that rose to my chest, the man’s body rising and rolling in the swell. I could feel his arms hanging about me, but still believed there was life in him. Taking hold of his face I slapped his cheek in the idea I could wake him—and of course his eyes stared back at mine, dull and watery.


    At that point I gave way to the strain of the past days. The man was neatly dressed and in his shaven face and bald head I could see a life well-ordered in the higher reaches of the sales or trades. Unable to lift him wholly free of the water, I cried out with frustration. Up the shore the line of horses were paused on the rocks with the station men turned in their saddles to watch me, exhaustion showing in every line of their bodies. They were, it seemed, too stunned by their fatigue to assist me.


    Then two of them dismounted and came down. Coaxing me back to the rocks, they eased the man’s body from me. Then the constable came down too. In the low scrub they laid the corpse on its back, facing the sky. As there was no covering the constable removed his own coat and laid it over the chest and head of the drowned man, pinning the blue fabric on four sides with rocks and a wind-fallen piece of tree.


    I became conscious of the great care the constable was taking to protect the man from further decay, and it came to me that he hoped by assuring me of this man’s rest to keep me from similarly collapsing.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, to his kneeling-away form.


    The constable said nothing until he was finished; when he turned I saw for the first time the grey in his face, the lines grooved in by the day. Holding my eye he shook his head slowly.


    For a moment I couldn’t speak, and I tried to indicate with my hands that I was sorry I had collapsed so badly, sorry I’d added to his workload at the end of such a day.


    Again he shook his head as if an apology was not what was required. ‘You noticed him,’ he said. ‘It was good work, sir. We would have missed him otherwise.’


    ‘I’m sorry. I thought he was alive.’


    ‘Please mount up, sir,’ he said. ‘You need to get home.’


    Dully I made my way to my horse and into the saddle. Settling on Betty I felt my legs, unaccustomed to riding, resume their muscular ache of before. The line of station men were on their horses ahead of me, facing politely forward to afford me the dignity of privacy. Then the constable remounted and we rode in our line through the failing light to the station.


    *


    Word had been sent to my employer, and when I left the station the next day and completed the long journey to Karori, then on to the city and my new boarding house, I found a parcel of food and clothes waiting there. My employer and new colleagues had donated it to me. That afternoon in my room I put the package to one side and slept right through the night until dawn.


    Waking early, I sat on my bed to unfold the parcel from its four-way tie of string, and the kindness I found inside touched me deeply. I forced myself to hold up each pressed item and feel grateful, but it was difficult, as each shirt, sock, underwear, tie and polished shoe reminded me of the torn-away clothes I’d seen distributed with such abandon on the coast near the Penguin. I sat on my bed for some time, the bundle of borrowed clothes on my knees.


    At last I recovered sufficiently to go down to breakfast, and from there I proceeded to the office for the first day of my Wellington employment. The firm was down by two clerks, so my work was noticed immediately and welcomed. Right away, then, I could begin the long work of repaying my firm for its generous pack of donated clothes.


    In the week following the wreck, there was the public funeral for the drowned and missing of the Penguin. As the losses had been so great and the mourners so many, all of Wellington had been afforded a holiday to attend the ceremony. Taking my place in the church among the survivors, I listened to the ceremonies, and I shook hands with some people. But I couldn’t join the procession that followed, the carts laden with coffins leading a long line up the Kelburn hills and on to Karori Cemetery. Those doleful horses took that trip without me.


    The streets were clogged with mourners and observers, and it was some time before I could ease my way to a park, remove my jacket and sit without attention. There I was alone for some time until suddenly there loomed above me, silhouetted against the sun, someone who called to me quietly. Shielding my eyes from the sun I stared up until I could place him—the smaller of the two men who’d lifted me from the beach at Terawhiti.


    He’d been at the service, and he did not look well. At the coast and station he’d been busy, fluent in the spare vernacular of action that seemed the natural language of the station men. Now he looked entirely drained. In his good clothes and small stature he had the appearance of a lost rider, one who’d just completed a journey right across Australia.


    ‘I didn’t expect to see you,’ I said. ‘It’s a very long way from Terawhiti.’


    ‘Are you in good health?’ he said. ‘Nothing—no problems?’


    ‘I am well,’ I said. ‘I’ve been very fortunate.’


    I offered him the seat alongside, and he seemed relieved to be there, rather than facing me. Then he began to work at the calluses in his palms, digging at the skin with his fingernails.


    ‘What did you make of the service?’ I said.


    Still working on his calluses, he didn’t reply. I watched a few pedestrians drift through the park.


    Then I said, ‘Is it all right at the station?’


    ‘What’s your work, sir?’ he said. ‘I never asked you.’


    ‘I’m in the Prudential,’ I said. ‘I’m an under-clerk there. I began there this week.’


    ‘An under-clerk. What’s that then? It’s in an office, I suppose?’


    ‘Yes, a large office,’ I said, and smiled. ‘I thought that might have been obvious. I thought it would be obvious I was an office man, out there at the rescue.’


    ‘No,’ he said. ‘Nothing like that.’


    He was working on his palms again. After each burst of speech he would look up and study my face as I replied, then return to his hands, picking and digging with his fingernails.


    ‘Do you like it in town?’ he said. ‘Wellington?’


    ‘I think so,’ I said. ‘It’s too early to tell.’


    He tried to smile at this, but couldn’t really.


    ‘I’m glad you found me,’ I said. ‘On that beach, I mean. I’m very grateful. I owe you everything, it seems.’


    This time he looked up, startled, as if I’d said something to frighten him.


    ‘I don’t think you should say that,’ he said.


    ‘Pardon?’ I said. ‘What do you mean?’


    ‘It wasn’t right,’ he said. ‘You shouldn’t thank me.’


    ‘With respect, I don’t agree with that,’ I said. ‘You saved many people—saved their bodies. And you saved me.’


    He shook his head. ‘It went badly. I made a bad job of it.’


    I tried to gauge what he was telling me, but he wouldn’t catch my eye. Instead he stared across the grass, his eye passing over a clot of children as if they weren’t even there.


    ‘But you helped me,’ I said. ‘And you recovered many others. I know you did. I saw you—I was there.’


    ‘You did a good job,’ he said.


    ‘I just followed instructions,’ I said. ‘Some of them were your instructions.’


    He shook his head. ‘It was all wrong.’


    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I don’t understand this, and I don’t agree. You saved people.’


    With his fingernails he worked at his palm, brushed the diggings away. ‘My head wasn’t right—my frame of mind.’


    ‘Your frame of mind? Good Lord. It was a shipwreck, man.’


    ‘If you could have heard me, heard what I was thinking,’ he said. ‘I mean inside. I abused them—those people we rescued. I cursed them.’


    He leaned forward and, in the silence that followed, there was only the noise of his fingernails working.


    ‘Good weather for the funeral today,’ I said.


    ‘I was angry that they didn’t carry properly,’ he said. ‘It was so hard to lift them and they slipped everywhere and fell out of my hands. I nearly kicked one of them. I got so angry.’


    ‘But you didn’t show any of this,’ I said. ‘You worked hard.’


    ‘Who cares?’ he said, turning to face me properly. ‘I know—I know how I really did things that day. I know what I was thinking. I know how I cursed those people. I wanted to kick some of them, the way you’d kick a ewe that falls over in the yards. There was one old woman who kept slipping out of my hands. I had the top end, when we were carrying her, and she kept slipping and banging her head on the rocks, landing on her neck. She was already dead, you know—and her clothes were half-gone, too. God, it was terrible—and it got so bad with her head bouncing on the rock just again and again, and her hands slipping, that I damned near booted it, you know? Without realising. Booted her head. God, I was in this ... rage. It wasn’t right—I’m ashamed of it, mate. I’m ashamed.’


    ‘I don’t think—’


    ‘Sometimes—this is a bad thought, mate, but sometimes I wish it could happen again. Wish I could do it all again and this time I’d be ready, ready for the people to be heavy and slippery, and I’d be prepared. I’d be gentler with them—in my mind, I mean. I was careful enough with them on the outside. I didn’t damage any of them. But I wish I’d done it differently in my mind. I wish I could stop seeing that woman, her head hitting the rocks like that.’


    ‘There was nothing more you could have done,’ I said. ‘It wasn’t your fault. It was a terrible accident. Nobody can judge anyone.’


    He watched my face, then shook his head as if, even though we seemed roughly the same age, I was a child who couldn’t comprehend the most basic things.


    I took a guess at something. ‘I’ve had some thoughts myself about that day.’


    He was studying his hands again, looking deep into his distress there.


    ‘I’ve been reading the newspapers about the Penguin,’ I said. ‘And in the papers it isn’t confusing. It reads so easily, as if it was all straightforward. First the boat sinks, then we abandon ship, then we wash up on the shore, then everyone is recovered, dead or alive. But it wasn’t like that. It was all dark and fast and confusing, and the boat very slippery, and everyone shouting in the pitch black, no one knowing what to do, and the waves smashing everywhere. You couldn’t predict anything, or control anything. And I was only in the lifeboat a few seconds before I was thrown out and swimming as hard as I could, then freezing in the dark—and then it was dawn and I was on the shore and suddenly there was a horse. A rider helping me up. That was you, sir.’


    The station man nodded without looking at me.


    I hesitated, unsure of what to say next. ‘My point is, there was nothing easy or clear. It was all just confusing. If we were lucky, we had a good lifeboat for a minute or so. If we didn’t, we were just splashing around in the dark, trying all of a sudden to learn how to swim. There was no right thing to do.’


    ‘But I wasn’t on the boat, mate,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t half-drowned. It wasn’t dark—it was light when I was recovering people. And I’d worked that coast for years. I’d mustered those hills. I was at home. I should have known what to do.’


    ‘But you did,’ I said. ‘You saved people. And you weren’t prepared for that—for a hundred people washing up on the rocks. Of course you weren’t prepared for that. How could you be?’


    He shook his head.


    ‘You men were fatigued. I saw you, sir. You were beyond exhaustion. You did well to come through that without giving way.’


    ‘But I did give way! That’s what—’ He lifted his hand to his forehead, then shook it away.


    ‘Don’t forget you saved my life,’ I said. ‘I’m very glad you found me.’


    Now he groaned, as if refusing to accept any more false consolations. ‘I’m not glad it happened to me,’ he said. ‘But it did happen and now it’s over, and that’s all I’ll get now. You get one chance, don’t you? You get one chance to react, and then, whatever you did to help, you’re stuck with that forever. It’s bloody unfair. One day, and then the rest of your life. The rest of everything.’


    I couldn’t look at him for a while. The crowds from the procession were dispersing through the park; couples, parents, and friends, all murmuring to each other in the sounds of solicitude that follow a funeral.


    ‘Are you married, sir?’ I said. ‘Any children?’


    ‘Pardon?’


    ‘Are you married?’


    ‘I’m not, mate. The station’s hard on families. No one wants to live out there.’


    ‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Well, I’m not either.’ I said this drearily because it’d been my hope he’d have a wife and I could pin that last consolation on him.


    ‘I know you’re not married,’ he said. ‘You told us. You wouldn’t remember. It was when we first rescued you. We asked who your kin were, and you said you had none in Wellington. That’s what we told the policeman. I hope that was right.’


    ‘It was,’ I said. ‘Thank you for doing that.’


    We both looked across the grass. ‘You know,’ I said, ‘I think no one can feel comfortable about what they did out there that day—except the horses. And that’s because they had the best orders. Carry this man; walk that way. Simple. But even they looked miserable, to my eye.’


    He tried to smile. ‘They were tired,’ he said. ‘We worked them very hard.’


    ‘Try to get some rest, sir,’ I said. ‘You’ve had a very bad trial. Are you going home today?’


    ‘Maybe in an hour. I’ll wait for an empty road. That parade will take some time to clear.’


    ‘All right,’ I said, and stood up.


    From his seat he looked up at me and again, despite all I’d said to rescue us, what passed between us was a kind of shame—shame at what we’d survived and evaded and attempted to explain.


    ‘Sorry, mate,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’


    ‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘Safe journey. Thank you.’


    I turned and entered the crowds then. I didn’t look back at him as I threaded through the people, but I thought of his journey back to that steep and remote station. I thought of him on his horse, and of my own boarding house, and of the little house I expected to own one day. I felt the stillness of those rooms I would live in; I saw the solitude that the accidents and designs of my life would destine me for. I saw an end to thinking daily about what happened at Terawhiti. I saw those things and, in my borrowed suit and shoes, I walked mildly towards them.

  


  
    CLAIM OF BLOOD


    He was almost too fast to track. From Riccarton through Hagley Park he walked without a break, not looking round, no gloves, no hat, his hair jutting up—Oliver Duff. 1930 in the Christchurch frost. I was fifty yards behind him, sweating in winter clothes, breath coming in panicked white puffs. I had to reach him before he made the Press building, coat-tail him inside, infiltrate his workplace. His office was my best chance—I could corner him there and make the contact.


    He was quick, but I had one thing in my favour. I knew the route. Raised nearby, I knew these streets, though not in quite these colours or layout, not with these buildings still standing up. And by now I was experienced. I’d tracked many of his type, and I was dogged.


    But he moved so fast. From the park he swept onto Deans Avenue and up Cashel Street past shops that were mostly still shut, though some early storekeepers waved, then went blank as I came after, hatless and chuffing in odd clothes and openly giving chase.


    Nothing stopped Duff. Across the Square he went, then up Warner’s Lane as if he owned it (and I admired him for this, because he walked that asphalt as one who’d laid it—if not this exact street then one just like it—and through sweat had won the right to walk on such streets. Unionist, I remembered reading. Advocate.) Then he was in a side door and up the stairs into the Press. Sweating and somewhat fat, product of a more leisured age, I panted up behind.


    Up three flights at the same relentless pace, then into the reporters’ room, where he swept past the empty desks with the approving glance of one who loves the work, loves to see a reporter angle a telephone against a shoulder and dash down notes, likes the set of a typewriter on a desk, potent and squat.


    Then past his assistant’s desk and into his office. On the desk, that morning’s Press. He’d seen it already; I’d watched him lift it from his Riccarton doormat as I stalked him before dawn, but that was just a quick read, and this was the full check. Facing the far wall of his office he stood with head bent over the front page, scanning for mistakes.


    Panting, I stood in the door, facing his back. He was still in his greatcoat, and so far, I judged, not upset. His shoulders hadn’t flared yet at what he’d seen—a printer’s smudge, a typo in some advertisement. I leaned against the doorjamb, getting my breath. I was pulsing—about to make contact. This was always a tingling moment.


    Still with the paper at his face, he went round his desk. Then he sensed me in the door and looked up.


    I wiped off sweat and stepped forward. ‘Mr Duff.’


    His look was part-surprised and part-irritated. The beginning of the business day was still a long way off. ‘Yes?’ he said. ‘I don’t remember an appointment?’


    ‘I don’t expect you to,’ I said. ‘I don’t have an appointment.’


    He shrank back just a bit.


    ‘I’ve got a claim on you, all the same,’ I said. ‘A claim of blood.’


    Now he lowered his copy of the Press and glanced at the door. I saw him calculate the threat. He wasn’t scared, but he was alert. The desk was in between us; we were about even height; he was thicker through the chest. Ten years on a farm, I remembered, he’d done his share of manual work. He’d be tougher than me, if it came to a scrap.


    ‘I’ve got a claim on you,’ I said. ‘It’s family business.’


    He glanced at the phone. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


    ‘Here’s a name you’ll recognise,’ I said. ‘Mr Franklin Duff—Frankie Duff, as they called him. Your contemporary, I’d judge.’


    I studied his face while he searched the name, one hand curling unconsciously into his Press.


    ‘Frankie Duff,’ I said. ‘Father to Evie—my nan. She died two years back. I’ve assumed you’re a cousin of hers, an uncle perhaps.’


    ‘You’re here because of this Frankie Duff?’


    ‘We’re blood,’ I said. ‘I’m from the Duffs—although that name’s died out for us. It was on my mother’s side. It died out with Evie in 2010. That’s why I’m here.’


    Still wary behind his desk, he gauged me, gauged my jeans and Icebreaker top.


    ‘But what’s this about?’ he said. ‘What do you want?’


    ‘I’ll explain that,’ I said, reaching for the documents on his desk. ‘Let me confirm the connection first.’


    ‘Wait, who are you? Where are you from?’


    I rummaged on his desk, then looked up quickly, not stopping my search. ‘I’m from ... elsewhere, let’s say. I’ve come a fair distance.’


    ‘And you want this connection for?’


    ‘Like I said, it’s family business.’


    I bent again to his papers—proofing sheets, a stack of correspondence, some of it potentially useful—but this time he pushed my fingers off.


    ‘Look,’ I said, losing patience. ‘It’s family business. It’s blood stuff. You have to let me look.’


    He squared off at me now, and I recognised the look from other targets at such times—the outrage of the subject at my barging in to make contact. He wasn’t the first to react like this. I had a reputation. Many considered me dangerous. I was a family historian—self-appointed, but then most family historians are self-appointed—and my tenacity was what made me good. I’d hurt some people, offended some more, but published a lot. I’d made a profession of it; I had a thirst.


    ‘Step back, please,’ he said. ‘Get back.’ Again he fussed my fingers away from his desk.


    ‘Look, there’s nothing to worry about,’ I said.


    Standing close now above his desk, we tussled for the papers until he shoved me and I staggered back.


    ‘Come on!’ I said. ‘I’m a Duff, more or less. Let me look.’


    ‘We’re not related,’ he said. ‘Get back!’


    ‘Yes we are,’ I said. ‘What?’


    ‘I don’t know any Frankie Duff. I’m from the Dunedin Duffs. I gather you’re from Christchurch. We’re not related, you and I—I’m a different Duff.’


    ‘Are you sure?’ I said. ‘Let me check.’ Coming forward again I reached for his chin and tilted it, looking in the adjusted light for a trace of my nan in his face.


    ‘Get off me!’ he said. ‘We’re not related.’


    ‘You’re positive?’


    ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Frankie Duff and I are not related.’


    ‘Damn it,’ I said. ‘I read about you—I thought ...’ I cast a look about his office. ‘Mind if I look around anyway?’


    ‘Yes, I mind,’ he said. ‘This is an office. Who are you, sir? How did you get in here?’ He waved to get my attention. ‘Sir?’


    I was looking at the Press spreads and front pages framed on his wall—Victoria’s death, the opening of the Otira tunnel, Kingsford Smith. Not many, not as many as I’d hoped. In fact it wasn’t much of an editor’s office. Not very elaborate. Just a wooden filing cabinet, a stark desk. Nothing particularly 1930s, I thought.


    ‘But we’re blood,’ I said. ‘We have to be. We must be related. There must be something, if we trace far enough back.’


    ‘I’d like you to leave. I’m trying to run a newspaper here.’


    I lunged towards him again. ‘I know—and I’d love to talk about that! You could tell me heaps of stuff. We could swap some notes. I’ve done lots of research. There must be something you want.’


    ‘Get out.’


    Still I lingered before his desk, searching his face and his office. It was going to waste—we’d made this contact, and now he was letting it go to waste. ‘Come on!’ I said. ‘Can’t you try harder than this?’


    ‘Get out, please,’ he said. ‘This isn’t your place. There’s no family connection—we’ve established that.’


    ‘What, and you’re happy with that? We’re just strangers? Silence? You’d prefer that?’


    But it was too late. His face was already fading. I clambered across the desk to get at it.


    ‘Come on!’ I said, reaching. ‘You won’t even talk?’


    But it was done. He’d receded. His clothes and backdrop and hair, it all faded to black and white, and then out. Outside, I heard the street revert as well. It was all gone to waste. It was all quiet again, all broken and passed and quiet.

  


  
    THE KNIGHT OF THE RANGE


    Hazel ran into the bunkhouse with her gun drawn.


    ‘Hands up, mister,’ she said. ‘Reach.’


    But the stranger didn’t lift his hands. Instead he faced the half-dozen cowboys alone, hands hovering over his guns. Across the bunkhouse Dillon gloated back at him, his arms spread along the sill. Sitting further along were the rest of Hazel’s cowboys, leaving Dillon to confront the intruder alone.


    ‘Didn’t you hear me, stranger?’ said Hazel. ‘I said reach, and I don’t see you reaching.’


    Dillon was the first to acknowledge her. ‘Well howdy, Miss O’Connell,’ he said. ‘You’re just in time for our parley with this outlaw, here.’


    Still the stranger didn’t turn.


    ‘Kit, will you explain this to me?’ said Hazel. ‘Why’s this man bailing up my foreman?’


