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FRIDAY LUNCH

Shirley Cooper would say that Alan is a man of simple tastes. Go on, ask her. She will tell you, with absolute certainty: 'Oh, he loves his meat and veg, my Alan. Sausages. And a nice piece of steak, of course, when it's on special.'

She will then go on: 'Middle of winter, he loves a lamb casserole. Well, there's nothing like it, is there, in the middle of winter.'

Shirley will stare you down, daring you to suggest there is something like it, in the middle of winter. She will touch the permed grey hair framing her brittle face, her chin will lift, ever so slightly. This is what she does when she is sure of her facts — married-for-forty-three-years sure.

She will not take her eyes off you, all the same. Do you know something that she does not?

'He's not so keen on fish, but he will eat it . . . you know, if we're out somewhere and there's nothing normal on offer. But no. Generally, he won't eat foreign food, not at all.'

Well, you did ask. .
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Alan drives a taxi — a white Holden Commodore — for Auckland City Cabs. He has done this for forty-five years; though not always for Auckland City Cabs. It is an immaculate vehicle: exterior polished, driver's seat pushed right back to accommodate Alan's long and generous frame. There are separate compartments for all his documentation — licences, credit card slips, complaint forms, pens and business cards. Alan can reach for what he needs, without taking his eyes off the road.

Every morning at seven o'clock he reverses his office, as he calls it, down their concrete driveway and onto Te Atatu Road. Even at that hour the road is bumper-to-bumper busy. In the early days he would inch out respectfully: lurching, stopping, lurching; cautiously claiming space as it was offered up. But not now. Now he does it all in one smooth motion. Down comes the driver's window, out comes the arm. He flaps it like a bird soaring — up down, up down, bringing the traffic to a halt.

He says he is getting on, that there are not enough years left now to be giving way. Shirley does not know what has made him so impatient in recent times. He was always a courteous driver. But lately he's been behaving like a boy racer, as though someone has a stopwatch on him. She puts this down to men and old age.

She can't bring herself to watch the morning road ritual, but she listens from inside the house to the squeal of brakes and the honking of horns. Any day now, she thinks. Any time now she will hear the sound of a crash: impact crunch, breaking glass, expensive silence. She does not like the waiting. She does not like having to plan for something that may or may not happen.

Today is the last Friday in April. Alan takes the motorway towards the city, tuning in to talkback radio as he swings from lane to lane. There are beautiful views along this road — the curves of the harbour bridge trace the lines of Rangitoto Island. Alan never looks at them. He knows that Shirley does not like the way he curses the scenery, but it's to blame for the sluggish pace of campervans specifically, traffic congestion in general. And she doesn't have to drive in it, does she? She has never driven. Shirley has always relied on Alan for the driving.

He takes the St Lukes turnoff and starts the snaking journey south to the airport. He switches off his radio, resisting the temptation to pick up quick fares around the suburbs. He will take only one fare today, from the airport. He would like it to be a good one. .
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Ask Shirley about their first date, her and Alan. I dare you. Ask her how the big night went. She will tell you all about it, oh yes. Just like it was yesterday.

'Well,' she'll say. She is not pausing for effect. This is how Shirley tells a story. In her own good time.

'It was 1963, and I was still living at home with Mum and Dad. We met, me and Alan, when he gave me a ride home from the hospital one night, after my late shift. I'd just paid the fare, and when he handed me the change, he asked me would I like to go out with him sometime.

'He wasn't exactly handsome, but there was something about him. I don't know . . . he looked like he was kind, if you know what I mean. I suppose, thinking about it now, he looked like someone you could trust. So I wrote my name and address and telephone number on the back of a piece of paper and I gave it to him.'

Shirley is not one for skipping details. There's no choice, I'm sorry, but to bear with her.

'Of course I never made any promises that I would go out with him. But then when I got home, I mentioned it, and Mum and Dad knew him. Not him, exactly, but his family. They'd come from the same part of England as Mum . . . near Leicester. So when he rang, I said yes, yes I would go out with him.

'He arrived on time to pick me up, and gosh he looked lovely.' Shirley's face will be bright now, flushed teenage pink. 'He scrubbed up well, I must say.