    Kit was her oldest and most trusted cowhand, hired by her father forty years before. ‘Well, Miss Hazel,’ he said, ‘here’s the first thing you need to know. That man there is Tom Slade.’


    Hazel gasped and lowered her gun.


    ‘So I advise you to put away your shooting iron, Hazel,’ said Kit. ‘This ain’t no fight for a young lady.’


    Hazel swallowed, then steeled herself anew. ‘Mr Slade, that’s my foreman there. Please explain why you’re staring him down.’


    Now the outlaw spoke for the first time. ‘Stay out of this, Miss O’Connell. My beef’s with Dillon. I aim to kill him today.’


    ‘And just why is that, Mr Slade?’ said Hazel. ‘Or should I send for the sheriff right away? Lord knows I can’t take any more losses on this ranch, least of all my foreman.’


    ‘I repeat, please stand down,’ said Slade. ‘This is no fight for a lady.’


    ‘With respect, Mr Slade,’ she said. ‘I’m already part of this conversation. This is my bunkhouse, that’s my foreman, and you’re an outlaw wanted by every lawman in the county. Plus I have my forty-five trained on you.’


    But the gunman didn’t even look at her. ‘Put away that peashooter, Miss. You can’t shoot fast enough.’


    Now Dillon guffawed, as if to mock the outlaw for blustering, but Slade didn’t flinch.


    ‘All the same,’ said Hazel, ‘I need an explanation.’


    ‘This man’s been changing brands on your cattle, Miss O’Connell,’ said Slade. ‘For years he’s been rebranding your stock, two-facing you, and fleecing this ranch—and all the while pretending he’s your honest foreman. And he lied about me too, years ago. He blackened my name.’


    To this Dillon laughed lazily. ‘What a lie.’ But Hazel caught the glance he cast her way, anxious to see how she was taking it.


    ‘What exactly are you saying, Mr Slade?’ said Hazel. ‘Make your point plain.’


    ‘This man’s a low-down rustler,’ said Slade. ‘He’s the reason your ranch has gone broke since your Pappy died. And I can prove it, too. I shot three of his gang today, and I have a dying man’s witness in my saddlebags, outside.’


    Again Dillon made to laugh this off as bluff, but Kit interjected from further down.


    ‘It’s true, Miss Hazel. I’ve seen that witness paper with my own eyes. You can believe Slade.’


    Dillon swore, then recovered quickly. ‘You don’t believe Tom Slade, do you, Miss Hazel? Some outlaw? I’ve worked this ranch for ten years!’


    Hazel searched her foreman’s eyes. ‘And in all that time, Mr Dillon,’ she said, speaking slowly, ‘we’ve lost cattle every year. A thousand head here, fifteen hundred there. And you’ve never managed to find a single rustler, have you? Though you tried so hard—riding out after them every time and somehow losing the trail. The great mystery of the disappearing cattle, these last five years.’


    Now all colour drained out of her foreman’s face. His eyes flicked round the room.


    ‘Looks like your talkin’s through, Dillon,’ said Slade.


    ‘The hell you say,’ flashed Dillon.


    But his face was greasy with fear. Opposite him the gunman had gone into a crouch, his hands poised over his Colts. And Dillon seemed to realise his disadvantage, the arms he’d slung so confidently along the sill behind him now too far from his guns. As soon as he went to draw, he would telegraph his intentions to Slade—a gunfighter whose speed was legend.


    Dillon was the first to break, his hand flashing down—but much too late. Slade’s big blue Colts were up already and they cracked and smoked, splitting the room with noise.


    Through the vapour Hazel saw Dillon’s head slam back against the sill to rest there, a precise hole in the forehead leaking blood down over his right eye. Then Slade’s guns swooped over the rest of the cowboys.


    Nobody moved.


    ‘Holster them guns, Slade,’ said Kit, from the side. ‘You know your beef ain’t with us boys. We’re loyal to Miss Hazel.’


    ‘I know that,’ said the outlaw. ‘I’m just taking precautions.’


    Now Hazel reeled to a bench at the side and sat down, shuddering. Until today she’d never held a gun on any man, and now her ranch foreman lay bleeding on the bunkhouse wall.


    ‘You all right, Miss Hazel?’ Kit shouted across, still not moving.


    Hazel breathed deep a few times, then looked up again. ‘You know this man, Kit?’ she said. ‘Tom Slade?’


    ‘Slade and I became acquainted some time ago, Miss Hazel,’ said Kit. ‘Since we both had a beef with Dillon’s rustlin’. But it seems he’s just solved that problem.’


    Now Slade holstered his guns and turned. ‘I’m sorry you had to see that, Miss O’Connell,’ he said. ‘Good day.’


    ‘Wait!’ said Hazel.


    But the gunman was already outside, stalking for his horse across the yard.


    ‘Mr Slade,’ said Hazel, running after him. ‘Why’d you fight for me? Why’d you kill Dillon?’


    Slade paused at his horse, not facing her.


    ‘Answer her question, Slade,’ said Kit, ranging alongside. ‘You got nothing to fear now, not from Miss Hazel. I’ll see your name’s cleared.’


    ‘Please,’ said Hazel, stepping forward. ‘I owe you everything, it seems.’


    Slade lifted his head, and his blue eyes flashed across the yard. ‘That man outlawed me. He lied to save his own skin ten years ago, and fixed me with the blame for his crime. He gave me this life—this killer’s life—and all the while that I lived in the hills like a dog, outlawed, he prospered here, double-crossing a lady rancher every day. I couldn’t let that stand.’


    Hazel stared at him, amazed. Tom Slade—it was a name to conjure fear all along the range. The gentleman cowboy turned bad, the courtly assassin of the big blue guns.


    ‘Mr Slade,’ she said, ‘will you work for me?’


    ‘Hell’s fire!’ said Kit. ‘That man’s a killer, Hazel. No offence, Slade.’


    ‘I don’t care,’ flashed Hazel. ‘He’s a gentleman. I can see that now. What do you say, Mr Slade?’


    The offer had stunned the outlaw, but he was trying not to show it, standing silent with his eyes on the ground.


    ‘I’m deadly serious, Mr Slade,’ she said. ‘You saved my life, and I need a new foreman.’


    Beside her Kit groaned, rubbed his forehead, then brought his hat down, slapping it on his thigh. ‘Aw Christ, how about it, Slade? I can’t persuade Hazel once she’s got an idea, and it ain’t such a bad one. This range is only going to get rougher, this next decade, and we sure could use straight-shooting men like you.’


    Slade lifted his face now, and Hazel saw how deeply her offer had shaken him. He was not used to kindness, it seemed, at least not in recent times.


    ‘You saved my life, sir,’ she said. ‘I can’t describe my gratitude. And you know my situation. This is the one way I can repay you. I hope you’ll accept it.’


    ‘You heard the lady, Slade,’ said Kit. ‘She’s offering you a challenge. God knows it’s a grand one. All you see here,’ he said, pointing, ‘all this is O’Connell country. It’s range country like I’ve never seen, but it needs good men. That’s what Miss O’Connell is askin’ you. Are you good enough for this range?’


    [image: cowboy]


    Grey snuffed the candle and laid his papers aside. His work was done. He’d risen early to write, but now the dark had lifted outside the tent and the birds were twittering. As he stepped out he found another miraculous morning, the air fresh and colourful, the sea not one hundred yards away and pushing a small swell at the sand. It thrilled him—this closeness of the New Zealand waters, pulsing with marlin and waiting for him.


    Stretching one more time, he closed the tent and hurried down. It was rare for him to write while in camp, and his crew had already gone. As he passed their tents he saw the campfire was still cold from the night before, and knew they’d not even paused for a brew before setting out. Grey felt a surge of gratitude for them. They were good men. Like most locals they read the weather and sea expertly, yet they were truly backward in their big-game fishing techniques. It bewildered Grey—scarcely a single New Zealand saltwater angler knew what it was to strike and fight a marlin properly, to force the fish to leap and struggle in the exultant contest of true fishing. Still they persisted in the brutal practise of triple hooks and drifting; even the harpoon.


    Not that Grey was eager to convert anyone anymore. A torrent of letters had greeted his first published opinion on New Zealand angling, local sportsmen surprising Grey in their ferocity. The local fishing club had even circulated a notice, provoked to a ‘controversy’ where Grey could not believe there was one. He had been prepared for some resistance, as no one liked to be persuaded from his practices, least of all the backwoodsman, but Grey would not be the one to play the pioneer again on that score. He’d tried once and had his hand savaged for his trouble.


    But all that was behind him now. He went over the sand dunes quickly, a bag of clothes in one hand, a box of lures he’d modified the previous night in the other. He could see the Alma G now, riding sixty yards off, lolling at anchor with the first dinghy nearby, his crew on board already, a further dinghy waiting for him on the sand. The sight of his boat increased his excitement, as he would soon be out there and fishing, and he stepped onto the foreshore with a smile—and then he saw Colin. He was coming down the slope at the far end of the shore.


    Grey hesitated. Colin was a problem. He was a local and taciturn, but persistent too. His slow conversations tended to salt away time. And it was quite annoying that in the last day he’d anchored on Urupukapuka one bay over from Grey, striding over the island ridge to talk to Grey’s crew shortly after doing so.


    Grey looked out towards his boat, torn, then went quickly along the shore with one hand out to shake Colin’s, with his other hand reaching to the older man’s elbow to indicate that he was in a hurry.


    ‘Cracker day,’ said Colin.


    ‘Oh, it’s perfect,’ said Grey. ‘You keep serving up these beautiful days.’


    They stood a while looking at the water, side by side, Grey trying to quell his panic about how long Colin would delay him. The man was high up in the local game-fishing club, and Grey was conscious of a need to make amends in the easily offended circle.


    ‘You’re not heading out today, Colin?’ said Grey.


    ‘Later,’ said Colin.


    Grey adjusted his hold on his gear and looked back along the shore towards his dinghy. ‘Well, I’d better move along.’


    Colin nodded timelessly and looked over the water again. Then he glanced at Grey’s gear. ‘I’ll give you a hand there.’


    ‘Oh, that’s fine,’ said Grey. ‘I’ll manage just fine.’


    ‘I’ll just come along,’ said Colin. ‘I’ll just bring those lures.’ Abruptly he lifted the box from Grey’s hand.


    ‘Well,’ said Grey. ‘Well sure, Colin.’


    And so Colin loped along the sand beside Grey towards the dinghy while Grey looked out to sea to hide his embarrassment, because the New Zealander was really quite rude. On the water already a number of boats were heading out, cleaving the early surface in the direction of the cape. On the Alma G, Grey’s crew of Crowe and Anderson were visible, moving about on deck to prepare the boat for the day.


    At last he and Colin reached the dinghy, and Grey bent to it immediately, stowing his rod and bag and seizing the bow in pointed demonstration that he was ready to pull her down the sand. But Colin put the box of lures just inside and laid a restraining finger on the dinghy’s bow as well, then stood looking elsewhere, as if pretending to be unaware he was preventing the boat from launching.


    Grey cleared his throat. ‘Well, thank you for the help with the lures, Colin.’


    Colin did not respond. He did not meet Grey’s eye, and he did not remove his finger-hold from the stern. Instead he gazed out to sea towards the boats that were lucky enough to be launched already.


    ‘Lot of boys heading out already,’ said Grey. ‘Keen to get out there myself.’


    Colin faced him then. He held his eyes. Then he pointed along the shore. ‘I’ll just show you something,’ he said.


    ‘Pardon?’ said Grey.


    ‘It’ll only take a moment,’ said Colin. ‘It’s just over here.’


    Grey looked in the direction indicated, then glanced again out towards the Alma G, and at that moment he saw Anderson watching him, and it was obvious the boatman could see that Grey was being waylaid by Colin, yet he looked over the intervening water as if the delay was entirely to be expected, as if Grey was not already late by more than an hour. It stunned Grey—nothing about Anderson’s demeanour suggested he was surprised by Colin’s presence there.


    Grey felt Colin’s eyes on him as he stared out at Anderson.


    ‘Your boys will be all right,’ said Colin. ‘It won’t take long. I promise.’ Again he indicated the shore towards the far end of the inlet, the very direction that he and Grey had come from just shortly before.


    Bewildered, Grey shook his head. He exhaled loudly. Then again he stalked alongside the New Zealander along the shore. No conversation came from Colin, and Grey tried not to be frustrated, instead watching the sand as it sank under his shoes. He would be out on the water soon, and then he would be out there all day. In all likelihood it would be a day’s sport to remember.


    Soon enough he and Colin were at the far end of the shore. From this point of the inlet he could see more easily the few boats that were riding off the cape now. The boats drifted there. They did not troll at speed across the water with single hooks dancing in front of the rising marlin, instead they drifted with their murderous triple-hooks tending down into the depths, pregnant with damage, dangling and ready to rip the guts or throat from whichever great fish they foul-hooked—Oh, thought Grey, it was barbarous, the way men fished here, backward! And bizarre—there was absolutely no sport in hooking a marlin that way, not striking and fighting the fish but holding the rod while the boatman tired the maimed creature by towing it the other way. A twelve-year-old could do it, a ten-year-old girl. It made no sense at all. Grey ran his hand through his hair. He breathed deep to expel his frustration.


    ‘So, Colin,’ he said, and glanced at his companion. The New Zealander was watching the same boats intently, but it was impossible to know what was in his mind. With growing desperation Grey sighed loudly and ran his hand through his hair again.


    Finally Colin spoke. ‘You had a good day yesterday. You brought in a few.’


    ‘I’d say we did,’ said Grey. ‘They’re running the right way for me. I’ve had—we’ve had—a string of fortune, I’d say.’


    ‘You’re getting more fish than us local men. Six marlin, you caught yesterday.’


    ‘That’s right,’ said Grey. ‘Six.’


    ‘Your single hook’s the thing, maybe, you think,’ said Colin. ‘That trolling.’


    ‘I think so, Colin,’ said Grey, taking care not to run on.


    Colin squinted against the glare as he surveyed Grey. Then he said, ‘Yes, I was out there yesterday. I was riding under the Cape when you ran in. Maybe you saw me.’ He scratched at his jaw. ‘I certainly saw you running in. I heard you.’


    ‘It was a good day,’ said Grey.


    ‘I noticed you had that flag up when you came in,’ said Colin. ‘That’s your custom when you make a catch, I think. That an American thing?’


    ‘Oh, that’s just something I’ve developed. I’ve got one for each of the great fish. I put ’em up when I run in. It adds a little colour, I guess, a little pageantry.’


    Colin nodded. ‘I noticed you had that loudhailer too.’


    Grey laughed. ‘I did.’


    There was another pause while Colin took this in. Again he scanned the far reaches of the water. He seemed to be searching for another boat to cross the expanse of flawless blue out there—not where the other craft were but further out to sea, way out where the light turned hazy. ‘Yes, I watched that whole thing from my boat,’ he said. ‘I heard you coming in. I heard you with that loudhailer out, and that flag, and I saw you running in, all guns blazing. I heard your announcement. Ladies and gentlemen. All of that. It was quite a production.’


    Grey laughed. ‘Quite a production.’ He looked in the direction of his boat and his crew. By God he was busting to be out there again.


    ‘I suppose you could say that,’ said Colin. He dug into the sand with his shoe to work up a fragment of shell and inspect it, then toe it under again. ‘The thing is,’ he said. ‘Look—I have to tell you. I’ve got to say, that sort of thing doesn’t go real far here in the Bay. People don’t have a whole lot of time for that sort of thing.’


    Grey looked in the direction that Colin was focused. Again it seemed to be the horizon he was searching.


    ‘Maybe it’s something you’ve always done,’ said Colin. ‘The flags and what-not. The loudhailer.’


    ‘I guess it is, Colin,’ said Grey. ‘I guess I’ve done it that way for some time.’


    Colin lifted a hand to scratch at his jaw, then replaced it in his pocket.


    A puff of breeze caught on Grey’s face—he looked out and, yes, the water had begun to stipple. The offshore breeze was getting up. He was losing valuable fishing time. ‘Moreover,’ he said, ‘I’m here officially, Colin. If there is a certain show to my fishing, I guess that’s part of the official visit. I’ve got a duty to promote the sport. I told your government I would promote the big-game fishing, here.’


    Colin watched him coolly for a while. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I can understand that. I know you’ve got a project on here. I’m just not so sure about the loudhailer. Or the flags. I’m not sure the local men are keen on the loudhailer.’


    Grey went to say something, then didn’t.


    ‘Your own boatmen, even,’ said Colin. ‘I dare say your own crew aren’t keen on the loudhailer, Mr Grey.’


    ‘Is that so? I see.’


    ‘I think it might be the case, honestly,’ said Colin. ‘Honestly, I do.’


    There was a pause.


    ‘Well, what is the custom, Colin?’ said Grey.


    ‘Oh, I don’t know about custom, Mr Grey. I don’t know about that. But I might say go easy on the loudhailer. Maybe just go easy on the announcements.’


    ‘I see,’ said Grey.


    ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ said Colin. ‘Mr Zane Grey has landed six marlin. All that business. I’d ease up on that maybe. That’s my suggestion.’


    Grey looked sharply at Colin and for a moment felt all the tension of those first days after his article crackling in between them. ‘Well, I’ll think that over,’ said Grey.


    ‘I’ll let you go now,’ said Colin.


    ‘I’d be obliged,’ said Grey. ‘My crew’s out already. You can see they’re ready to go.’


    ‘I’ll just come and help you with your dinghy,’ said Colin. ‘I’ll launch you.’


    ‘Oh, that’s all right,’ said Grey. ‘You’ve got your own trip today, no doubt. I can manage on my own.’


    ‘I’ll launch you. I’ll come down to your dinghy.’


    Again Grey stared at the man. It was astonishing, Colin’s desire to oar in on another man’s day. Surely he knew Grey didn’t need assistance to launch a two-bit dinghy on the flattest inlet for miles around.


    ‘Honestly, it’s no problem,’ said Colin. ‘I’ll help you. It’s nothing. The least I can do is help you launch. I’ve delayed you a while here—I should help you get on.’ Having said this he glanced over at Grey’s boat and his crew, and Grey looked in that direction too. He recalled the unspeaking communion Colin had struck up with Crowe and Anderson the previous evening, the way they’d sat wordlessly by the campfire until Grey’s store of questions and stories were exhausted and he returned to his own tent and bedroll, whereupon they’d resumed a low murmur of conversation over the campfire.


    So again he let Colin accompany him. Again they walked along the sand, the water collapsing in tiny wavelets at their side, no conversation passing between them, Grey increasingly irritable.


    At length they were beside Grey’s dinghy for a second time.


    ‘Well, good luck out there,’ said Colin. ‘I hope they run in the right direction for you. You’ve certainly found some fish so far. You’ve hooked some big ones.’


    To this Grey exasperatedly said nothing. He’d brought in more than forty marlin already, and twelve in a single day, and by his reckoning set a new world record for big-game fish in a single day. And all using the techniques he’d promoted, techniques developed off Cape Cod and used to considerable success—sporting success—by the great American clubs, and all round the world by any sportsmen who had at least some familiarity with modern advancements in the sport, and they were the very same techniques that Colin’s own members had set out to discredit so ferociously in the papers, without once having tried them, without once having subjected themselves to a fair and fierce fight with a great tuna. And what’s more, Grey thought, truly riled now, who was this Colin? This backwoodsman of the execrable manners and a twenty-foot launch that Grey could buy and sell, no doubt, for a fraction of what his Westerns had earned him. Grey was the one with the reputation—in every bay and camp he’d met New Zealand men and, in the towns, no small number of women who’d admired his Western stories or could recall the name of a favourite cowboy. Why, just yesterday he’d seen one of his book titles painted in cursive along the side of a pleasure boat some local fan owned.


    But now Grey refrained from saying anything. He held his tongue. In truth it gave him a measure of unease that a man like Colin had had to point out a question of etiquette to him. And perhaps this ambush had not come entirely without warning. Grey had overheard the odd comment from time to time as he ran in. There’d been a certain atmosphere—perhaps in the reserve of his own boatmen he’d missed a message they’d been trying to deliver him. All the same he was reluctant to give up the loudhailer. Nothing could match motoring in after a full day’s sport, an array of giant tuna lying whipped and magnificent in the hold. Running in was so important, and the flags and the loudhailer were part of that.


    Grey made a midway gesture towards Colin. ‘Well, tight lines today, Colin—best of British, as you might say.’


    Colin squinted at him, gauging his tone. Then he turned with his eyes shaded towards the Alma G. ‘Like I said, Mr Grey, same to you.’


    Tired of the man then, utterly tired of his prying and ignorance, Grey pulled the dinghy down to the water, leapt in, and began rowing. Once he looked up at Colin’s tall, pacing-away shape as it went across the foreshore, and thereafter he avoided glancing that way again. Rapidly he came alongside the Alma G, weighed anchor, and boarded.


    With a brisk heartiness he greeted Crowe and Anderson, the latter searching his face in a way Grey considered unmannerly, then he went towards the charts and pored over them as the boat throttled out of the bay.


    Grey did not need to look at the charts. He knew where they were going. And he did not need to speak to Crowe and Anderson either, as he did, pursuing a nonsense conversation about how they’d slept the previous evening, perceiving a slight wariness in their responses, a sense that somehow they could see how Colin had unsettled him on the shore. And for the first time in weeks as he faced them he felt conscious of his accent and expensive fishing clothes. He’d not felt that way in some time. It was a first-day feeling. He was used to feeling self-conscious as he set out amongst local men, but not in the fourth week. It was not a fourth-week feeling.


    He studied the charts again.


    He watched the barely ruffling water as it went by on both sides.


    


    By the time he made Cape Brett, half a dozen local boats were riding beneath it, drifting. Predictably enough, given the techniques under employ, nothing was happening, so Grey went beyond to troll for bait among the running kahawai, and even as he hooked the bait fish he was pleased to lure first one marlin, then a second, snapping in half-interest at the teasers—sizable fish, but too full of kahawai to be really worth baiting and trolling for properly.


    Having hooked sufficient bait, he abandoned the troll for the time being and rode up near the other boats for the purposes of observation, almost knowing already what he would see. Sure enough, when he lifted the spyglass he saw a stand of too-thin rods with hopelessly inadequate tackle, reels fixed underside, and all of the boats at drift, not one trolling across the water with live bait fluttering in the wake of their boat to excite up the great tuna. Instead the triple-hooked lines dangled from the stationary craft as they bobbed ludicrously under the cliff like some misplaced display of clowns.


    And even as he watched that ‘fishing’, as it was called, one of those over-long rods yanked downwards and a great commotion danced over a boat there, the angler letting line scream out and not striking at any stage, instead waiting and waiting in the bizarre local fashion, never rearing the rod up to strike and hook the fish properly and initiate a fight of the fair kind. Instead he let the marlin take his line deep and shouted to his boatman as the craft throttled up and began to rear out to sea, working against the fish, Grey presumed, to exhaust him that way.


    Grey shook his head in bewilderment at what he was seeing. ‘Sure, he’ll lose that fish now,’ he muttered. ‘He’ll lose it pronto.’


    The line tightened and still the fish did not come, and the sportsman did not pull him up, did not force him to leap and thrash, instead the boat contested with the heavy fish and the too-delicate rod and tackle strained and then, incredulous, Grey saw the rod bend to its extreme and snap, its top half dancing away over the water, the line itself breaking shortly after. Then the angler looked at the woe in his hands as if some other result could have been expected from such tactics, such tackle, and his crew came from elsewhere to console him.


    ‘Good God,’ said Grey.


    He lowered the glass and shook his head bitterly. It was a disgraceful showing. No doubt the great fish had been foul-hooked to begin with, and now limped through the depths, maimed and bleeding, its throat or stomach ripped out by the triple hook and leaking blood, prey to mako sharks and even greater killers of the sea.


    Grey could not watch any longer. He ordered his own boat back out to troll.


    And almost immediately there was a response with a hard hungry tug on a teaser, Grey playing the bait just beyond the bite until he felt sure it was a heavy marlin. Seeing the fish he became excited and worked in earnest to hook him, playing the fish until it tugged once more and Grey struck decisively, yanking the rod up to hook the fish solid on a taut line, whereupon the rod slammed hard in his hands.


    Grey braced his feet, secured his chair, and shouted. ‘There’s real play here, boys,’ he said. ‘A fine marlin, unless I’m mistaken.’


    Then he let the line sing out before beginning to fight him. Conscious of the presence of the other boats, and his own crew, and of the camera that Crowe now operated for him, Grey performed violently, pulling the marlin up and forcing him to leap from the water many times, clear and shimmering and huge. And each time he did, his own crew, still not used to seeing a fish perform properly in the hands of a sportsman, gave loud cries of excitement. And indeed the fish was, when he leapt clear, a thrilling thing to witness in his thrumming flight from the water, two hundred pounds coming high to pierce the sky with his sword and his colours and thrashing loudly as he came down.


    ‘Sweet Jesus,’ said Crowe, from behind the camera.


    ‘Fourteen,’ said Grey, ‘fifteen,’ keeping score as the fish leapt from water to sky, pulled from its element and resisting, again and again.


    Twenty-three times the fish leapt—or ‘breached’ as Crowe, in his ex-whaler’s language, called that spectacular flight—and before even half the fight had elapsed Grey’s back and hauling-up arms were aching, hot from the strain and his hands slippery, sweat stinging in his eyes. Yet the fight was something to exhilarate him, the hammering contest put up by the leaping striped tiger of the sea—and then the fish sounded, plunging deep and taking line with him until only one hundred yards of Grey’s line remained and the fish rested there, demanding that he be worked up, testing Grey’s back and arms again as the lock-jawed fighter was inched from the deep and at last to the boat, whipped and marvellous with his green stripe displayed, his sword bumping the boat as Crowe reached down to hook the gaff in.


    And immediately that the marlin was brought in, Grey was baiting up again and trolling, for during the struggle he’d seen the dorsal of a mako scything the boat’s wake, and Grey was exceedingly eager to entice him. Of all the locality’s great fish the mako was the gamest, yet even to this unparalleled fighter Grey had seen local anglers extend their unique form of brutality. In his first week one of the species had lain in the hold of a boat while sportsmen bent over the shark and belaboured its head with what appeared to be a modified spade, bashing and slicing while the long iron spear of a harpoon jabbed already from its side. Since then Grey had seen only two of the species, and each time the sight had excited him deeply, stirring a desire to honour the mako by extending a fair contest to that noblest of fighters.


    And now on his line he felt a savage pull and he struck hard, hooking something that grabbed and shook with great ferocity. Then he paid out line and pulled again and it was a savage force he’d hooked, the fight immediately becoming a violent and ripping labour. With his energy already sapped from the marlin, Grey braced against the line and wrestled with the shark until he felt the fish coming shallow and he shouted.


    ‘He’s jumping! Boys, he’s leaping!’ And here it was, a white and blue arc of shark vaulting clear of the water—high, high in an aching upward shape, as if straining to leave the sea for the first time and forever—and then back down it came, slick and fast and taking line as it cleaved down.


    At the sight Crowe whooped and Grey’s rod bent again, the mako fighting on and on, leaping a further three times—a full thirty feet in one instance—thrashing on the line in the insanity of his pain until Grey felt neither he nor the mako could take any more. And still the shark resisted, ranging slowly nearer to the boat till suddenly it was alongside, showing blue-grey from above, a bullet-nosed sleekness that raged as Crowe loomed above with the gaff. Blood leaked from the corner of the shark’s mouth and then the gaff was in and the shark bucked against it, Crowe shouting as the gaff went whack-whack on the side of the boat and then ripped free and the fish spun down on line that Grey’s reel screamed out, the rod almost vaulting from his hands, yard upon yard of line paying after the down-diving mako. And again Grey heaved against his adversary, making the line tighten and sing, straining him back towards the boat until at last it was alongside.


    ‘He’s whipped now, surely,’ said Grey, taking care to hold the rod secure in his hands this time.


    But when Crowe’s shadow came again with the gaff the mako found a further reserve and bucked so violently that the water frothed to white and Grey shouted—amazed, moved—as Crowe crouched warily over the side with his weight tending forward, the gaff in his hands, and then Grey sensed Anderson coming alongside him with the great javelin shape of a harpoon reaching back from his hands.


    ‘No!’ shouted Grey, putting his arm in front.


    But Anderson pressed forward against Grey as if he’d not heard him.


    ‘No!’ shouted Grey. ‘No harpoon, man! I told you!’


    Now Anderson turned and Grey saw a raw surge of antagonism flash in his eyes.


    But Grey did not flinch. ‘Do not use the harpoon, Anderson,’ he said. ‘Not on my boat. You know my rules.’ And he drew the man aside even as the mako renewed its savagery, curling and straightening with machine-gun rapidity as if sheer violence of movement would fling the gaff free again, the hook too.


    And Anderson surveyed the chaos at the boat’s side and then surveyed Grey, and sneered. ‘And how do you suppose we’re going to bring that in?’


    ‘We have the gaff,’ said Grey. ‘We have ropes. A fish like that—’ he gasped as water was flung up, his rod jerking violently ‘—it deserves a fair fight, Anderson. I won’t savage him at the last.’


    Anderson shrugged, suddenly morose in the din. ‘Do it yourself, then,’ he said. ‘I know what works. The harpoon’s what we use, and it works. If you want to use something else, do it yourself.’


    ‘Harpooning is a barbarous custom, Anderson,’ said Grey. ‘I won’t support it. We must resist it—on this boat, I won’t have the harpoon.’ Still holding his rod, Grey reached to the rope nearby and pushed it against Anderson’s chest.


    There was a moment as Anderson did not take it, impertinently meeting Grey’s eyes instead.


    Grey’s voice steeled. ‘Take the rope, Anderson.’


    Still the man held his stare, not taking the rope that Grey pushed against his chest.


    ‘Put down the harpoon, Anderson,’ said Grey. ‘I order you to put it down.’


    ‘Do you now?’ said Anderson. ‘That’s interesting.’


    ‘For God’s sake, you two!’ Crowe shouted. ‘Help me!’


    Both men looked down at him. The noise from down there was great, Crowe reaching again and again with the gaff unsuccessfully.


    ‘Please, Anderson,’ said Grey.


    Anderson shrugged, this time lobbing the harpoon into the hold and making his way down to Crowe.


    ‘He’s whipped anyway,’ Grey called down. ‘He’ll submit to the gaff shortly, I wager. We’ll get him with the gaff and rope shortly.’


    Crowe glanced at Anderson as he came alongside, nodded sharply, then returned his attention to the shark.


    Finally the creature was brought onboard, the three men heaving it up with ropes and the gaff and laying him to his full extent in the hold, the tail and gills still working but slowly, blood coming from the mangled corner of its mouth, and Grey exulted over it. It was a magnificent shark, an arrow of terrible beauty. Grey applauded with big flat claps that made Crowe laugh as he bent over the shark, while Anderson returned to his post to reorient the boat and set a direction.


    ‘Thank you, men,’ said Grey. ‘Thank you, both of you.’


    All alone he stood above the savage-toothed fish, admiring its conquered bullet strength, its round enraged eye.


    


    They trolled again, Grey landing two more marlin, then motored back towards the Cape, there being only a few hours remaining before dusk. As they rode up alongside the boats under the cliff, Grey sensed Crowe and Anderson tensing, half in expectation, it seemed, of an order to run up a flag. They were bracing, he felt, for the loudhailer.


    And as they neared the boats under the Cape he reached for it—he had three marlin and a fine mako in the hold—but then he let the loudhailer hang for the moment from his hand, remembering that conversation with Colin. Damn that man. He’d complicated life’s rawest joy. Running in was a celebration, an extension of fishing itself, a celebration of all that was wild and vigorous and not yet tamed, not just in the ocean but in the human spirit too. Why shouldn’t a man share that triumph with a harmless—harmless, after all—yet stentorian yell across the waves?


    The men on the other boats were clearly visible now, readying their own craft to come in, bringing in their lines and packing rods away. Swaying with the movement of his boat, Grey stood poised. He felt the tense scrutiny of his crew. He felt the loudhailer swinging and heavy in his hand.


    ‘What do you say, boys?’ he said. ‘Should we let ’em have it? Should we let them know?’


    Anderson said nothing, not moving from his post at the wheel, and Crowe laughed, as if pretending that Grey might brag in such a way had not occurred to him.


    At that Grey smiled, and teetered on the brink of giving in, of tucking the instrument away and running in quietly. But then on the largest of the craft riding opposite he glimpsed the man who’d foul-hooked and lost that marlin in the morning, a man whose gait was squat and crabwise and complacent as he made his way downship, and Grey thought, damn them.


    He hoisted the loudhailer. ‘Mr Zane Grey running in,’ he shouted. ‘Three marlin and a mako. None lost today—all single-hooked with live bait.’


    Over the instrument’s brow he saw the men on the other boats look up, confused for a moment at the noise that was coming across; then, seeing Grey and the loudhailer, the boat riding opposite them, they stared. Hands shading their eyes, they stood immobile to take him in, and for a long moment the Alma G and the local boats silently rode the swell, fifty yards of water rolling in between them. Then Grey lifted the loudhailer again.


    ‘Mr Zane Grey and crew,’ he said. ‘Three marlin and a mako. Single-hooked with live bait, via trolling. Good night, gentlemen.’


    [image: cowboy]


    ‘So, what do you say, Mr Slade?’ said Hazel. ‘Throw in your hand with my boys. They’re hard-riding men, and some were desperadoes once, just like you. But they’ve become good men. I’ve watched them grow. And I’m saying you could do that too.’


    Still Tom Slade attended to his saddlebags, peering in as if he’d lost something in there only minutes before, not years ago. Hazel could see the allure of it working on him. She wondered how many nights he must have known out in the brush with only his horse for company and a saddle for a pillow, the stars pricking the deep blue above him.


    ‘You don’t know what you’re asking, Kit,’ said the outlaw, his voice hoarse. ‘She doesn’t know.’


    ‘Oh, I think I do,’ said Kit. ‘I’ve had my past too, man. I didn’t always ride for Miss O’Connell, here. I was awhile on the panhandle as well. But Old Man O’Connell saw good in me and offered me a chance before he died, same as Hazel’s offering you now. God knows I took it with both hands.’


    Slade shook his head and sighed. He studied the ground.


    ‘Hazel’s asking you to change, man,’ said Kit. ‘That’s all she’s asking you—throw in your lot with us, because there’s a hell of a fight comin’. And you know we need a new foreman.’


    With an effort Slade lifted his head to face Hazel. ‘You’d put this faith in me, Miss O’Connell? You know what it means?’


    ‘You saved my ranch, sir,’ repeated Hazel. ‘I can’t thank you any other way.’


    At that Slade smoothed a hand on his jeans and looked at the bunkhouse and the corral and the whole O’Connell spread, and Hazel felt the matter was almost decided. But then the gunman shook his head again and shivered and clung to an old vision of himself, some idea that the outlaw clothes he wore put him outside the mercies and demands of decent folk. Hazel could see it was a notion he’d grown used to, one he’d learned to take consolation from. Slade wasn’t special that way. Hazel had seen the same syndrome in every dumb and proud desperado she’d signed up since her father had died. Slade had to be helped out of it, same as the rest of them.


    ‘This is mighty range, Mr Slade,’ said Hazel. ‘All you have to do is rise up to it. Do that now.’


    This time in the gunman’s face as it came up, Hazel saw something that might have been a smile and might have been pain. He couldn’t look at her, but he held Kit’s eye without wavering. ‘The hell you say! Stay out of it, cowpoke.’


    ‘What in hell’s name?’ said Kit. ‘What’d you say?’


    Slade’s gaze was cold, drilling straight into Kit’s face. Still he couldn’t look at Hazel. ‘I’ll thank you to stick out of my business, Kit. And don’t try to persuade me, neither, unless you want to eat lead today. I mean it, old man.’


    Coldly the outlaw stared at Kit until the old man looked down, perhaps in fear of more gunplay. Then Slade’s eyes passed over Hazel—again a violent struggle jerked in his face—and then he tore himself away. Vaulting into the saddle, he raked his horse with the spurs and galloped down past the corral to the trail.


    ‘Hell’s fire,’ said Kit, staring after the gunman.


    ‘What happened, Kit?’ said Hazel. ‘Where’s he gone?’ She heard the tremble in her own voice, and again she felt the shudder of shock go through her, having brushed against danger for the second time that day.


    ‘Bear up, kid,’ said Kit. ‘You’ve had a fright.’


    Still the shakes gripped Hazel, but she straightened and scanned the slope opposite, where the trail led up towards a ravine, and where Slade was already a dark outline trailing dust towards the skyline, apparently leaving O’Connell country far behind. But then he reined in and turned to survey the ranch homestead and the range surrounding—and, while she watched that enigmatic shape silhouetted up there, Hazel heard Kit laugh gently beside her.


    ‘What is it, Kit?’ said Hazel. ‘Why are you smiling?’


    ‘It’s nothing, child,’ said Kit. ‘I’m just glad that double-faced rattlesnake inside is heading underground at last. I’ve been trying to find a way to flush out Dillon and his cronies for years. Plus I’ve got a notion we’ll see Mr Slade on this range again, and perhaps before the snow flies.’


    They turned and began walking back towards the bunkhouse, where they would separate, and Hazel braced against a sudden desire to embrace her late father’s oldest friend, this range-worn cowpuncher who’d once bounced her as a baby on his knee.


    ‘Hazel, I have an idea,’ said Kit. ‘May I make a suggestion?’


    ‘Of course, Kit,’ she said. ‘Please.’


    ‘I think it’s time you held another ball,’ he said. ‘And I mean one of the old style—mariachis, side-meat, the whole shebang. Now that this rustlin’ business is over. It’ll be a new start, a fresh one. You can invite the whole range—invite everybody.’


    ‘Oh, that’s a grand idea, Kit!’ said Hazel. ‘An open invitation, for all my cowboys and neighbours, and in honour of my father. He so loved hospitality.’


    ‘The good man crosses my threshold,’ said Kit, quoting the old man. ‘That’s right, child. We’ll make it a big one. We might even attract some newcomers as well.’


    ‘Yes, a ball for all my cowboys,’ said Hazel, taking his arm, ‘present and future—all my knights of the range.’


    Kit laughed and they embraced properly now, the old cowhand and the young ranch mistress, and Hazel smiled at this new future opening before her, and at the small shape she could see over Kit’s shoulder, looking down from the rocks and mesquite of the ridgeline, darkly silhouetted and yearning.

  


  
    THE ROAD TO TOKOMAIRIRO


    I


    


    Harry was a first-rate whip. It wasn’t boasting to say that, it was simply a fact. He was a top driver, a trusted one. He’d whipped the great Victorian routes and, lately, the action having shifted to Otago, he’d made the South Road his own, the Pigroot too. When the first Cobb & Co pulled into Naseby it was Harry who’d whipped the horses in, the whole town out in bunting and brass to watch his team and coach pour over the bridge. And still people looked out for him. They listened for the cornet he played; kids ran alongside his wheels. Everyone knew Harry. They knew him and trusted him—and he loved them for it in return. On the coach he was all for his passengers. He fussed over them and joked with them and took the road slowly. Some whips went hell-for-leather, but that wasn’t Harry’s way—he preferred his passengers to arrive comfortable. Harry was all for his passengers.


    And on that November morning he loaded up with even more goodwill than usual, a pair of newlyweds boarding at Otokia—Mr and Mrs Ryrie, just married the previous day. They’d come up especially for the ceremony, and when Harry pulled the coach alongside to return them, they smiled up as if they adored the whole world.


    ‘Folks, here’s the happy couple I told you about,’ said Harry. ‘Mr and Mrs Ryrie—just married.’ Then he leapt down and flung the doors open. At the sight of the newlyweds, all the passengers applauded. One man whooped out loud.


    How people loved a wedding, thought Harry. Even the sourest old miser would love this couple. For a minute they just made you forget everything.


    ‘Morning, Mr Ryrie,’ he said. ‘Ma’am. It all went well, I’d say. A happy time, I’d say.’


    ‘Oh, fine, fine,’ said Mr Ryrie.


    His wife smiled.


    ‘Well, congratulations to both of you,’ said Harry. ‘I’ll take them bags for you.’ He hoisted the luggage onto the coach while Mr Ryrie handed his wife inside. ‘Reckon you’re the happiest man on this coach, Mr Ryrie.’


    ‘Oh, call me Marcus,’ said Mr Ryrie. He was a bald and prosperous man, and he was beaming. He owned a Balclutha store.


    ‘Reckon I’ll stick with Mr Ryrie today,’ said Harry. ‘On account of your new situation—Mrs Ryrie, too. I’ll stick with those handles today.’ He shook Mr Ryrie’s hand a second time, giving the moment its appropriate ceremony. Then he said, ‘Well, all aboard, everyone,’ and he swung the doors shut and climbed up.


    A second man followed him up to the box-seat, then Mr Ryrie stepped up strongly. Reverend Keane clambered up to lie on the roof, having surrendered his seat inside to Mrs Ryrie.