'And anyway. He came in, met Mum and Dad, he was so polite. Then he walked me outside to his car — actually his first taxi. I had my new frock on, and a stole. We had stoles then, before people got worked up about fur. It was a beautiful dark blue Ford Zephyr. That's the only time he's gone for Fords and not Holdens. And off we went.

'Well. Here was me thinking we were off someplace fancy to eat, maybe, even . . .' — and she'll lean forward towards you, knobbly index finger pointing your way, pale, watery eyes hungry, gleaming — 'maybe that brand new steakhouse, in town, in Wellesley Street.'

Then, she will sit back in her chair.

'But no. We were off to some other God-forsaken place for tea. Speaking of which, would you like a cup?'

As I said, you can't hurry Shirley when she's telling a story. .
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In Mount Albert, Alan takes a left turn into a quiet street and stops outside Giuseppe's Deli.

The tiny shop has three little outside café tables, each with a green, white and red tablecloth and two stainless steel chairs. On one side of the deli is a Japanese restaurant, on the other an Indian spice shop. The pungent scents of cumin and soy come at Alan as he steps out of the car.

He stands before the deli window and stares. It is crammed with other-world food. Bulbous loaves of white-dusted bread frame a collage that, he sees, is an Italian landscape. Across the top are clouds — fat yellow pasta pillows packed with gorgonzola, ricotta, spinach, chicken and beef. Rolling green hills of heavy whole artichokes give way to fields of green and white strands of tagliatelle. Alan reads the little rectangular ticket planted in the middle of one pasture, and smiles. 'Paglia e Fieno: Straw and Hay Pasta (Tuscany).' A walking track of red-speckled pink borlotti beans meanders through the vista, shrinking and disappearing into the hills.

Fluffy bocconcini cheese sheep graze across the bottom of the picture. Alan looks closely and sees their mouths are purple shiny olives. If he is not mistaken, they are Greek — fat kalamatas, the very best. The fields are fenced with rows of tiny bottles of balsamic vinegar and olive oil. He pushes open the deli door.

'Ah — Alan, is so good to see you again.' Giuseppe's wife Sylvie is tall and slender, fiftyish. Her hair is jet black, swept away from her face in a way that reminds Alan of a wave.

There are one or two light strands running through it, but they look silver, not grey. She wears tiny gold crucifix earrings that match her necklace. She walks round from behind the counter, and kisses Alan on his cheeks.

'It's already one month? I can't believe it. Where does the time go? What I make for you today?'

Now she is bustling underneath the stainless steel counter, pulling out large clear plastic containers, lining them up in a row on the bench top.

'Pasta, please Sylvie. One gorgonzola, one amaretti tortellini. And pomodoro sauce, please. And, Sylvie, tell me. Where did you find those beautiful fat olives in the window?'

Alan is smiling, shyly teasing her.

She leans forward, rose-painted fingernail to her lips. 'Shhh . . . no . . . of course they are kalamata. The Italian olives are good for oil, but not for eating. But you must tell no one.'

'Alright,' he whispers, delighted to be involved in a conspiracy. 'I won't. But plenty of pasta, okay?'

His eyes search the shelves behind her as they talk, but he does not see what he wants.

'Do you have any pannetone?'

She smiles. 'You and your sweet teeth, Signor Alan. Yes, for you I have pannetone.' She disappears out the back of the shop, and returns with a small cardboard box. She opens it proudly. 'My last one.'

He admires the small, perfect, fruit cake.

'Thank you. Ciao for now Sylvie.'

'Ciao Alan — buon appetito . . .' .
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. . . buon appetito and benvenuti and salute and so many other strange warm words bounce around him as he sits down at a table with brand new friends that he has known forever tonight. His last fare for the evening and how could he say no when he is hungry and exhausted and they have said: come, come on in, eat and drink with us, it is the Italian way? And there is music coming from the corner of the tiny little restaurant that he thought was a house from the street, but how would he know? He has only been a taxi driver for two months. Aberto from the taxi is sitting next to him and piling food onto a plate in front of him; food he has never seen before but it smells so, so good . . . and there is Aberto's mother or aunty or someone older on the other side of him who asks who is this red-haired man my boys have brought to the table? But in another language, so he knows what she says only because voices from everywhere are translating for him. And then someone fills his glass with burning rough red wine again (or is it again again? He is not sure how many agains there have been now) and says salute! salute signor taxi driver and everyone, yes everyone drinks to him and he does too and somewhere, in the fog of wine and warmth and food that breathes, he thinks: this is how a meal can be, a celebration of life. The evening goes on, and on, and at some time or another (who knows?) the aunty, or is it the mother, says to Aberto: take this boy home, this new friend with a taxi. And she grabs him and kisses him one two three times on the cheeks and says: you come back soon okay? Come and eat with us again . . . and Aberto somehow gets him safely to Te Atatu and in the morning he is sick from the wine but full too of something new . . .