    ‘Are you comfortable up there, Reverend?’ said Harry.


    Keane nodded, adjusting a blanket underneath him. He was a thin and abstemious man from Lawrence. His face and hat showed above the low rails that bordered the roof.


    ‘You hang on there, Reverend,’ said Harry.


    At first Keane didn’t respond, but Harry waited, and at last the Reverend said, ‘It’s an honour to give up my seat for a bride. I don’t mind at all.’


    At that, Harry clapped his hands. He had a full and ready coach now. He had passengers behind, beside, and above him. It was a good feeling. He sounded his cornet, then gave the leather a long and snaking crack over the greys, just for the show of it. The coach jolted forward and, in the shaking and clatter, Harry started up a yarn with Mr Ryrie. He knew him from a store visit of a few years ago, and he’d liked him then, and he admired him and his new wife now. They were brave and patient people—already almost forty, and only just married. That showed character. It showed fortitude, and Harry admired that in a passenger. Having brought them up from Balclutha, he was glad to see them married now. It gave him a straightforward surge of pride. They were underway now: first stop, the Taieri Ferry, then the Tokomairiro horse-change, and from there, the rest—the easiest stretch—of the South Road.


    


    It was all in order as they left the Taieri—the coach running along freely, the team alert under the reins. Beside Harry his box-seat passengers were drowsing in the jolting sleepiness of coaching, the fatigue and warmth and rhythm of the horses as they pulled and pulled spreading a lethargy through everyone.


    Then it all slammed to the right and down. The coach fell and began to roll, and Harry saw two things—Reverend Keane flying off the roof and to the side, and a fore-wheel spinning away. Then the coach was rolling over, capsizing. At his periphery, Harry saw Mr Ryrie as a dark vaulting shape, swinging down from the box-seat rail like a pinioned black bag. Then Harry was jerked off the coach by the reins, the kingbolt snapping free, the team skittering and falling and speeding on, leaving the coach behind.


    Harry thudded to the road and was dragged. Stones from the hooves flew at his eyes and chin.


    He let them go.


    Then he was prone on the road, his team ahead, the overturned coach behind him. He stood to run back towards his passengers. As he came close he could see a body on the road. It was Mr Ryrie. He was underneath the coach and pinned. The railing of the box seat was right across his chest. His head and neck were free of the box seat; the rest of his body disappeared under the coach at an angle.


    Already two men were lifting. Harry thundered in beside them. They heaved and were unsuccessful.


    ‘Again,’ said Harry. He strained and the coach came up, then someone was drawing Mr Ryrie out. Harry heard him moan.


    ‘Down,’ said Harry, to the other men. ‘Watch your toes.’


    Then he was kneeling beside Mr Ryrie. The businessman’s face twisted in a grimace. His chest was queerly caved.


    ‘Mr Ryrie?’ said Harry.


    The man’s eyes searched up. His breathing sounded terrible.


    Someone reached in a pannikin and Harry dabbed Mr Ryrie’s face with water. The bald head had a smudge of dirt on the crown; otherwise it was undamaged and perfect-seeming. That chest, though—it bowed in.


    ‘Mr Ryrie,’ said Harry. ‘Mr Ryrie. Keep breathing, sir.’ He elbowed away someone who was trying to lean in. ‘Keep breathing, sir. Keep going.’


    In the distance Harry heard someone leading the women away. It was Reverend Keane. Harry saw Mr Ryrie’s eyes roving up, tracing at those sounds. His neck was cradled on Harry’s hand, and Harry could feel the tension in it, the effort that was going into his breathing.


    ‘Hang on, Mr Ryrie,’ said Harry. ‘We’re almost there.’


    Mr Ryrie opened his eyes and searched up again. Through the sound of his own breathing, he must have heard something. But his eyes closed and opened again, and closed.


    Harry tightened his grip against the man’s neck. Inside him there was a skittering knowledge that Mr Ryrie was dying, but still he sent his voice on. ‘Almost there, sir,’ he said. ‘Bravely on. Almost there. Keep going.’


    Mr Ryrie gasped up in anguish another time; his eyes searched and closed.


    ‘Almost there, Mr Ryrie. Almost there. Bravely on,’ said Harry. It was something he’d call forward to a fading team. ‘Nearly there, sir. Bravely on. Nearly there. Ah Christ, he’s died.’


    Mr Ryrie’s face went smooth. His neck sagged against Harry’s hand.


    ‘Ah Jesus,’ said Harry. ‘Where’s that Reverend?’


    He turned to look. Above and behind him, a hoop of men was surrounding and looking down.


    ‘Where’s the Reverend?’ said Harry.


    ‘He’s with the womenfolk, Harry,’ said someone.


    ‘Go and get him.’


    Harry returned his attention to Mr Ryrie. The businessman was deeply gone. His eyes were open but his dead face was calm. Harry laid the bald head gently on the road. There was a jagged stone underneath—Harry lifted Mr Ryrie’s head again, smoothed the road, then removed his own hat and flattened it and laid it under. He looked for Reverend Keane. He saw that lean religious man coming down. He was bringing the bride with him. The other women were along the slope, standing beyond and watching. Mrs Ryrie came closer. She had Keane by the hand. Her face was pale.


    ‘Can I see him, please, Harry,’ she said.


    Harry was still on his knees. He moved back a short way. As she leaned down, Harry felt her hand rest on his shoulder. Then she collapsed in. Her hands went to her husband’s face.


    Harry stood up and moved back. He left her with Keane.


    ‘I’ll get my team,’ he said. ‘I’ll see to the horses.’


    He stepped along the slope. He heard Mrs Ryrie start to cry. He heard her voice climb into a terrible sound. He picked up speed towards his horses to get away from it. It was a rending noise—and as Harry came towards his team he saw his rearmost gelding had fallen. The horse was lying in a sickening shape on the road, the harness twisted half-away and tangled.


    Harry ran towards it.


    Already he could see from the unnatural lie of the beast that its back was broken. He knelt beside it, and loosened, then eased away the bridle and bit. A great shuddering was in the horse, his whole hide quivering. The dust beside his nostrils snorted and sprayed.


    ‘Ah Jesus,’ said Harry. ‘Ah Christ.’


    He knelt beside the dying horse helplessly. He had no rifle to destroy it. He had nothing.


    He looked back up the slope towards the coach. Mrs Ryrie was still beside her husband. She was sorrowing over him. She was a brave woman—Harry had seen that from the first—but now that awful sound came from her. She howled. She still had Keane by the hand. The Reverend was stooping beside her. Harry could not tear his eyes from the three of them—the Reverend standing in a crescent shape, Mrs Ryrie sorrowing over her husband. She was in so much pain. Harry could see it all coming out of her—her marriage and honeymoon, her courtship, her hope and courage, her voyaging from Scotland. Her single sunny day of honeymoon—all of it was being torn out and crushed on the road.


    


    Harry worked methodically then. He checked no other passengers were hurt. He covered Mr Ryrie entirely with blankets. He told the men that soon they would have to walk back to Taieri. He would remain with the coach until a dray could be brought to retrieve Mr Ryrie. He asked them to see to their women, and he checked that Mrs Ryrie had a female companion to comfort her. He asked Reverend Keane to walk on to Tokomairiro to send telegrams.


    He went to his team and unharnessed them, hitching them to the far side of the coach. Kneeling over the broken gelding, he made him as comfortable as he could, spoke to him, longed for a rifle to dispatch him. He cleared the dust from around his eyes and nose, then left him.


    As he came back to the coach the passengers were murmuring quietly, discussing what luggage they could carry. Harry walked through and around them. Coming to the coach, he examined the axle which had shucked its nut and wheel. The axle showed only a little damage where it had crashed to the road and dragged. Otherwise there was no flaw to point to. Deep grooves spiralled down the axle, the same as every axle on every Cobb & Co.


    He walked up behind the coach in search of the wheel. It was lying brazenly in the centre of the road, its spokes showing up ruddily. He lifted and wheeled it hand-over-hand towards the coach, the rim of the wheel making normal sounds on the stones.


    As Harry neared the standing passengers, one of the single men leapt up to help him. Together they leaned the wheel against the coach.


    ‘Can I help with anything else?’ said the man.


    ‘Not yet,’ said Harry. ‘Are the passengers all comfortable? Are they ready?’


    ‘Yes, Harry.’


    ‘I’ll be with you shortly,’ said Harry.


    He walked again up the slope behind the coach. He was searching for the axle-nut that should have held the wheel on the coach. He found it in the scrappy area by the side of the road. It was not damaged. It was squat and shiny in the sun. He took this thing in his hand and gauged the distance to the coach. It was about one hundred yards. He had everything now—the wheel, the axle-nut, the harnessing—yet no clue as to what had caused the accident. There was no reason why the nut and wheel should have come off, why the coach should have crashed.


    He ripped a length of his shirt-sleeve and wrapped the axle-nut inside it, then placed it in his waistcoat pocket.


    He went to the men.


    ‘Are you ready?’ he said.


    They were.


    He turned then and found Mrs Ryrie and her companion. She was a long way from the body of her husband now, and as Harry came towards her she stood from the luggage she’d been sitting on. She was no longer crying.


    Facing her, Harry felt very grave. He tried to meet her eye. ‘Mrs Ryrie, do you think you could walk down with the other passengers? They will walk to the settlement. I will remain with your husband. I will make sure he is all right until we can bring him on.’ It was difficult to speak—he tried to clear his throat. ‘Do you want to walk on with the passengers or would you rather stay here? One of the ladies,’ he gestured at her companion, ‘could stay here with you, if that is what you choose.’


    Something involuntary feathered over Mrs Ryrie’s face, then she was calm again. ‘I’ll walk on now, Harry,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’


    ‘Mrs Ryrie, I cannot explain this accident,’ said Harry. ‘There is no reason for it. I am dreadfully sorry. You know I thought your husband a very good man. It is a very bad accident.’


    Mrs Ryrie reached a hand to his arm. For Harry the contact was horrible.


    ‘Thank you, Harry,’ she said. ‘I know you’ve done all that you can.’


    Harry coughed and tried to speak again, but his voice was broken. He stood sickly before her a moment more, then turned away. He walked back to her dead husband and the coach and the team. He told his passengers they could walk on now. He watched them as they lifted their luggage and went down the road, the Ryries’ boxes shared amongst the men.


    He waited until they were out of earshot, then he went up the slope behind the coach and lifted a great stone from the side of the road. This he cradled back down beyond the coach to the broken gelding. Holding the stone in both hands he crouched above the horse. It was still shivering, foam coming from its mouth and nostrils. Its distressed eye flickered up at Harry as he hovered above.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ said Harry.


    Then at a precise point near the gelding’s ear he brought the rock down once then twice, three times, four times. On the fourth blow he felt the rock crush through the skull, and the horse ceased its shuddering. He rolled the rock away and knelt again beside the horse. He smoothed its head first, then pushed both eyes closed. Then he removed all harnessing and dust from the gelding, smoothing its whole body with his hand. As he passed over the great rounded areas of skin he felt the warmth dissipating. When the whole horse was as clean as he could make it, Harry removed his own waistcoat and laid it over the horse’s shoulder and mane. The laid-out garment made a pitiful shape, so he went to the coach and returned with two blankets and laid those over the gelding, retrieving his own waistcoat and buttoning it slowly.


    Then he left the horse and returned to Mr Ryrie, who was covered right over. He sat beside the still body and waited for the dray to come. It was mid-afternoon and he was still five miles and more from Tokomairiro. He’d not brought the Ryries much more than a mile beyond the place of their wedding.


    As he sat, he glanced occasionally at the coach that had betrayed him. He watched over his surviving team as well, once getting up to water them with liquid he poured into his own flattened hat and held under each horse’s nose. At one point he remembered his tobacco and fished it out and tried to roll and smoke a cigarette but, at the first taste, spat it out and threw it away. For the rest of the time he sat beside Mr Ryrie and stared at the road.


    II


    Harry was back at Taieri. It was the next day. He’d been returned there for the inquest; it was in the Taieri Hotel, in a backroom that smelled of pub. Harry sat in the middle area, the other witnesses equidistant from him. Reverend Keane was there too, and at the front were the coroner and a policeman; along the side was a jury.


    The policeman stood and called the room to order. He explained how it would go. He hoped they would not be detained too long. He called Mr Ryrie’s brother.


    This gentleman stood at the desk and confirmed the identity of the deceased, his locality, his profession, his age. He was younger than Mr Ryrie had been—he had more hair—yet the steady certainty of his voice had something of his brother in it, and Harry felt a return of the sick constricting of his throat that he’d felt since the accident. He squeezed his palms tight together and focused on the floor, avoiding what he could see of the brother—his back and shoulders, the collar starching into his neck-hair.


    Even though they weren’t watching or listening to Harry, instead craning towards Mr Ryrie’s brother and the sergeant, Harry felt the presence of the jury at the side of the room as the evidence was given. He felt their attention. Of all the people Harry did not want to face in that room, those members of the jury were the worst. They were all ordinary men, all local, all watching and listening obediently.


    In a short while he was called and he walked to the front and stood before everyone. He listened as the policeman gave him instructions. His fingers fumbled as he reached into his chest pocket, brought his statement forward and unfolded it loudly.


    ‘I am Harry Nettleford,’ he said, then paused.


    Silently the court waited for him as he cleared his throat and began again. ‘I am a coach driver. I drive the Cobb & Co between Balclutha and Dunedin. I drove that coach yesterday. Before I set out from Otokia I looked over the coach and found everything was in order. There was no problem with the wheels or the axles. I checked them—no one had looked over the coach but the groom and me. The stableman—it was just the stableman and me. We did not oil the axles. There was nothing strange—nothing—’


    ‘Nothing out of the ordinary?’


    Harry glanced at the policeman.


    ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘There was nothing out of the ordinary. There was nothing strange.’ He returned his attention to his statement, his eyes swimming over it. He found the right place. ‘Mr Ryrie was on the far box-seat corner. Another man was in between. I can’t remember his name. We had got along about a mile and three-quarters when the crash came.’


    As Harry read through his handwritten sentences, he felt the attention of every single person in the room. He was the only person making any sort of noise. He could feel especially the presence of the jurors in their double row at his right-hand side. He felt them pressing towards him. He inched his finger along the page.


    ‘I went looking for the axle-nut and found it down the side of the road. It was behind where the accident happened. It was about one hundred yards back. Here is the nut. You can check it. You can see it was not faulty at all. There is no way it could have caused the accident.’ Harry drew the axle-nut from his waistcoat pocket and the fresh tissue he’d wrapped it in. He went to hand it to the policeman, but a sharp look passed from the coroner to the sergeant. It seemed Harry had broken some protocol.


    ‘The court will examine it after the evidence,’ said the policeman.


    ‘Please take it from me,’ said Harry. ‘Please.’


    The policeman glanced at the coroner, who studied Harry’s face, then nodded. The policeman came and scooped it from Harry’s hand.


    ‘Thank you,’ said Harry. ‘Will you show it to the jury?’


    ‘We will, Harry.’


    Harry shot a look at the jurors. They looked attentive but inexpert. A couple looked like farmhands but some were indoor men—one had a clerkly look, another was very young. They would not know what they were inspecting. ‘The nut is a left-hand screw,’ he said. ‘That means it tightens as the wheel turns round. The thread of the screw is very deep. On Cobb & Co coaches it is deeper than on all other machinery that I know of. You will see that it’s not damaged at all. The axle was perfect too—except it was damaged from where it fell on the road.’


    They were staring at him. He dropped his head to his statement again. He found his place. He read on. A deeper silence worked into the room as he eliminated all possible causes for the accident—every passenger was sober; he was driving quietly. Twice he had to hack loudly to clear his throat and continue. He was sensitive to the slightest movement of the jurors out at his right; his eye shot up and searched the men each time, then came down again, his eye skittering over the paper he’d smoothed on the desk to prevent it from shaking.


    As he neared the end of his evidence the blockage in his throat made it difficult to continue. He went on lumpenly for a time, then stood over his statement, his hand at his throat, unable to speak.


    ‘Take your time, Harry,’ said the policeman.


    Harry did not look up. He tried to work saliva into his throat. In the quiet behind him he heard someone walking up from behind. It was Keane—the Reverend reached a cup of water forward for Harry.


    ‘Thank you,’ said Harry. He drank slowly. He set the glass down. He found his place again. ‘I was not driving fast. I was going along quietly. I know that part of the road very well. Where it happened, the road is very good. It is level there.’


    He bent his head more, tried to hide his face somehow. The jury seemed to be leaning even closer, as if sensing that something conclusive was coming. ‘I have no idea why this accident happened,’ he said. ‘I can’t explain it at all. There is no reason.’


    His voice was shaking; he breathed in slowly. ‘I am very sorry for it. I’ve never had a passenger die. I had got along only about a mile and a bit more. I had checked everything and I was driving carefully. I have never had trouble on that road. I’ve always made Tokomairiro—I’ve never had—’ He broke off. He pushed his palms against the desk. ‘There is no reason at all why that wheel came off. There is no reason why Mr Ryrie died. I am very sorry for Mrs Ryrie.’ He tried to smooth the statement on the desk but his hands were shaking badly.


    He faced the officials. ‘That is the end of my statement, sir.’


    ‘Thank you, Harry,’ said the policeman. ‘The court will examine the coach shortly. You can stand down.’


    Harry sensed the court breathing out. They sat back. They waited while Harry stood before the desk, folding his paper. Then they watched him as he walked to the back of the room.


    


    After Harry, Reverend Keane gave his evidence. At first Harry could not lift his face to listen. He could not face anybody. He kept his eyes on the floor. But Keane’s voice pulsed on. It was gentle and pushing forward, as if the Reverend was eager to comfort the coroner and the jurors, to reassure them of something. Tall and lean before the desk he gestured with his hands while his voice went on.


    ‘I was on the roof,’ he said. ‘I had surrendered my seat to Mrs Ryrie. Harry Nettleford was the driver, as you know, and he was driving slowly. I can confirm he was sober—he is a good driver, I believe.’ Keane did not look at Harry as he said this. He maintained eye contact with the officials and the jury as he spoke, speaking consolingly to them all. ‘We had been travelling a while when the coach fell over. I was thrown from the roof and I landed on my shoulder, but I was not hurt badly at all. I was not injured—I make that clear.’


    He used his hands and arms then to indicate how the coach had fallen and the path that Mr Ryrie’s body had taken, the way it lay under the box-seat railing. He was always tending forward as he spoke, swaying towards the men with the movements of his hands and the rhythm of his sentences. It soothed Harry to listen to this man as he talked and remembered so carefully.


    But soon Keane was dismissed. He hesitated at the desk for a moment—he seemed to have something more to say—then, at a glance from the coroner, he turned to make his way back down. As he walked through the seats he was frowning, his eyes roving over the witnesses. Then he made eye contact with Harry, and it was shocking. In that moment, Keane’s face twisted; it seemed to twitch and flare, and Harry saw that the Reverend was not comfortable at all. The surging reassurance of his voice had been a trick. Keane was distressed.


    Harry stared—then Keane had walked beyond him and lowered into a distant chair. Harry returned his attention to the floor.


    The evidence concluded and the jury inspected the coach, then retired. A verdict of accidental death was issued, no blame attaching to anyone. The coroner thanked the jury, thanked Harry and the other witnesses, then dismissed them.


    Harry left the makeshift courtroom without looking at anybody. He went through the dark of the pub’s main bar, then climbed the stairs. He had been provided with a room in the hotel for the night of the inquest, and he went up there now.


    In his room a bowl of water and a towel stood on the washstand. He dipped his hands and scooped a double-handful of water against his face, letting the cold work into his skin. As he washed his face the water dripped from his fingers, making a plain and loud sound. He rinsed his face again and again.


    Then he groaned and sank against the washstand. He crouched all the way down to the floor.


    ‘Ah God,’ he said. Water spilled to the floor as, sitting against the wall, he ground his hands into his eyes. He felt so dirty, so betrayed. He was covered in shame.


    III


    Harry was to work the South Road the next day, a young driver delivering him a coach and passengers at Taieri. From there Harry would drive on to Balclutha, the first objective being the horse-change at Tokomairiro—a distance of about seven miles, and already looming up in his mind as a very far one. That morning he’d woken to a nauseating thought of the reins in his hands, the thought that his passengers would know how Mr Ryrie had died. At breakfast he’d sat over his food, unable to force down anything but two mouthfuls of tea.


    But he was ready on time. Outside the hotel, freshly washed, his hair and suit brushed, he greeted the coach when it came in, thanked the junior driver and sent him away. He introduced himself to the passengers, and was relieved to find only a small number were travelling. Then he secured the doors and walked among the team, checking the harnessing, their legs and hooves. He circled the coach, bending to double-check the axle-nuts and wheels. Finally he pulled on the luggage to ensure it could not come down.


    Then he climbed to the box-seat and settled with the reins, waiting. One further passenger was yet to come. It was Reverend Keane. He had stayed in the hotel too, and over breakfast he’d asked if he might travel up on the box-seat with Harry, changing beyond Tokomairiro at Milton for the Lawrence road. When he had asked this favour Harry had tried not to look too discouraging. In truth he did not want anyone beside him, least of all the Reverend, but over breakfast he’d seen that something was very wrong with the man. The twisting discomfort Harry had seen in his face at the trial had worsened and was now tormenting him. He picked at his food while his eyes, bright and darting, continually sought out Harry’s, then flashed away.


    And now he stepped down from the hotel, one hand holding a suitcase, his face searching up at Harry. ‘Can I come up there?’ he said.


    ‘Of course,’ said Harry. He indicated the seat next to him.


    But the older man hovered, his eyes going down the street as if suddenly remembering something down there.


    ‘I’d be honoured, Reverend,’ said Harry. ‘Please come up.’


    ‘Ah,’ said Keane. ‘Yes.’


    Harry reached down his hand to help the older man. Keane was light when Harry hoisted him, and as soon as he was seated, he sat with his suitcase on his lap, staring fixedly down the road.


    ‘Shall I take that from you, Reverend?’ said Harry.


    Keane did nothing to respond, so Harry lifted the suitcase and turned to stow it above, taking extra care to secure it properly. When he sat back down again he found the Reverend was still staring ahead.


    With this tense, taut shape at his side, Harry’s morning dread returned. He did not want to travel with Keane—but, he was ready to depart. His passengers below were settled. He had to go. It was time to play his cornet. He lifted it from its place beside him. For a moment he could not bring himself to blow into it, to make its congenial sound—but below him he could sense his passengers listening out for it, the pub-owner as well. He forced a single note through the instrument, replaced it at his side, and nudged the team forward. ‘G’dap,’ he said. ‘Get on.’


    Then the coach was in motion—and the movement relieved Harry immediately. He almost smiled. Watching over the moving team he surged with gratitude for them. They were good horses. He’d driven many times with the lead gelding and he knew its huge appetite for the work, its hungry taking of the main share of the pull. Harry loved a horse like that, a horse that would pull and pull until its own heart stopped if Harry asked it too. He gritted his teeth now against the memory of that last horse-death, the feeling of that angled stone in his hands as it passed into the wounded animal’s skull.


    With Keane beside him, Harry went along in the clatter without speaking for some time. The road steepened and narrowed and became more difficult, then levelled and soon they were passing the scene of Mr Ryrie’s fall. There was no indication now that anything had happened there, beyond a wide brown stain where the broken-backed gelding had been butchered and taken away. Harry felt the silence beside him tighten as Keane re-crossed his legs and squirmed.


    For himself, Harry had no appetite for anything—not for conversation, not for Keane’s disquiet. Now that he and his team were underway he wanted only to get to Tokomairiro, to change his team and go beyond. He wanted to drive and drive.


    But it was impossible to ignore the man beside him. He seemed to get more distressed by the quarter-mile.


    ‘Are you comfortable, Reverend?’ said Harry. ‘Would you like another blanket?’


    Keane responded to this by standing to rearrange the blanket that was already under him. He held the box-seat rail and lurched as the coach slid into a rut and corrected; then he fussed over the padding the blanket provided, pulling it this way and that. Then he sat down.


    ‘You can sit inside, sir,’ said Harry. ‘You must be very uncomfortable.’ Getting no response, he decided to risk a joke. ‘Us whips grow gristle on our chuff, Reverend, if you’ll pardon my language. Gristle and a thick hide—that’s why we can sit up here so long.’


    ‘Ah,’ said Keane. He did not make eye contact with Harry and the sound he made was not a laugh. It was the sound of someone in disturbing sleep.


    ‘All right, Reverend?’


    Keane re-crossed his legs and looked straight ahead. Then with his right hand he began to worry a patch above his knee, the heel of his hand working in, again not paying attention to the process, as if unaware it was happening at all.


    The coach ground its way up the hill, the horses labouring and mighty, and Harry lapsed back into silence, a little drearier than before. It was grim to think of continuing in this tension. There was an hour and more left to run before Tokomairiro, and he did not want to drive all that way with a worked-up passenger beside him. Not today.


    He tried one more time. Deliberately talking slow, he looked over the trees they were passing. ‘And how about your trip over, Reverend?’ he said. ‘How was the Lawrence road? Before the accident, I mean.’


    Keane twitched but still said nothing.


    ‘They’ve improved that road, I heard,’ said Harry. ‘Ned was driving you, I suppose? He’s a grand driver.’ Harry watched more trees going by, and he nodded. ‘Yes, he’s a fine driver, our Ned. The best in Otago, I’d say.’


    Having done this, having received no reply, he returned his attention to his horses. He began a low whistling to take some of his own tension away—and at that, as if summoned up by the high sound, Keane turned right round to look straight in Harry’s face.


    ‘It wasn’t your fault. Do you know that? You heard me say that to the coroner. You heard the coroner.’


    ‘I did,’ said Harry. ‘Thank you for that, Reverend. I’m grateful.’


    ‘You heard the jury say it was a freakish accident. There was no blame assigned to anyone.’


    ‘I heard that,’ said Harry.


    Keane nodded and switched round to the front again and recommenced the worrying of his knee.


    Harry hoped for silence now. He hoped that Keane would shut his mouth, having managed to pick up the one subject that Harry did not want to discuss today. But Keane turned towards him again.


    ‘We could all feel guilty about that accident,’ said Keane. ‘Every one of us. But we have to remember it was an accident. It was nobody’s fault.’ The coach swayed, but Keane remained erect; somehow he didn’t sway as the coach swayed. ‘And there was something of God in it, too,’ he said. ‘I know that—I believe that. God did not turn his head away two days ago. He was there, you can depend on that. There was something of God in it—not in the accident, not the death, but in what will follow. In Mrs Ryrie—her recovery. She will not be abandoned. I know that. That’s certain.’


    Harry watched his dependable horses pulling along.


    ‘Not in that accident,’ said Keane, muttering on. ‘No.’


    Harry said nothing.


    Keane touched Harry’s arm. ‘You cannot be burdened by it,’ he said. ‘Do you hear me?’


    ‘I hear you,’ said Harry.


    ‘It was not your accident. Do you know that?’


    ‘I do,’ said Harry. ‘Thank you.’


    ‘Do you?’ said Keane.


    ‘I do.’


    ‘So why don’t you say something?’ said Keane. ‘Are you hearing me? Do you hear me at all?’


    Harry watched him.


    ‘Don’t just sit there,’ said Keane. ‘Don’t just sit. You have to hear me. I’m helping you. Have you heard me? I’m saying that God sees—that He does not turn his head away. I’m saying it was not your fault. Absolution—I’m saying absolution. I’m speaking about a dead man. I’m talking about the dead man your coach killed. Your horses—’ he flung a gesture at them ‘—your horses killed a man.’


    This time Harry glared—glared at Keane.


    ‘Do you hear me?’ said Keane. ‘I say I’m taking it from you. The coach crushed him—it killed him—’ he paused at Harry’s sharp intake of breath ‘—but you are absolved, you are—he died out here. The coach—’


    Harry made a sharp movement with his hand. He gripped the reins tight.


    ‘The coach killed him,’ said Keane, resuming. ‘Absolution—I’m saying—’


    ‘Stop talking, Reverend,’ said Harry. ‘Stop.’


    ‘I’m helping you. I’m—’


    ‘I will set you down, sir. I will put you off my coach. Do not talk.’


    ‘But there was a dead man.’


    Harry pointed directly at him this time. ‘I’m warning you, sir. I will set you down. Don’t make me.’


    Keane fell silent. Harry turned again to the road. He tried to relax the reins in his hands. He’d been gripping them so tight. After a hundred yards he glanced at Keane and saw the man was fixated on a point beyond the horses. He looked deeply perplexed by what he saw—as if he’d broken a vase out there, and could not figure out how.


    Harry did not care that Keane was uncomfortable. He didn’t care that the man’s journey was spoiled. He was full of bile.


    He watched his team as they strained up the incline.


    One of his passengers shifted in the coach behind him, adjusting in their seat or swapping places, maybe trading a window seat for the middle one.


    The coach rattled on, jolting, jerking.


    When at last Harry’s voice came, it was distant to his own ear. ‘It was the worst day of my life, Reverend.’


    ‘I understand.’


    ‘No,’ said Harry, ‘with respect, sir—if you don’t mind, let me say this. It was the worst day of my life. It was the worst day I could imagine.’ Again he tasted bile in his mouth. He wanted to spit it out, to swill. ‘I had a passenger die that day, and a gelding died too. That’s the worst day possible for a whip, Reverend.’


    ‘I know it was painful.’


    ‘Mr Ryrie was my passenger. So was his wife. They were on my coach, and the worst thing happened to them. They were my passengers. Don’t try to take that away from me.’


    And now Keane turned again in his seat, as if the conversation had resumed in earnest. ‘But you heard the court say it wasn’t your fault. You know that for sure.’


    Harry banished this with a wave. ‘He was my passenger. I have to carry that, sir. I have to. I’m not proud of it—it gives me a bloody shame. But it’s mine now. I have to carry it. Let me have it, please. Don’t give it to God.’


    ‘What do you mean?’ said Keane.


    ‘Just that.’


    ‘Pardon?’ said Keane. His voice had a high and panicked sound.


    ‘You said there was God in the accident. I don’t want that, sir.’


    ‘I said there was God in Mrs Ryrie’s recovery. That’s what I said. Yes, that’s what I said.’


    ‘Well, frankly, I think that’s poor, Reverend. I’m sorry to say that to you. I apologise. I know that you’re a religious man. God knows I’m a church man too, sometimes, when I can be. But Mr Ryrie got killed. I can’t see anything in that—all I can see is a dead husband, and I had a hand in his dying. I don’t like it, but it’s what happened, and I don’t want anybody interfering with it. I don’t want God. I’m sorry, sir—I’m a church man, but not in that way. Not in the way that lets me off scot-free. Not at all.’


    At this Keane resumed his frontways, fidgeting vigil, and with a stabbing desperation Harry wished the man wasn’t there. He wanted so desperately to be alone with his team. He did not want Keane. He did not want to spend anything more on him—no more listening, no more sympathy.


    The horses strained up a steeper section of road, and Harry leaned forward with them. Keane tended up too, his voice lifting over the coach as it creaked upward.


    ‘You know, there’s a great risk in marriage,’ he said. ‘A risk—yes. It’s the part that says, Till death do us part. That’s a risk, you know. Sometimes death rushes up very quickly. It rushed up very quickly for Mr Ryrie.’


    ‘Bloody hell,’ said Harry.


    ‘That’s the risk in a marriage,’ said Keane. ‘It’s ordained that it’s risky. Everybody knows that. Oh, yes, that’s true.’ He lifted his hand up as if the certainty was a fleeting one, one he had to catch. ‘Yes it is—it’s true all right. Mr Ryrie knew that, or he should have.’


    ‘Don’t say that,’ said Harry.


    ‘Oh, yes—yes it is.’


    ‘Shut up, sir,’ said Harry. ‘Be quiet, sir.’


    ‘No, I will not,’ said Keane. ‘I have a right.’


    ‘You do not,’ said Harry. ‘This is my coach, sir. You are my guest. You are in my care. You’ll do as I say.’


    ‘No,’ said Keane.


    ‘What?’ said Harry.


    ‘Ah.’


    Harry turned to Keane; suddenly the man was scratching at his forehead and scalp, the fingernails rasping loud.


    Harry’s voice burst out of him. ‘The Ryries were good people, Reverend. They were patient and brave. They’d waited for years. Mrs Ryrie had sailed from Scotland to find him. They’d waited all that time. They had waited and waited, and worked hard. They were married and they were happy for one day, and then they climbed on my coach and Mr Ryrie got killed, and it was over. Their marriage died in a day.’


    ‘Oh, God,’ said Keane.


    ‘No,’ said Harry. ‘One day, Reverend. Bloody one. I don’t know what you call that, but I call it cruel.’


    Keane did not turn to Harry this time. His head was bent away.


    ‘They were just married, sir,’ said Harry. ‘That’s important. They’d just got happy at last, and my coach killed the groom. That’s what I’ve got to carry forever.’


    ‘Oh God,’ said Keane.


    ‘Ever heard a woman cry like she did, Reverend,’ said Harry, ‘the way she cried that day? You remember that sound? Have you ever heard anything so bad? I don’t think I have. I don’t think I’ll ever forget it, either. Not this side of the grave.’


    Keane whispered something.


    ‘Pardon?’ said Harry.


    ‘Ghastly—it was ghastly.’


    ‘Maybe it was,’ said Harry. ‘I don’t know what to call it—that sound of Mrs Ryrie’s. I don’t think it had a name. I just know I heard it, and I’ll be hearing it forever. That’s what I know. If you want to call that thing God, Reverend, then please keep it to yourself, sir. Don’t bring it up here.’ He spat on the juddering footboard. ‘I’m sorry, sir, but I won’t have that. This is my coach. It’s my box-seat. Don’t do that up here.’


    ‘Oh God,’ said Keane. ‘How did that happen?’


    ‘One day, sir,’ said Harry. ‘They had one day together. G’dap!’ He whacked the reins with sudden ferocity and felt the surprise of the horses working back through the reins. It wasn’t their fault, but they responded, and the coach jerked along a little further, a little faster, spitting stones to the scrub at the side of the road.


    


    They were within two miles of Tokomairiro before the two men spoke again. At first Harry was too angry to care—indeed for the first while he fed his anger deliberately, hunching away from the Reverend and reliving the worst points of the argument in his mind. But as the road ran on, a coachman’s instinct returned and he submitted to it, glancing at Keane to find him in a worsened condition—more withdrawn, sitting in a sickle shape, his forehead showing an uneven red where he’d scratched it, in one place even breaking the skin.


    Harry began calling along his team, sending up encouragement in the hope it would pull Keane from his reverie. Then he cleared his throat and began to hum an old driving song. He kept that up for fifty yards or so, and then he began, softly, to speak. ‘I had this driving mate in Victoria, Reverend,’ he said.


    Keane jerked as if surprised by the sound.


    ‘When I whipped there, you know,’ said Harry. ‘On the Bendigo. Now this mate was a diamond, sir. Very rough, though—too rough for the lady passengers. It was his language. But he was a good driver. He was called Jack, sir.’


    Keane gave no sign that he was listening. Harry continued.


    ‘We both whipped the Bendigo route at that time,’ he said. ‘And this was bang in the middle of the gold rush. Our coaches were full to the brim each time—passengers everywhere. G’dap!’ he said, for punctuation. The horses circled their ears back without changing their pace, knowing from Harry’s voice that it was not said in anger or urgency.


    ‘One of our runs went past the Weymouth Station. Now, I don’t know if you know Weymouth, Reverend, but it’s a huge station.’ Harry lifted his free hand to suggest an expanse of station, and as he did so he noted the pleasant fall of this section of the road they were entering, the slope down over the Tokomairiro Plain to the river. It was a stretch of road he’d loved a long time.


    ‘Yes, it was just huge—and all beautiful pasture stretching out everywhere. A lovely station. Now at this time Mr Weymouth had a daughter up for marriage, sir. Bear in mind he was a very rich man, very powerful. This was a great run. So with this daughter came eight thousand pounds, plus a share in the station. And every lad knew about this, sir. It was all the talk down the Bendigo line—every miner and whip had a point of view on it, if you get my meaning—but this Miss Weymouth was very high and mighty. It was a grand station, and that young lady was grand too. She was well out of our reaching. She certainly wouldn’t fall for no whip, sir—not in a month of Hail Marys.’


    He glanced at Keane, and this time he was not troubled that the passenger was not engaged with his story. He felt better for his own sake—for himself, Harry was pleased his own story was underway.


    ‘So one day Jack had a breakdown in his coach and I had to come through with another coach and driver, that coach taking the passengers on while I fixed Jack’s broken one, and then we followed along slowly, Jack and I, towards the next horse-change. Now, as we went along, Jack was a mite sore about his breakdown, I can tell you, Reverend. He was wild. Jack was a proud man, sir, and he was near fifty by this time, and he didn’t like breaking down, and he didn’t like riding without passengers, either. Not as a whip, sir—he said it was demeaning.’


    Harry felt the beginnings of a demand for a smoke in his mouth and hands, but he decided against it. He’d wait for Tokomairiro now.


    ‘So we’re riding along together,’ he said, ‘Jack swearing black and blue all the way about what he’s going to do when he finds the groom who caused him to break down. He was convinced some groom had made a mistake, you see. Of course I didn’t believe him at all. It was just a breakdown, sir. It was just—’ Harry breathed in sharply ‘—just one of those things. Anyway I was riding along enjoying the scenery while Jack turned it all blue with his bad language. Finally his yapping died down, but only because Jack was getting this other idea. We were coming towards the trail for the Weymouth Station, you see, and I could see an idea working away in Jack’s brain. I could see him straining away at it—just sweating at it, Reverend. I’m sure you can picture what I mean.’


    This time Harry saw Keane’s mouth twitch as if he wanted to smile. The Reverend was a little more still now, and he seemed to be listening, or at least registering the rhythmic soothe of Harry’s voice, and immediately that Harry detected that change he felt perversely resentful, as if now that he was easing Keane’s tension he should be able to punish him too. But that wasn’t the purpose of a box-seat story, and they were only half an hour or so from Tokomairiro now. Harry could change the seating arrangements once he got there, somehow ensure that Keane sat inside. He carried on. ‘Sure enough, we’re driving along and making easy time when Jack says, Pull up, to his team, and Whoa.’


    Again the near-most geldings of Harry’s team pricked their ears, sending them back to catch what was said, then rumbled on responsibly, knowing the instruction was not for them.


    ‘Now what’s doing, I say to Jack. Why are we stopped here. I’m going up there, he says to me. I’m going up to the Weymouth Station. And straight away, I’m regretting this idea, Reverend, because I know Jack, and I know his schemes. I just know it’s going to be a bad notion, this one.’


    Again Harry wished for a smoke. He wanted to inhale and exhale, pause to hold the smoke in as he told his story. Smoking went so well with a tale.


    ‘I’m off up to the homestead, he tells me. I’m off up to see about that daughter of Weymouth’s. Now, remember this Jack was a tough little rooster, Reverend. He was near fifty by this time, and all weaselled up from the whip. He had half-a-dozen teeth left in his head, and he had hardly any hair. He was one tough bird. Plus he was half-mad from a whole life in the bush and on the route, sir. And I knew only trouble could come of this. So I said, Don’t go up there, Jack. You’ll get in trouble. You could lose your route, Mr Weymouth being such a powerful man, not to mention kin to the owner of our line. He could blacklist any whip off the Bendigo, and that would make life hard for Jack and for me. So that was my advice, Reverend. You can see I was slamming hot brakes on the idea.’


    This time Reverend Keane nodded. He was certainly listening now. Harry looked across the plain to the shallow valley that signalled the Tokomairiro River and the few buildings there. He swayed with the movement of the coach as it negotiated a rut, and he thought of standing against the fire. It was not a cold morning, but the stove would be on in the stable kitchen, and there was something about standing with your back to a stove that brought great comfort to a man, even if it was in early summer, and even if it was only for a few minutes in between chores at a horse-change. ‘Get along,’ Harry said, to his team. ‘Almost there, boys. Almost there.’


    He eased his position on his seat and continued.


    ‘But Jack was just busting with this idea,’ he said. ‘Between you and me, Reverend, I think Jack wanted to salvage something from the day. Maybe a little of his pride, having run his own coach off the road that day. Maybe he wanted proof that the world wasn’t always so mean. He’d had a heck of time of it, Reverend, over the years—Tasmania and all. But he was a tough bird, because of it.’ Harry nodded for emphasis. ‘Boy, was he a tough one. Anyway, I sat on that empty coach and listed all the reasons he shouldn’t go up there to the station, all the things he’d risk by approaching this famous daughter. But he was all for his plan—he was fair frothing at the mouth about it. I couldn’t persuade him. So he unhitches one of his team and off he goes—bareback, I mean—talking to his horse all the time, just jawing away. Practising his love-talk, maybe.’


    Again Harry sensed Keane twitching with a half-smile. Enjoying that effect, Harry leaned back and worked the reins a bit, adjusting their lie across the rumps of the nearest two, getting the tension just so. He couldn’t help it—adding a little flourish to the story with coaching finesse, it was second-nature now.