He really needs to concentrate on the road, because he has arrived at the airport, and he doesn't remember driving there. .
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The woman at the front of the queue is thirty, he guesses, and wears jeans and a blue, long-sleeved tee-shirt. She carries only a small red handbag. The absence of luggage is a good sign — a big fare downtown for a meeting, or lunch, Alan thinks. She squints into the sun as the taxi pulls up beside her.

'Hi there — the city please? Newmarket?'

'No problem.' Ladies' lunch, he decides.

Alan watches her in the rear-view mirror as he drives. He analyses her, rectangle by rectangle. She wears no makeup but her face shines and her eyes are brown and bright.

'Could we drive through Mangere Bridge?' she asks. She is staring out the window, smiling. Alan indicates and turns off at Bader Drive.

'Mum and Dad lived here years ago, just two streets over,' she says.

'Is that right?' Alan is not sure about this woman now; what to make of her.

'They were Irish, from Belfast. Must have been wonderful, turning up here. Imagine it.' She is leaning forward, craning for a glimpse of the side streets.

'It must have been a huge change for them.' Then he realises what it is about her. She is not judging poverty; she sees difference. Alan feels a sudden kindness towards her, a connection that he does not understand. 'Do you want to have a quick look at their place?'

'Yes, I would like that. Very much.'

Alan turns off the main road and drives down shabby streets. Many of the lawns are jungles — stripped car wrecks peer through the undergrowth like starving African predators. The windows frame grubby net curtains knotted halfway down: angry fists to the world. Alan drives slowly, already regretting his offer. But she asks him to stop outside a tidy brick bungalow with beautiful gardens. A new black fence sits close to the footpath. He is relieved for her that it is a nice place.

'This is it,' she says, stepping out of the taxi. For a moment, he thinks she is going to knock on the door, but she just stands, arms crossed, and takes it in. Then she walks a little further, stopping outside another house a few doors down. She stares hard at this house too, but Alan cannot read the expression on her face.

'Dad would've been pleased it's looking good,' she says, returning to the car.

There is the sound of Pacific Island music, a strong languid beat with layers of guitar and song over the top. It comes from nearby, but it is hard to say where. All the houses have their windows and doors wide open, life within pulsating.

'He would have loved those sounds,' she says. 'He once said he had lived two lives. One in black and white in Ireland, and one in full colour, here in Auckland.'

The car door slams shut again. 'I asked him once, which place was home.'

'And?'

'Well, he said both. He said you can live your life in different ways, and who's to say which way is the best?'

'So, do they come back to visit, your mum and dad?'

'No. They're both dead now, they've been gone five years or so. Mum died first, then Dad just a couple of months later. Funny how that happens.'

She is silent as Alan starts his car and pulls back out into the road. Then she speaks again, quietly. 'He had an affair, my dad. He and Mum were married for fifty years, and they were happy to the end. But I know he had a thing going for years with his neighbour. She was Samoan, and there's Dad all the way from Ireland. And Mum never knew. Imagine it. Back in those days.'

Alan doesn't know what to say. He has the feeling that the woman is thinking out loud, that an answer is not required.

He drives through the suburbs towards the city centre and watches his passenger relax back into the seat. Her name is Jennifer, she tells Alan, and she has flown up from Wellington to meet an old friend who is visiting from overseas. They will have lunch and spend the afternoon together, then she will catch a plane back in the early evening in time to put two pre-schoolers to bed. She is overwhelmed now by the extravagance of it all.

'I just couldn't believe it — first I hear she's coming over from the States, and next thing a ticket arrives for me. And I'm saying to John — that's my husband — "Jeepers, flying to Auckland for lunch".'