    ‘Now I had nothing to do, so I sat there and waited. In fact, I believe I went to sleep for a while. And when I woke up, Jack still hadn’t returned, and I began to be a little worried about this little caper of his, and what might follow straight after. I was dead certain, you see, that he’d be on the swag again, once Weymouth started trouble. I was a bit concerned for him, sir, but I thought, Well, come what may, and I had another snooze.’


    Keane adjusted on his seat. His backside must have been very sore—the box-seat was hell after a few hours for passengers who weren’t used to it—but Harry could see the outline of the buildings at the settlement now. They were getting closer. He pressed on more quickly with his story. ‘So after a while I woke to find old Jack making his way back down the trail on his horse. He was coming along nice and slow, too—no dogs after him, no shotgun up the freckle, if you’ll pardon my French—just Jack nosing along on his own. Now what happened, I say to him. What did you do? And for a beginning he’s playing it all coy like he’s got the secrets of the kingdom in his bag or in his brain. And I can see he’s enjoying it. I can see he wants to keep on keeping it under his hat, sir. So we harness up again and drive away, and for a long time Jack’s keeping mum about his little adventure. I have to press him and press him and it’s driving me mad, and finally he opens up about it, and here’s what he says, Reverend. The first thing he says is: Got us a mutton each, Harry. Paid my respects to the meat safe up there.’


    ‘And he brings this out of his coat—two hunks of mutton, plus some bread to wrap it in. And he tucks in right away. I don’t want any of that, I say, so Jack just tucks into mine, straight after—and he wasn’t a pretty eater, Reverend. I mean he was a pig-dog, and he just bolted it down. You could fair see the food going down his neck, sir, and soon he was well and truly outside that meat. Then he starts licking his fingers and smacking his lips, making a big show out of how first-rate it tasted. So still I had to wheedle away at him to find out what happened with the daughter. Now what’s the story, I said to him. Come on, Jack, tell me now, I said.’


    Harry leaned towards Keane to get his full attention now. ‘Here’s what he told me, Reverend. He told me: It was a while before I could see Mr Weymouth, Harry, him being such a busy man with that high-falutin’ farm and all that wealth just filling up his day. So I waited in one of his fancy chairs until he was ready. And when I got sick of that I made my little foray into the kitchen. And I washed my face and combed my hair to the side.’ Harry paused. ‘Now, that part was a little difficult to believe, Reverend. I don’t think Jack ever combed his hair in his life. He just wasn’t that kind of man, sir. He might have taken his hat off, maybe pushed the sweat and grease around a few times, but nothing more. What was that sir?’ said Harry.


    ‘What?’ said Keane.


    ‘Oh, nothing, sir,’ said Harry. He had heard the Reverend make a sound—perhaps a strangled cough, perhaps the beginnings of a laugh; it was impossible to tell.


    Harry batted away a fly with his free hand. ‘Where was I? Oh yes—at last Mr Weymouth has time to see Jack. And the first thing he says to Jack is that he’s not hiring men. Did you get that, Reverend—Mr Weymouth took one look at our great romancer and decided Old Romeo was on the swag. He said to Jack, No work here, mate, better luck next time. So in other words, he flat-out dismissed him, Reverend. And soon enough he’s walking away towards his study or billiards room, this Mr Weymouth. But Jack says, No, I’ve not come about work, sir. I’ve come about your daughter. I’ve come about Evangeline.’


    Now Harry put some tension on the reins to slow up his team. He had only a few hundred yards to tell this last part of his story. The pub and horse-change were in sight now. It was not time to ease off the team yet, and Harry felt them pull strongly on, not understanding, not used to this rupture in the drive’s natural rhythm, but he couldn’t muff this last part of the story. He kept the tension on the reins, eased them back a way. ‘So that got Mr Weymouth’s attention,’ he said. ‘Mr Weymouth turned all the way round to face Jack, and this time he gave him the long stare. I mean he eyeballed him properly. And here’s what Jack said to him—he said: Mr Weymouth, I understand your daughter comes with eight thousand pounds on the side, sir. Now, I’ll admit that’s a lot of money. If I had that money, it would keep me in food a long time. It’s a generous price, sir—especially to a man of modest means like me. But I can spare you the expense, sir. I’ll take her for four thousand pounds and a feed.’


    Now Harry slapped his knee to mark the end of his story, and Keane laughed outright and loud.


    ‘Four thousand pounds and a feed, sir,’ said Harry. ‘That’s what Jack told him. He said, Save yourself some dough, sir, I’ll take her for four thousand pounds, and you can keep the change.’


    Now that it came, the Reverend’s laughter had a ripping sound of release in it, and it was loud, but it was not a noise of joy. It had something else in it, a groan, and it tore out of him as he bent with his shoulders shaking, ostensibly from amusement at the story, hiding his face in his hands.


    Harry talked a little more to smooth things out for the Reverend, to allow him time. ‘It’s good to hear you laugh, sir. It’s a healthy sound.’ He could see the pub-keeper’s wife outside the pub now. She was waiting for the coach and the team. Harry brought his cornet up from beside him. ‘I’ve heard a few stories on the box-seat, Reverend,’ he said. ‘But that’s my favourite story about marriage. I’ll never forget that one.’


    Keane had his handkerchief at his eyes. He shook his head as Harry put the cornet to his lips and gave it the first blast. As he played his customary run of notes Harry heard the passengers murmuring inside the coach, perhaps pleasantly surprised at the time they’d made.


    ‘Jack always quoted that little victory, Reverend,’ said Harry. ‘He always said that when all was said and done, at least he’d tried for marriage, and at least he’d got a decent hunk of mutton out of it. He was always saying that, later on.’


    Keane did not respond, but Harry felt the man’s eyes flick towards him and his head move in what might have been a nod or acknowledgement of some kind. Keane seemed to have emptied out, now. He would find fatigue before long. Harry looked forward to stowing him inside the coach after Tokomairiro; he hoped the man would sleep once inside.


    He felt the team surge ahead for the last few yards before slowing. Nearly every team did that—they loved to race towards a stopping-point in one last great show. Harry let them do it now.


    The pub-keeper’s wife waved across the remaining distance and—subtly, adroitly—cocked her hip at Harry, and he was shocked to recall that lately a harmless little flirtation had sprung up between them, he and the pub-keeper’s wife, a banter across the bar-room as he took his brief rest at the change. It felt squalid now, and Harry ignored it, did not crack the woman a grin in reply. Instead he gave his arrival an extra flourish in the hope it would intimidate her, keep her silent on the Ryrie score. He pulled up grandly, made the hooves and wheels scatter stones. ‘Whoa,’ he shouted. ‘Whoa, boys.’


    Then he stepped off and walked round the coach to the doors. It was his custom to open them for his passengers; he did not like people to descend from the coach unassisted. But this time he did not swing the doors open immediately. Instead he stood by the coach with the doors ajar, his eyes on the dust at his feet. A deep fatigue was draining through him. He was more than road-weary, but he stood a moment more, until he knew he would be all right. Then he worked his face into a cheery expression, and pulled the doors wide open. He faced his passengers with an agreeable grin, and felt their eyes search his face, then rove out beyond him.


    ‘Tokomairiro, ladies and gentlemen,’ he said. ‘Forty minutes only, please.’

  


  
    THE SNACK MACHINE


    We were headed for the park, me and Lucien. His mum was out for the morning and I was in charge again, for four hours this time. We were on track—he was breakfasted and dressed, ready for kicks, and I had the bag packed. We were set.


    But now Lucien pulled out his mouthguard and eyed my bag.


    ‘What?’ I said.


    Whatever it was, he would never answer a direct question like that.


    I unzipped the bag. ‘Here’s your money pouch. It’s all there. Kei te pai?’


    He nodded, then faced the door again and waited. Each week after kicks we went to the gym that bordered the park so Lucien could buy a snack. There was a snack-machine there; he used the pocket money he’d been given by his mum. It was serious, a tradition we’d set up—Lucien entrusted with his Mum’s cash, me entrusted with him.


    Now I eased the bag over my shoulders and tried not to wince—I’d had a bad back for some time, but it was getting better, and generally I tried to hide it from Lucien. This time he didn’t seem to notice anyway. Out on the street he crunched along in his football boots. It was high summer, he didn’t need boots, but he didn’t need a mouthguard either. That was Lucien. Each week he got fully kitted out in his league gear—boots, headgear, Bears shirt—for a simple kickabout down the park. He was only seven. I could remember that kind of obsession, although cricket had been my thing when I was a kid.


    The intersection came up and he waited for me.


    ‘Ka pai,’ I said. ‘Safety first, eh?’


    He nodded and looked for traffic.


    We crossed and walked on in silence. The park was two blocks from our house, but sometimes it could seem quite a distance.


    I gestured at the footpath ahead of us. ‘Kei te haere tāua ki te Paka Pea,’ I said, giving extra emphasis to Paka Pea to show that I meant it to be funny. I wasn’t sure it equated to ‘Bear Park’, as I meant it to, but Lucien didn’t seem to notice or consider it necessary to respond. Instead he watched his football boots, absorbed in their movements on the footpath.


    ‘A great day for kicks,’ I said. ‘You might even be better in bare feet, mate. You could get blisters in boots. The ground’s hard at this time of year.’


    He looked up at me with his headgear framing his serious face, then at his boots. No comment.


    ‘Ah well,’ I said. ‘He ātaahua tēnei rā!’


    A bit more walking, no traffic, the silence pressing down. Lucien’s mother assured me that the boy liked me; he was just reserved, still getting to know me. And I knew that he didn’t think much of my reo, even though it was for his sake that I was learning—mostly for his sake. It was something about me that he tolerated, at best.


    We made the carpark, then the park itself. I handed him the ball and lifted the chain fence so he could scramble under. Slowly with the ball in his arms he walked out into the park, his boots not sinking into the hard turf. As for me I laid the bag carefully, then ran onto the open grass, briefly elated in the sunshine and space, my back and shoulders much better than last time.


    Then I turned to see Lucien standing about five paces into the field with the ball held rigid in front of him. He was lining up his first kick. Solemnly he stared at the ball, gauged and re-gauged it. I couldn’t watch. So much concentration; I felt the tension of it in my own back.


    ‘Kia kaha, mate!’ I shouted. ‘Boot it!’


    For another aching moment the ball was poised in front of him, too high up, too far out. Then he threw it up high and lurched out with his leg. It was an inelegant karate chop, rather than a fluid kick, but it was a connection at least, and the ball came a fair way towards me, far enough to celebrate.


    ‘Awesome!’ I said. ‘He toa koe!’


    He adjusted his headgear and waited. With my left foot I chipped it back. On the bounce it went over his head and he ran after it, zigzag, still too inexperienced to anticipate the bounce. Then the procedure was repeated, Lucien’s face tight with concentration, his tongue-tip stuck out while he readied the kick. This time the ball struck the end of his boot and it hurt him—I could see it immediately, that snapping foot-shock you get when you don’t strike it right. Not that he would show it.


    I rushed him a thumbs up. ‘Good man!’


    With his sore foot held out to the side, he watched me, lopsided.


    After a few kicks I shortened the distance between us, because he never kicked as well once he’d hurt his foot, and because I could spiral-pass it back, which helped to ease my shoulders, whereas standing in anxious wait for his kicks tended to do the opposite.


    Now he was lining up a drop kick, arms clamping the ball way out in front. He stowed the ball and fished his mouthguard out. ‘Davy? Can I tackle you?’


    ‘Absolutely,’ I said. ‘Bring it.’


    He replaced the mouthguard and sent his kick up. On the bounce it came within easy reach and I curled round it, bracing for the hit. As he came closer I wailed in pretend panic.


    Just before impact Lucien laughed, ecstatic at my dramatics and the excitement of it, and as we mauled and growled and wrestled for the ball, I laughed too, relieved to have made a breakthrough. It was often this way with him, the rough and tumble achieving what other kinds of play couldn’t. We repeated the kick and tackle procedure, each maul more boisterous than the last, circling in the centre of the field in our loose rumble.


    Then he tackled me again and I fell down in exaggerated fashion, as if felled by a mighty hit, but this time on impact I hit the ground differently and shrieked for real. I’d hit the ground badly, twisted my neck, made it all worse. Pain gripped my whole back.


    Lucien was above me. ‘Are you all right?’


    ‘Absolutely,’ I said. ‘Taihoa, mate. I’ll be up in a sec.’


    My back was frozen all the way up, the pain most acute right between my shoulder blades. Lying on the ground I saw another month of bad sleeps and chiropractor visits ahead, and for once I had a good swear about it.


    Lucien stiffened. He wasn’t allowed to use bad language himself.


    ‘Go back and have another kick, mate,’ I said. ‘It’s all right—go back. I’m just going to lie here for a minute.’


    ‘Kay.’


    I lay still a moment longer, then pushed up on my left arm, crying out at the spike of pain this sent into my shoulders.


    Ten metres away, Lucien watched as I stood, crookedly. ‘Have you hurt your back?’ he said.


    No shit, I wanted to say, and didn’t.


    I signalled him to send up another one, and when it came I caught the ball and lobbed it back to him, so he could do the running now. He tore away and giggled across the grass, the ball huge in his arms.


    ‘Rah!’ I said, in very slow and sore-backed pursuit. ‘Bears!’


    I’d shown him how to sidestep, and he used it on me now, nipping left just as I got there, chortling with excitement. I couldn’t keep it up.


    I pointed at the goalposts. ‘Place kicks?’


    Taking out his kicking tee I spun it towards him, then went to the goalposts, took my books out and lay with my feet propped on the bag. This had become a tradition too. Each week when my back got too sore I lay with my legs on my bag to form a sort of second crossbar. If Lucien kicked the ball over the real crossbar he got three points; over my legs was two points. He seldom got either—mostly the ball squirted along the ground or struck my head or hands as I read my book—but it was a good custom. He enjoyed it.


    I settled crankily down and took out my reo practice-books. Turning through cartoons of kuri and ngeru, of smiling tamariki, I felt a momentary slump of enthusiasm. It took me so long to learn so little. And Lucien didn’t respond to it—and for some reason his mum had stopped using her own reo round the house. Perhaps my learning embarrassed her somehow, my eagerness making her wince for my sake. All the same I had a test coming, so I went through the cartoons again, pencilling in the crossword answers in the speech-bubbles. He aha tēnei? He kuri tēnā! He aha tērā? He whare tērā! I was getting through the exercises when I sensed Lucien coming. I twisted up to see him, and he stopped, suddenly abashed, still a few metres back.


    ‘What’s up?’ I said. ‘It’s all right. Just tell me what it is.’


    ‘What’s the time, Davy?’


    ‘Twelve-thirty.’


    He looked across the park to the gym. ‘I’ll stop my kicks at twelve-fifty to get my snack.’


    ‘Okay.’


    ‘Because if I leave it till one o’clock it might be too late.’


    ‘You can take longer if you want to,’ I said. ‘It won’t matter if we’re a few minutes late.’


    ‘But Mum said to get back at one-fifteen, cause we’re going to Dad’s after that.’


    ‘Good point,’ I said. ‘So at twelve-fifty I’ll stop you and we’ll go across to get your snack. Enjoy your kicks now, mate.’


    ‘Kay.’ He put his mouthguard back in and went back.


    I watched the first kick and shouted some encouragement because he got some air on it, and said he could come closer to the goalposts if he wanted, to which he shook his head. Then I went back to my workbooks, where two cartoon children were walking through a village. A motokā went past them; an awa passed under a bridge. I followed them all the way to the shops, and pencilled in their comments. I checked on Lucien and leaned back with eyes closed. He had given up the place kicks and was chipping the ball and running after it, absorbed in his own experiments. I left him to it, closed my eyes again and took a few minutes for myself. I thought of my girlfriend. She was in Porirua this morning, squeezing in two catch-ups with mates. A good break for her from Lucien. The sun was high now. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the heat, too sore to relax right away, but pleasantly lethargic.


    I woke with a start. Lucien was right above me. At that angle his face had a contorted look, and I flashed with the worst-case panic of step-parenting—a dog had bitten him, he was bleeding from some hidden wound; his appendix had burst and was flooding him with poison.


    ‘Are you hurt?’ I said. ‘What is it, Lucien?’


    ‘What’s the time, Davy?’


    I shot a look at my watch. ‘Let’s go,’ I said. ‘Did you enjoy your place kicks?’


    I felt his eyes on me as I scrambled to shove books, kicking tee, drink bottle in the bag. We were late and he knew it. He marched straight out into the park, short legs walking fast, not toeing the ball ahead as he sometimes did. Stiff-backed, I lurched along behind in low-grade panic. We were only fifteen minutes late, at this point. It wouldn’t matter. His mum wouldn’t mind. But it was a long way across the park, and hot, and I was sweating by the time we made the small hill before the gym.


    In the foyer, no one was at the snack machine. Lucien went straight across to it. I tried not to watch as he stood on tiptoes to examine the snacks and feed his coins. I scanned the empty foyer, the few gymsters who were coming and going, red-faced from exercise. I wondered idly at the kupu for snack machine. Te mīhini kai, perhaps. I’d ask my girlfriend later. She had more reo than me. She had the background.


    Lucien was back.


    ‘Problem?’ I said. ‘Can’t you decide?’


    He didn’t want to say.


    ‘Come on, Lucien,’ I said. ‘We’re running a bit late; your mum—’


    ‘The machine took all my fifty centses and my dollar, and it won’t give me anything back.’


    I stood up. ‘Come and we’ll sort this out.’


    At the machine he showed me the button he’d pushed, the empty refund slot. His eyes were huge. ‘There’s nothing,’ he said.


    I took over then. I fished coins from my own pocket and slotted them, pushed the buttons and waited. Lucien was silent and small beside me, looking up. It didn’t work. I tried again with more coins and lost them too. Reaching down to the refund slot a stab of pain went between my shoulders, there were no coins, and I flared with a sudden immoderate rage.


    ‘Fuck’s sake!’ I said, slamming the refund button with my thumb. ‘Scheisse! Stupid ... fricking ... scheissing ... what? Pardon?’


    Lucien had mumbled something, but now that I’d whirled on him he shrank back and couldn’t repeat it.


    ‘Lucien—what?’ I said. ‘Come on, we haven’t got all day here.’


    ‘Don’t say Māori all the time.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘Don’t talk Māori all the time. It’s annoying.’


    ‘That wasn’t even Māori. I said scheisse. That’s German. It’s not even—’ I breathed deep, closed my eyes. I was getting overheated; I’d hurt my thumb by jabbing the buttons, to go with my sore shoulders and back. ‘Never mind. It’s okay, Lucien. I’m going to fix this problem here. I’ll go get the lady. You stay here, all right?’


    He wouldn’t look me in the face.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘My back’s hurting me, but that’s not your fault. Sorry I swore. Just wait here, Lucien. We can fix this.’


    No response.


    I put my hand on his shoulder. ‘It’s all right. I’ll get the lady for us.’


    There was no one at the desk. I hit the bell and peered into the staff-only area, hit the bell again. At last a guy shambled out. I tried not to flare at his casual approach.


    ‘I’m sorry to drag you out,’ I said. ‘Lucien here—his pocket money. The machine swallowed it and gave him nothing back.’


    The guy sighed and shook his head at the machine as if our complaint was not a new one. ‘Yeah, it’s poked—it’s been poked for ages.’


    ‘Could you fix it, please,’ I said, my voice tightening.


    He looked at my face, then ambled back towards the staffroom. ‘Back in a minute,’ he said.


    I went back to Lucien. ‘We’ll have it fixed in a sec.’


    ‘Kay,’ said Lucien. He was now absorbed in watching a game of basketball in the main gym, his eyes tracing the ball left and right.


    The guy came back with a special key. It was a T-shaped thing and it fitted into a slot under the bottom of the door. He swung the whole glass frontage away to expose the snacks. For a moment Lucien and I just stared at them, the snacks all lined up on their spiral displays, somehow smaller without the glass in front, their magic gone away.


    Lucien watched as the guy thumbed a button to empty the metal deposit box of its coins.


    ‘How much did you put in?’ he said.


    Lucien half-looked at me, then said, ‘Two dollars fifty. Please.’


    ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘Good man, Luce.’


    The guy counted out Lucien’s coins, then swung the glass door shut. Lucien reached his coins in again, punched the buttons, waited. Again it didn’t work; again he looked at me, big-eyed.


    ‘Oh shittin’ hell,’ said the guy. ‘The machine’s poked.’


    ‘Maybe you could just hand Lucien’s chips to him?’ I said. ‘It might be easier. Sorry.’


    ‘God, don’t apologise, mate,’ he said. ‘It’s not your fault. The machine’s poked—it’s been poked for ages. I rang the service company, but they just—’


    ‘Could you just grab some chips for Lucien?’ I said. ‘We haven’t got much time.’


    ‘Sure,’ he said, catching my tone properly this time. With his key he unlocked the front again and brought forth two bags for Lucien, shoving them right into Lucien’s hands. Surprised, the boy stared at this sudden solution.


    ‘Look at that!’ I said. ‘That’s nice, eh?’


    He nodded, too shy to say anything.


    ‘Lucien, was that what you wanted?’ I said. ‘Kei te pai?’


    ‘Yep.’


    ‘Excellent—look, thanks so much,’ I said, to the guy. ‘You’re a lifesaver.’


    ‘Not a problem,’ he said, swinging the door shut.


    ‘No, you’ve got no idea,’ I said. ‘You’ve saved me an opera, here. This could have been a big tragedy, for us.’


    He laughed and something unpleasant passed between us as we both recognised my sudden disloyalty to Lucien. But the boy was watching the basketball again, fixated.


    ‘All right,’ I said. ‘Thanks again.’ I took Lucien by the shoulder and guided him out.


    On the hill leading down to the sportsfield it was bright, and Lucien lifted up to me his new bags of chips. I was to keep them in my bag, he said.


    ‘Don’t you want to eat them now?’ I said. ‘You can if you want.’


    ‘I’ll save them,’ he said.


    Normally he ate them on the way back, but not today, apparently. Whatever. I stowed them and worked the bag over my shoulders, still very cramped.


    Lucien looked up. ‘Can we do kick and chase?’


    I looked across the park and sighed. In five minutes I’d be home and his mum would be back, and I’d get a break, an hour or two out the back with my bikes. A coffee maybe—and painkillers. I pictured the exact place of the painkillers in the kitchen cupboard, saw myself taking them from the shelf and cracking the seal. ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘I can’t chase today, though. I’ll kick and you chase.’


    He agreed to this. I sent out a contorted punt and he ran straight after it, then zigzagged, tracking it. Watching him go, I smiled. He was using up his energy, all right. He’d be knackered after this; he’d fall mute before a DVD or his books, and his mum would thank me for it. Then I remembered he was going to his dad’s, straight after, and we were late. Whatever. We wouldn’t be more than half an hour late, maybe 45 minutes. Besides, it was good to get him active. No one could complain about that.


    My second kick came off the side of my shoe, and with my third I made the carpark, Lucien running towards the chains, then checking for traffic before going into the carpark to scoop it up.


    ‘Hang onto it now,’ I said, calling ahead. ‘Watch for cars, please.’


    He waited for me, still getting his breath back. Together we crossed the carpark and made for the footpath, Lucien puffed and carrying the ball. Moisture had darkened his headgear where it met his neck. He’d worked up a sweat. What a good kid, I thought.


    We walked on a bit and I saw our car up ahead. My girlfriend was back from Porirua—Lucien hadn’t seen it yet. He was trundling along beside me in his boots, listening to their crunching on the asphalt.


    ‘Salt and vinegar’s not my favourite,’ he said, suddenly.


    ‘What?’ I said.


    ‘Salt and vinegar—that man gave me salt and vinegar chips. They’re not my favourite.’


    ‘Really?’ I said. ‘What flavour did you select?’


    ‘Original.’


    ‘Yeah, I like original too,’ I said. ‘But salt and vinegar’s not too bad.’


    He studied his boots as he thought about this. ‘I don’t not like it,’ he said. ‘It’s just not my favourite.’


    I laughed. ‘That’s right.’


    ‘Mum’s back,’ he said, and ran ahead.


    I lunged to grab his shoulder, to pull him back. He’d run straight into the intersection, almost.


    ‘Wait please, Lucien,’ I said. ‘Remember? Taihoa, then tītoro, then hikoi.’


    He stood very still and sighed, looked in all four directions, then walked with exaggerated slowness beside me to the other side—then ran ahead again, plunging through our gate and front door and into the kitchen. Inside I heard him shout, heard his mother exclaiming over him. She was happy to see him, I could hear it. The break had refreshed her.


    I was still on the footpath outside. Gingerly I removed my bag and massaged my neck. It was thoroughly cramped again, and my shirt was damp with sweat. Up ahead the street was clear of traffic, the sun pounding down bright and unrestrained on the asphalt. Behind me the car contracted and clicked, still hot from the trip to Porirua and back. I pushed through our gate and went in. Lucien’s arms were round her neck. Peering past his headgear she smiled at me. I removed my bag and smiled back.

  


  
    THE MAN BESIDE THE POOL


    The contest was on the other side of Sydney, in the Manly tidal pool. The tram to get there would cost tenpence. We’d have to borrow half of that. Just getting to the pool would leave us short on rent—already we had no food left. But I thought I had a chance. I thought I had endurance. I’d run long races before; as a boy I’d swum our local ponds and creek. And if joblessness had taught me nothing else, it had taught me patience. It had taught me how to be hungry and carry on, how to be tired and still wait.


    All the same, when I put those last coins in the tram-conductor’s palm, I felt my stomach lurch. Now everything was at risk. Gripping the hand-strap I looked out the window and felt sick.


    Seated not far away from me, my family had more strength. Helen’s face was thin but serenely distant; she was savouring the rare tram trip. Rocking with the movement, Frank’s closed and dreaming eye rested on her chest. He was not yet three months.


    Outside, Pittwater Road went past, then Belgrave Street, then we came alongside the baths. The walls were hung with notices of the endurance swim. Among the people walking in I saw two men who surely were contestants. They had the strong backs and shoulders of real swimmers, the slow and sleepy walk.


    While I stared at them Helen stood and put a hand high on my back.


    ‘Doug,’ she said. ‘We’re off. It’s our stop.’


    We stepped down and joined the line heading for the baths. In our bags I’d put axle grease for me, and blankets for Helen and Frank. While I contested they would sit and sleep in the seats.


    Some hold-up inside the pool delayed us at the gates. Grown used to waiting in lines, we all queued up. The odd one among us stood out young and strong, a fine swimming athlete, but most looked like us—grey-faced, patient, ill-fed.


    


    The baths were open-air and tidal. Coming through the gates I felt sea-breeze. Already the contest had been running for two days and a night. Dark heads of swimmers dotted the chopped wavelets. Some talked to each other, some sang in groups.


    While Helen set up camp I went round the pool perimeter. At the registering desks a man sat and smoked. He took signatures and gave out documents, all the while squinting to scan the pool through its shifting light.


    ‘Take some rule-sheets, mate,’ he said. ‘Sign them, give them back.’


    Standing before his desk I made a show of studying the documents.


    At last he looked up, his face wreathed in cigarette smoke. The need to explain seemed to tire him out. ‘It’s a rolling start,’ he said. ‘Your time starts when you hit the water. Stops when you come out. If yours is the longest time, you win. It’s simple, mate.’


    I nodded. I didn’t need the rules spelt out. I was stalling for something else. We’d hoped for food; I couldn’t ask him yet.


    ‘No touching the floor or sides,’ he said. ‘That’s it. That’s all that’s on those sheets.’ He dragged on his smoke, glanced at the pool again but then his eyes flitted back.


    It seemed I’d broken his entrancement; he roused himself to chat.


    ‘I should tell you that you’re up against it. Some of these have been swimming two days already, and a couple of them are champs. Plus you’re a bloke.’ With his smoking hand he indicated my thin arms and legs. ‘And you haven’t got much ... condition. But you never know. Good luck.’


    ‘I’ll bring these back,’ I said.


    Smoke still burning in his hand, he studied my face. ‘You’ve got someone up there haven’t you? A hungry kid?’


    ‘Yes,’ I said.


    He smoked and smiled, content to know things fell just as he expected.


    I walked back round. As I came near our spot a swimmer gave up and dragged out. Right in front of me he went towards his wife.


    ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, water shivering to the concrete.


    Wordlessly she wrapped him in a towel. She rubbed his arms and head and watched the pool beyond, the remaining contestants’ heads.


    


    Back in the seats Helen had made a camp with our bags pinning down laid-out blankets. Now she was swaddling Frank.


    I handed her the rule sheets and, while she studied them, knelt to finish wrapping Frank. He blinked and stared while I nuzzled his cheek. I bent down so close I could hear his tiny breath. For a long time I’d found it difficult to look straight at Frank, but suddenly I ached for this plain contact, this listening to his breath.


    ‘Here it is,’ said Helen. ‘This is it.’


    ‘You found something?’ I said, not standing up.


    ‘There’s a thing here about eating first. The rules make you swear you’ve had “adequate” food before you can compete.’


    I continued playing with Frank. ‘Big man,’ I said, tickling his wrapped-up stomach. ‘Big man!’


    ‘Doug,’ said Helen. ‘Would you describe the food you’ve had as “adequate”?’


    I winced.


    ‘This is our chance,’ she said. ‘They’ll have to feed us both. I’ve got Frank.’


    She smiled in unaffected triumph. I couldn’t return it.


    Of course I hadn’t eaten adequately. That was the whole point of entering the contest. We’d had two cuts of bread last night and hot tea and nothing else. We hadn’t eaten properly since Monday’s charity food-packet. Still I couldn’t look at Helen while she smiled like that. I found nothing to celebrate in the fact I’d had to drag her to a contest so she could beg a scrap to eat.


    ‘Can I grease up first?’ I said. ‘I’d like to go in straight after I sign those sheets.’


    ‘Let’s get the food first, Doug,’ she said. ‘It’s all right. You’ll need your strength.’


    Without reply I finished with Frank. She leaned across and hoisted him. We picked down through the seats, the crowd and contestants for a moment ceasing their banter to watch us walk.


    


    The same attendant—the smoking one—looked neutrally at me, at Helen, at Frank.


    ‘I’ve had no food since yesterday,’ I said. ‘I can’t sign this document.’


    He leaned back and called the pool manager from the office behind him. This Mr O’Neill glanced over us once and waved an approving, dismissing hand.


    ‘You’re not the first,’ he said.


    The attendant went inside and returned with beef tea in two bowls. The meat smell wafted ahead of him and fired my stomach. I tried not to reach too eagerly to take it.


    ‘It’s lukewarm, sorry,’ he said.


    ‘It will be very good,’ I said.


    I tried to drink it slowly but couldn’t, gulping and spilling it on my chin and chest, while at my side I heard Helen slurp. Twice I struck and chewed luscious knots of meat.


    We finished and he took away the bowls and returned with a bar of melting chocolate, two-thirds of which I forced on Helen, saving a third for myself. Its gluey thickness stuck in my mouth, shocking and good.


    ‘You’ll get used to that,’ said the attendant. It was the food piped to contestants—chicken broth and melting chocolate.


    His eye roved over us, over Frank. ‘If you like I’ll teach your wife how to use the funnel and pipes.’


    Helen was licking chocolate from her fingers; suddenly she blushed and smiled broadly.


    ‘Do you understand?’ he said, to me. ‘Your wife will collect the broth and chocolate from me and pipe it to you, using the funnel and pipes. You don’t have to eat it all. Once the food leaves this desk, I don’t care what happens to it.’


    ‘I understand,’ I said. ‘Thanks.’


    This time he spoke more gently. ‘Don’t look like that, mate. It’s just food. It doesn’t matter what happens to it.’


    Helen took my arm. ‘Thank you very much, sir,’ she said. ‘We’re grateful.’


    In the short silence the pool sounds came, water slopping on concrete, supporters calling out.


    ‘How old’s this one?’ said the attendant, meaning Frank.


    ‘Sixteen weeks,’ lied Helen.


    The attendant studied Frank’s small and sleeping face. ‘Well, good luck.’


    For a moment we all looked at each other, acknowledging the basic facts. Under my best clothes, I was in borrowed swimming trunks. My wife and son were poorly fed. These times didn’t care what dignities were stripped from you, they didn’t care how you were reduced.


    We all turned at a noise of men behind us, grateful to be distracted.


    ‘Who’s that?’ I said.


    At the poolside a ring of photographers had gathered, partly obscuring a knot of swimmers who trod water and smiled up.


    ‘There’s your three champs,’ said the attendant. ‘One of them will win—that’s how it looks, at least. They’re all swimming champs of some sort.’


    I couldn’t see two of these swimmers. The photographers were hooped round them, journalists taking notes. The one champion I could see was large and strong, a broad and smiling face. As I watched she trod and answered questions, then rolled a brown and powerful shoulder and re-emerged to loll on her back. From that position she talked to the journalists, laughing once or twice.


    Watching this swimmer I saw how hopeless was my cause, how far of the mark. She had that gift in the water, that easy way of rolling into a stroke. It drained my hope to watch her—to sense Helen watching her too—but there was also that old thrill I remembered from the track, when the best runners had streaked past me, with fleet and tearing grace.


    


    As swimmer’s grease was too expensive I’d mixed castor oil with axle grease. Dipping my fingers in the jar I greased both legs. From his close cocoon of blankets Frankie watched me work, his eyes clear and fascinated. I talked nonsense to him, forcing a bonhomie I barely felt. A strange night loomed for him on the seats. I couldn’t see how Helen could keep him warm enough. Even with my hands so greased I yearned to take him up.


    ‘Could you help me?’ I said. ‘Helen? I can’t reach my back.’


    I pulled off my shirt and rolled down my swimming costume straps. Immediately the sea-breeze stippled my belly and the hairs of my chest.


    ‘Just your back?’ she said.


    ‘Yes.’


    I shivered as she dripped a cold T-shape of grease along my shoulder blades and neck. While she worked it in I watched the contestants. There was a lot of banter, spectators calling from the seats. All the time swimmers pulled from the pool and shivered towards their wives or husbands. Of all those left, the men were greatly outnumbered.


    Now Helen was working grease into my neck and scalp. She was lingering over the task, savouring our last contact. Occasionally she murmured to comfort Frank. Facing away from them both I felt the ripping grief of leaving them, the old familiar break. I’d not felt that since leaving for my old work.


    ‘That’s enough,’ I said. ‘Thank you. I’ll do the rest.’


    As I bent to grease my chest and throat I felt people watching us, the newest contestants. I didn’t like it. I’d been out of work so long; I knew it showed in all our clothes and faces.


    ‘I’m going in,’ I said.


    As I turned to face them both, Frank stared in shock, then screwed his face and cried.


    Cooing to him, Helen smoothed his muffled head. ‘It’s the grease on your face,’ she said. ‘You look so funny, Doug. It must be strange, for him.’


    I went to put my hand to Frankie’s cheek but it was darkly greased, and again he screamed away, his back arched in his super-cry, as we called it.


    Helen rocked him and said it was all right. She took a long time over it, and I knew she was reassuring us both.


    At last she faced me direct. I tried to smile in response.


    ‘I’m going in,’ I said. ‘Wish me luck.’


    She put a hand to my face. With my face all greased it was a sticky contact.


    ‘Doug,’ she said.


    ‘Yes?’


    ‘I feel better for the food,’ she said. ‘You’ve got more colour in your face. We’re all much better. Thank you for doing this.’


    I looked down at my greased feet. She didn’t expect me to win the contest. No one expected me to even get a place.


    ‘I’ll be in a long time,’ I said. ‘I won’t come out tonight.’


    ‘Don’t hurt yourself,’ she said. ‘Don’t take risks. Think of Frank.’


    I took one more look at Frank and went down to the water’s edge. When I toed it the water was chilly but oddly distant through the grease. I turned to see Helen in the seats. She was standing amid our camp. While I watched she frowned at her hand and, with a length of blanket, wiped off the grease.


    


    I’d entered races before, all of them on foot. I’d been in an athletics club. I was a middle finisher over five miles, neither slow nor very fast. I knew how to plan a race and, when it mattered, to keep running when it hurt. I might have been low on food and general health, but at least when I entered the pool I knew I’d shown endurance in the past.


    The water was not too cold at first. I had the grease. I did some lengths for warmth, sometimes bumping other swimmers floating in my path. Next I turned to float on my back. The water lapped my ears and neck. Sometimes I lifted my head to hear other contestants talk; some made friendly remarks but I stayed well back. I didn’t want to join them yet. As a runner I’d mostly raced apart from the packs, pacing my run to match my own pre-scheduled beat.


    As a break from swimming I flipped upright to tread water. I made out Helen’s camp and waved; in reply she held up Frank. Around her the crowd seemed dense and close—I’d entered late and interest was at its peak.


    It was hard to face the crowd at first. The husbands and wives were easy to spot. The breeze wasn’t strong, but they hunched into themselves in the way of people who’ve been forced to wait too long outside. Interspersed with these were people who’d come to watch. These had more money, they’d brought picnics. They pointed and made jokes. They shouted out their favourites and spoke to journalists. I was once the target of these types, it seemed for my homemade grease. I kept to the pool’s opposite side after that.


    I noticed the champs seldom looked up in the seats. All three were swimming near each other at this point. One floated on her back to read a newspaper someone had passed out; the other two sidestroked with their heads close together, occasionally passing chat. They’d been in two days and yet they still seemed at ease. They rolled and laughed and kept their laid-out shapes.


    In the seawater I soon began to get cold, and turned to counteract this, backstroking for warmth. I’d almost done a length when my elbow hit someone’s head. In panic I whirled about.


    ‘God, I’m sorry,’ I said, treading water. ‘I didn’t see you at all.’


    The man didn’t speak, barely acknowledging what I’d said. He was treading water, but his legs no longer had the strength. He rose and sank and rose and used his arms to help—a desperate running motion, horrible to watch.


    ‘How long have you been in?’ I said.


    But he just gasped. He had had it. I heard someone’s voice. A woman was at the edge, calling him across.


    I turned and swam away. I looked up in the seats for Helen. She had a blanket over her shoulders. She bent in to Frank. I trod water and surged with anxiety for Frank. At six weeks he’d come through a breathing sickness we later knew to be asthmatic. In panic now I inventoried the blankets we’d brought. It was not enough. We could never do enough. Two months before I’d been in a printers’ works. We thought we’d been well placed; then I was retrenched.


    


    There was a clock on the wall near the attendant’s desk, and soon it was hard to avoid looking at it. Already this was the longest time I’d spent afloat. I was heavy in the water, my arms and legs tired from all my lengths. I’d swum too much for warmth. The sun was lowering and somehow exhaustion let the chill advance, the cold cutting straight through the grease. A light and constant shiver made my skin dance. When I touched my arm it was corrugated with goosebumps.


    But I had a system and I stuck with it. First I swam thirty strokes freestyle, then turned over and kicked back, then trod water for sixty paces to watch the crowd, then settled to a mix of sidestroke and floating on my back. This I repeated every ten minutes, in the last phase keeping my arms clamped against my sides to preserve warmth.


    It was not a good system. I knew I’d soon exhaust myself. But I had no choice. I was not at ease in the water. I couldn’t just loll and float. I had to move about. Already I’d suffered two bouts of seizing cramp in my right calf, and in the water this was hard to counteract. It is very hard to float while holding one leg up high and straight, to pull a cramped muscle out.


    In the twilight I heard Frank crying. My head snapped up; I looked for him; then swam another grim and halting length. There came a time when, every moment that I stopped in one place, I shivered horribly. I circled and talked aloud. I built it into my system, this shivering talk. Don’t give up, I said. Helen. Frank. This became my mantra. It accompanied each cold stroke. It occupied my head.


    


    Drawn as if by their gravity I came closer to the champs. These three were resting in a nucleus, floating on their backs. Every now and then they lifted their heads and swapped some talk, their conversation disjointed and aimed up, as if spoken for the sky’s sake. As I sidestroked nearby, they talked of their nieces and kids.


    The swimmer I’d seen earlier laughed at something, rolled over and ducked her head. Coming up near me, she wiped her face and blinked.


    ‘Welcome,’ she said. ‘I saw you come in, I think. How’re you finding it?’


    I trod water for a moment. ‘It’s colder than I expected.’


    She watched my shiver, my laboured tread, then rolled onto her back for tact’s sake. From there she introduced us—Mercedes and Lily and Katerina, herself.


    I smiled and said my name, gave each a wave in place of shaking hands. Right away they switched to sidestroking gently so we could talk, moving to general topics with the grace of dinner guests. They asked how long I’d been in, and they gave advice.


    For my part I couldn’t say much. It was not easy to talk. I couldn’t hear when on my back, and sidestroke tired me out. By now even just to float was hard work.


    Turning away I saw Helen walking the perimeter with Frank. I checked the poolside clock. It was time for food; she was collecting the broth and pipes.


    I excused myself. ‘I need to see my wife,’ I said.


    Easily the three rolled their heads.


    ‘Which one is she?’ said Katerina.


    I pointed to the hurrying thin shape.


    She took this in, the bundle that contained Frank.


    ‘That’s nice,’ she said, at length. ‘Give her our best.’


    I nodded my thanks.


    ‘Good luck,’ she said. ‘Don’t be afraid to come back. We’ve almost run out of things to talk about.’


    I glanced at the others. She turned and smiled to show it was a joke.


    ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘It’s hard to talk. Swimming’s not my natural sport.’


    She was on her back again; she lifted her head. This time her voice had a different note. ‘Good luck, Doug—you and your wife.’


    A new set of wavelets came from some faraway source and I braced for them. Beside me Katerina adjusted, letting them go underneath. It was so natural to her. She hardly seemed to compete.


    Away on the poolside Helen was coming back. She had the pipes. I ducked my head and swam towards her. The waves were against me, pushing gently but insistent. When I came up for breath, saltwater clapped against my mouth and face.


    


    The pipe warmed my hand, the circle of thumb I’d stopped it with. Helen crouched above with the full jar of broth; in the seat just back, Frankie slept.


    ‘Have you had yours yet?’ I said.


    ‘The attendant said to feed you first, then be discreet.’


    ‘I won’t take much,’ I said.


    ‘Take what you need,’ she said. ‘That first feed filled me up.’


    I nodded at this but resolved to take no more than half. I lifted the pipe to my mouth and a dollop of leftover broth eased down my throat. Immediately it perked me up. Then Helen lifted the jar of broth and slopped it in the funnel. I rose up to take it and the liquid cannoned in to choke my throat. Wrenching out the pipe I coughed and broth sprayed my face, then the sea at my side. Involuntarily I reached out to scoop it, dashing the diluting liquid at my mouth. At the same time, Helen upended the jar and funnel to save what was left. Broth splashed the concrete.


    Something was lodged in my throat. I coughed and said, ‘God’s sake.’


    Helen was wringing broth from her shirt-sleeve to the jar, saving what had been soaked up.


    ‘I’m so sorry, Doug,’ she said.


    ‘Have the rest,’ I said. The aftertaste was briny in my mouth.


    ‘No, you’ll need the strength. There’s about a quarter left,’ she said.


    ‘Have it,’ I said. ‘I’ve had enough.’


    With the pipe still in her hands she looked down helplessly, remnant broth spilling from the pipe in drips and globs. ‘I’m sorry, Doug,’ she said.


    ‘It was an accident,’ I said. ‘You should drink that while it’s hot.’


    Seeing her so upset I tried to soften my expression, but I was cold now and working hard to tread upright. I felt the crowd behind Helen, straining to catch our talk.


    ‘You’re very pale, Doug. Are you all right?’


    I’ll do a length, I tried to say, but lost it in the chattering of my teeth. Like my shiver it came like this in periodic outbreaks.


    Helen watched me very close.


    I nodded towards the seats, to Frank. I meant it to ask how she would get on up there at night in the seats.


    ‘Dougie,’ she said.


    I turned and tried sidestroke.


    ‘Doug, when will you come out?’ she said. ‘Those ladies have got two days on you, plus a night. They’ve got it all tied up.’


    ‘I’m not giving up.’


    ‘You’ve won us food already, Doug,’ she said. ‘You’ve done enough.’


    I lifted my head to repeat myself, I won’t give up, but lost it as my teeth clacked and bounced.


    ‘Doug,’ said Helen. ‘Don’t risk your health.’


    I sidestroked slowly, keeping my head above the salt. Beneath the surface my right arm pushed against the depth.


    ‘Helen,’ I said, ‘drink the broth.’


    


    As it came on for dark I heard the three champs preparing for the night. Across the water their voices came like campers beside some creek.


    ‘Where are you tonight? North end or south?’


    ‘South.’


    ‘And who’s in the benches?’


    ‘The same as last night.’


    With my senses somewhat distant I felt less cold now than I had been some hours back. The worst violence of my shivering had stopped. I was more relaxed. It was easier to float on my back, although when I came to swim proper strokes my arms wouldn’t reach to their full extent, and my calves were numb and tight.


    The pool was half-lit by poolside lights. In this changed gloom I lost sense of distance and depth, and could not anticipate the approach of wavelets; several times a wave broke over my face and I had to cough. Each time I cleared my face and muttered, Don’t give up. Mostly I floated and did a restricted sort of sidestroke.


    At some point I felt the shape of someone floating not far off. When it came the voice sounded very close.


    ‘Is that you Doug?’


    It was Katerina. I tried to answer but only a cracking noise came from my throat.


    ‘Are you all right, Doug?’ she said. ‘How’s Helen? How’s Frank?’


    I kicked a bit with my legs.


    ‘Doug? Are you staying in all night, Doug?’


    I hope to be, I tried to say, but my voice wouldn’t work.


    A few moments passed, small waves lapping between us.


    ‘Hang in there, Doug,’ she said.


    Shortly after this I heard someone swimming towards the lights. The strokes were slow and solid; submerged, my ears caught their metallic underwater punch. Above, the floodlights cast silver on the water, shadowing the ripples and troughs. Still on my back I closed my eyes and fancied I might sleep. Two waves came across my face and I coughed, then again sank comfortably back.


    


    I had a long-forgotten song in my head. It came in fits and starts. A song Helen had sung once. In between the waves and song fragments I heard someone calling through the dark. I heard Helen’s voice in it. Helen, I thought. I turned my head and across the pool I saw her silhouette. I saw her holding Frank.


    ‘Doug,’ she said. She beckoned me across.


    I floated in the same place while underneath me the waves lifted and slopped.


    ‘Doug,’ said Helen. ‘It’s time for broth. Midnight.’


    Stiffly I rolled and began to sidestroke. I couldn’t manage well, my arms no longer having the reach. Slowly I came towards her shape.


    ‘That’s it, Doug,’ she said. ‘Can you see Frank?’


    I lifted and peered up. I couldn’t see the jar and pipes. I kicked harder with my legs, came up for a moment and sank, rose up again and sank. My arms were reaching out, holding the water to keep me up.


    I heard Helen’s voice. I saw another shape. I couldn’t make it out. I smelt the chicken broth.


    ‘This is the attendant,’ said Helen. ‘He’s got the broth. I’ve already had mine. He’s here to make sure I don’t spill the rest.’


    I heard them murmur something. I saw them as they knelt. I sank in the water and choked and rose and coughed. My arms ran out hopelessly in front.


    Helen said something distant. I heard her voice crack.


    The water seemed to want me. It was very hard to kick up out of it.


    ‘Doug,’ said Helen. ‘Oh Christ.’


    I saw the attendant reach. ‘All right, mate,’ he said. ‘Come up for broth. ’


    ‘It’s enough, Doug,’ said Helen. ‘You’ve done enough.’


    ‘Helen,’ I said.


    ‘Can you see Frank?’ she said.


    I sploshed and tried to make him out.


    The attendant had his arms right out. ‘Come on, mate,’ he said. ‘Come up and have some broth.’


    *


    Once I’d been rubbed warm and wrapped in clothes and fed, we slept in the manager’s office, Helen close against me, Frank curled into her chest. My sleep was instant and deep but short.


    I woke into deep night. Light from the pool bounced in the room and danced. Helen was still asleep. My limbs were heavy but my mind very alert. I lay for a moment, then stood from the blankets and went out.


    Still two shapes floated in the oblong of silvered dark. Only Mercedes Gleitze and Katerina Nehua were left.


    Like a man of wood I walked with stiffened joints back to our camp. People were lying asleep in the seats. From the other side someone occasionally called out. He shouted to the swimmers the hours they had been swimming. In his voice I thought I heard a note of panic.


    I’d been seated for a time before I saw Helen coming with Frank. Scanning the dark seats she found me and wearily came up.


    ‘What are we doing?’ she said. ‘What was wrong with the office?’


    ‘Is this all right?’ I said. ‘Can I watch these two while you sleep?’


    With Frank she stood above. Nearby someone sleeping groaned and turned; Helen sat down and set about feeding Frank. It was strange to be out in such a place at night—the pool-sounds, the city mostly quiet beyond the fence, sometimes swishing with traffic or people shutting doors.


    I watched the swimmers for a long time. Small down there, they made their circles in the dark.


    ‘What have they got?’ I said.


    ‘What?’ said Helen blurrily, finished with Frank now and already almost asleep.


    ‘How can they last?’ I said. ‘How are they doing this?’


    Helen grumbled and went back to sleep.


    Gliding on her back through the patchy dark, Katerina swam nearest us. The faraway voice called out her hour thirty-eight. I watched her slow progress.


    Frankie stirred and woke up. He burbled and I took him up. He didn’t cry and wriggle back. Instead he pawed at the button on my chest. He’d been strangely placid through most of the contest, Helen had said—perhaps the water, she had said, perhaps being close to so much water had calmed and helped him sleep.


    Now at his tiny noises she woke and watched him for a few minutes. Then she wiped her mouth. ‘Doug?’


    I adjusted the blankets round Frankie’s face.


    ‘How are we getting home?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I can’t think about it.’


    ‘We’ve got no money left.’


    ‘I know that,’ I said. My eyes went from Frank to the pool’s dancing black.


    Helen looked that way, then settled back. ‘I’ll fix it in the morning,’ she said. ‘I’ll talk to that attendant.’


    She burrowed to get more comfort against my side. I watched Katerina float. Down in the pool she kicked lightly in a circle on her back. Surely by now she must be exhausted. Surely the cold had clamped her legs and back. She’d arrived hungry too, the attendant had said. She was just like us, but in her strokes there was no sign of panic. What was it? What was in her head?


    


    Within the first hour of daybreak a new crowd began to cram the seats. They called out and pointed, some called support. All leaned forward to see these last rites.


    And now the swimmers were tiring. Finally we could see it. I felt it like relief. Katerina was worst—she’d entered in worse state, hungrier, and now it showed at last. She floated continuously now, seldom standing to tread water or vary her stroke. At moments she seemed to slip and sink and the crowd would shout—twice I stood up, hand at my mouth. She’d been in so long, and by now she was the crowd favourite. Her story had got out—her lack of food, her five kids. Still fatigued myself, it drained me to watch her, yet I couldn’t tear myself away from it. Now that she struggled she seemed more like us. She thought of her kids. Surely that was part of it. She was fighting past her endurance.


    Transfixed I watched as she took the morning’s first food-break. I saw her take the pipe. Standing up to tread water she gave three or four kicks, then sank, her hands still above water, holding the pipe. Down and down she sank. Her legs had given out.


    ‘Doug,’ said Helen. ‘Doug.’ She was pulling me down—I’d leapt up in panic.


    Katerina couldn’t tread water; she rose and sank. She was just like us, she couldn’t take the pipe. Turning on her back she kicked towards the pool’s centre. The attendant pleaded with her but she ignored him, even as she struggled to keep a flat-out shape.


    ‘Doug, sit down,’ said Helen.


    ‘She’s had it,’ I said. ‘I can’t watch.’


    ‘It’s all right,’ said Helen. ‘She’s exhausted—that’s all. She just needs to come out.’


    ‘She has a nine-week-old,’ I said. ‘She’s got kids.’


    ‘Sit down, Doug. She’s won a hundred pounds. She’s safe now. She’s won second place.’


    I stared down at Helen.


    ‘She’s done it,’ Helen said. ‘She’s safe.’


    ‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘She’s done it.’


    ‘Sit down, Doug,’ said Helen. ‘You’ll spook Frank.’


    I remained standing up there. I watched the attendant talk to the fading swimmer, trying to cajole her out.


    ‘Here,’ said Helen. ‘Take Frank. I need the toilet.’


    Without waiting for my answer she thrust him up at me. Ripped away from the pool, I looked in his face, still partly covered by the blanket. He was dozy, his lips cracking at the corners as he moved his mouth. I expected him to bawl for Helen but he did not.


    Down by the pool the manager was with the attendant now. Both were trying to persuade Katerina out. Still she refused to come out. Holding Frank I exulted over it. I joined the shouting crowd. Now everyone was standing up. She circled in the centre, not giving up. This was her hour forty-six.


    ‘You see that, Frank,’ I said, holding him up. ‘You see this? This is it. This is a triumph.’


    *


    Helen and I had packed and were standing by the attendant’s desk. At last Katerina was coming out. She was being helped up. I tried not to look. I tried to give her the privacy of that last moment, but I couldn’t help it—I craned to see her come up through the hoop of staff and journalists. I saw her whitened palms on the pool side, her black hair and drained face. Once free of the water she slumped to the concrete. After a few moments she roused herself and smiled, and the applause was raucous.


    Again I held up Frank so he could see it, although I knew he was too young to make anything out.


    She murmured something to O’Neill, who immediately stood to loudhailer it. ‘She says she wants to sleep.’


    Another roar went up.


    She’d won second place. Behind her in the pool Mercedes Gleitze was still swimming backstroke. It didn’t matter somehow. It didn’t count.


    The attendant sidled up. He stood at my shoulder, spoke while we both looked straight ahead.


    ‘You know she’s going off in an ambulance,’ he said. ‘Katerina has to go for doctors’ checks.’


    ‘I suppose that’s right,’ I said.


    ‘Well, I ordered two,’ he said. ‘Two ambulances.’


    I nodded to this, still watching the swimmer and the journalists, not comprehending what he’d said.


    ‘Two ambulances now, and one later for that Mercedes, who’s finishing later, in first place.’


    Now I understood. I glanced at him, not making it obvious.


    He smiled and said, ‘That means one whole empty ambulance, with spare seats. Whoops.’


    I faced him directly now, and something inside me collapsed with fatigue and relief. Numbly I watched a cigar pass from his hand to his mouth.


    He smiled as he saw me look at it. ‘This is number fifteen,’ he said.


    ‘What?’ I said.


    ‘My tally,’ he said. ‘Fifteen cigars since this thing started, and six hundred cigarettes. And I’ve had four hours’ sleep.’ He lifted the cigar to point it at me, at my wife. ‘And I’ve stayed up as late as you. I’m tireder than these champs, I’ll bet.’


    I was weary on my legs. Now it was over, I could barely stand up.


    ‘Good luck, mate,’ he said. ‘Good luck with your kid.’


    Shortly we were taken round the back. An ambulance stood there with its doors shut. Inside were two more families, like us unable to get home off their own bat. I nodded at these others and sat with Helen on the bench. I brought her close and checked on Frank. Soon both were well asleep. As the ambulance went up the streets and turned, I leaned back and closed my eyes and immediately saw the pool, that rectangle of blue and black. I saw its pulsing light. I opened my eyes again and watched over Frank.

  


  
    WHAT LUCK


    He had another ulcer. High under his top lip. First thing in the morning he probed it with his tongue as he limped down through the dunes to wash it with saltwater. Ulcers again. That was one thing about the food here—it was hard on his teeth and mouth. But he preferred it. He’d had worse on the ships. At the water’s edge now he dipped his hands and how good it felt, how cold. He sluiced it up over his face and down. The tiny waves nibbled his feet, and he walked in further for the sake of his ankle. Here was another reason for this early morning rite; the cold pressure shocked and soothed his misshapen left foot. Still after all this time it troubled him when he woke up. Another relic of the ships.


    Almost knee-deep now he washed his face fully, his armpits, smoothed his hair back. Teased out the rank smell of bed. The sun was already lifting light over the surface of the bay and the forest that came down close on each side, and out beyond the bay the water was lit up, all the way across the strait. The mountains of the other island and Kāpiti were out to the left, looking so close in this light, so close that someone really might swim that distance. As in the stories someone had. This morning, with a sun like this, he could believe a girl had swum that strait.


    Still on his knees he swivelled as a couple of early kids ran onto the beach, scaring beach birds with their laughing chase. Back over the dunes, the rest of the people would be waking up. He dipped his hands again, sluiced water into his mouth and winced at the good bite of salt on his ulcer. Rinsed and spat into the water at his knees, rinsed again. Brought up water to sluice his armpits again, his chest and crotch. Then stood still in the water for a last quick view out over the sound, the close islands, and north. Somewhere in all that haze his own first home and boyhood were so far north, so blessedly far from this life. Shetland, Scotland, and the ships, all unlamented. The unrelenting hands of crewmen, much older than he’d been. The cruellest pair, who’d broken his ankle. One of them holding the joint against a ship ladder while the other applied all his weight until it cracked. Then grinding more weight into the pudding of bone and cartilage, and hissing close in his ear—here’s what happens, brat, when you don’t do what you’re bid.


    He shivered and washed again, washed all over, his face and shoulders and head. Rinsed the ulcer one more time and rubbed it briskly with a salty forefinger, rinsed and spat out. Then he turned and sploshed towards the shore with water streaming from him, as a handful of other early people surged in past him for the same wash, some murmuring to him as they went, others not.


    Then he was up the beach and walking through the dunes to the huts and shelters of the summer village, into the noise of people waking up, calling and yawning in the new language he’d learnt. His own wife standing before their shelter with her back to him, and her hand in the small of it, to take his little family’s weight. Hapū—not far off now, his own wife, his own first child. Their shelter. He stood still and shook his head, just to look at this. Look at her. His ankle still ached in this first hour, even after the cold soak, and the ulcer still smarted in his mouth, but look at this. What a life. What sun there was today. What luck had brought him here. What luck.

  


  
    Notes


    I Got his Blood on Me


    Key sources include Explorers, Whalers, and Tattooed Sailors: Adventurous Tales from Early New Zealand (Auckland: Random House, 2008) by Gordon and Sarah Ell, and ‘An Englishman, an Irishman and a Welshman walk into a Pā’ by Tina Makereti, Sport 40 (2012). Other relevant works include Trevor Bentley’s Pākehā Māori: The extraordinary story of the Europeans who lived as Māori in early New Zealand (Auckland: Penguin, 1999), and W. Carkeek’s The Kapiti Coast: Maori History and Place Names (Wellington: Reed, 1966).


    


    The Pathway


    This fictional story is indebted to many sources on early missionaries, principally Octavius Hadfield’s Papers 1833–1879 (Transcribed 1979: Wellington City Libraries); Christopher Lethbridge’s The Wounded Lion: Octavius Hadfield 1814–1904 (Christchurch: Caxton, 1993); Miriam Macgregor’s Petticoat Pioneers: North Island Women of the Colonial Era. Book Two (Wellington: Reed, 1975); Barbara Macmorran’s Octavius Hadfield (Wellington: 1969); and John Mason’s Letters and Journal 1839–1842 (Transcribed 1994: Wanganui: Whanganui Branch, New Zealand Founders Society, 1994).


    


    A Hesitant Man


    For a non-fictional account of the 1909 wreck of the Penguin, see Bruce E. Collins’s The Wreck of the Penguin (Wellington: Steele Roberts, 2000), which provided important source material for this story, along with Catherine Morrison’s Terawhiti (Wellington: Arty Bee’s Books, 2003), pp. 104–111, and a number of newspaper records sourced from www.paperspast.natlib.govt.nz.


    


    The Knight of the Range


    This fictional story departs from the record suggested by Thomas H. Pauly’s Zane Grey: his life, his adventures, his women, (Illinois: Illinois UP, 2005), and Zane Grey’s Tales of the Angler’s Eldorado (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1926). See also Zane Grey’s Knights of the Range (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1949 (1939)), pp. 31–45. ‘The Knight of the Range’ artwork is by Kōtuku Underwood.


    


    The Road to Tokomairiro


    Key sources include ‘Inquest’, Bruce Herald (Volume VI, Issue 342, 16 November 1870, p. 3). Accessed 10 October 2010. <http://paperspast.natlib.govt.nz/cgi-bin/paperspast?a=d&d=BH18701116.2.8&l=mi&e=-------10--1----0-all>; and Isobel Veitch’s From Wells Fargo, California, to Cobb & Co, Otago (Dunedin: Square One Press, 2003). The fictional story of Jack’s proposal to Ms Weymouth was suggested by a reference to a similar story in Veitch’s book.


    


    The Man Beside the Pool


    This fictional story departs from the historical record. For a non-fictional account of the swimming contest, see these key sources: Paul Goldstone’s ‘Nehua, Katerina—Biography.’ <http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/4n4/1>; Stan Murdoch’s ‘Manly’s famous endurance swim’, MAN (May 1957): p. 58; the Katerina Nehua MS-Papers-2754, Alexander Turnbull Library; and Whakapara Marae resources through www.naumaiplace.com/site/whakapara. I am especially grateful for the assistance of Whakapara Marae chairperson Dale van Engelen.
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