In the rear-view mirror Alan sees pieces of Jennifer's mouth giggling, shoulders jerking in time to the laughter.

'Well, why not, eh?' he smiles at her through the mirror. 'Why not?' .
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'And so,' Shirley will continue, once the tea has been poured and teabags dealt with, 'we did go to a restaurant. Oh yes. But not the steakhouse. You wouldn't read about it, where he took me.'

She'll wait for you to ask, so you should.

'An Italian restaurant,' she'll reply, triumphant and hurt, as though it happened just last night. 'What a disaster. There we were, surrounded by Italians, and they're making one heck of a racket I can tell you. And there are noodles everywhere — no one using knives, as far as I could make out, no manners whatsoever — and there's me, looking at a menu with God knows what on it.

'I said to my Alan — I remember this, because I never usually blaspheme — I said, "What the hell is all this stuff?" — and he just looked at me, and smiled, and do you know what he said? Try something new. He said that if I didn't like it he would eat it. But just try something, please Shirley.

'I remember him saying that to me, him sitting there, all excited and squirming round like a kid. So I looked again, looked down at that menu. And I can remember this big feeling of panic coming over me, because I was looking for something — anything — that I knew. Like roast chicken, which I thought everyone ate on special occasions. Or steak and kidney. Even though I'm not that fond of kidney, I would have eaten it if I had to. Anything other than those tomato noodles, which would end up everywhere.

'But there was nothing. No normal food at all on that Italian menu. Not even a normal English description of what the food was like. And in the end I looked up at Alan and I was trying not to cry and I said: "Why have you brought me here?"

' He wasn't even looking at me. Oh no. Because the waiter had turned up and there he was kissing . . . yes, kissing . . . Alan. On his cheeks. One side. The other side. Then back to the first side. And I'm thinking: Oh my Lord. And then they started talking, just as if I didn't even see what had gone on between them.'

She might stop for a moment here, for a breath, or for some other reason that you are not sure about. You should pretend that it's for a breath, for Shirley's sake.

'The chap was handsome, I do remember that, about the same age as Alan I think. Anyway, he's got one hand on Alan's shoulder and some fancy bottle of expensive wine in the other. And they're looking at the label on it, talking about years and vintages and who knows what other rubbish. It was in Italian, all the writing, as if Alan would know what it meant.

  'My head was thumping by then, and I felt sick to the stomach. 
    So I just got up and walked out. Past those big tables with arms waving everywhere 
    and everyone shouting over the top of each other. Enough of this, I 
    was thinking. I went outside and waited by the car. I was shaking and crying, 
    and thinking to myself, Oh no, what have I got myself involved in, how 
    do I get home?

'But, you know, my Alan followed me out. I only waited a couple of minutes, and there he was. Standing next to me, his arm around me, helping me into the car. He made a choice, and that choice was me.' .
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'I'm going to lunch too.' They are passing through Royal Oak when Alan speaks. He cannot believe he has said it, that the words have been aired openly, so casually. 'With an old friend too, as it happens.'

'Oh? Whereabouts?'

'Not far from Newmarket.'

She is quiet, listening. Inviting him to trust her.

'Yeah, well, once a month I have lunch with a bloke I've known for years. From before I got married. We meet up at this place that used to be a restaurant. The deal is, I pick up the food, and he brings the wine.'

He is watching her closely now in the little mirror. Waiting to see what her mouth and eyes and shoulders are making of this.

'Anyway. I get there and he's always already set up a table, with a white cloth on it, and nice cutlery, and good glasses. Hard case, eh? And, you know, I actually think he might live in this place, or nearby, because along one wall he has this sort of little camping kitchen setup. So we cook the food I bring, if it needs cooking, and then we eat.'

Alan is overwhelmed at how strange this all sounds now. But it is too late. It has been said.

'That's an amazing thing to happen,' she says. 'So what do you talk about over lunch? All sorts of stuff I guess . . .'

'Yes, all sorts, really. But mostly food and wine.'

'Your families too, I suppose?' she asks.

'No.' Alan joins the start-stop shopping traffic of Newmarket Broadway. 'Other things.'

She wants to know more, he can see it in her startled expression, the beginnings of the smile on her face. But they have arrived outside her restaurant, and traffic is already queuing behind the taxi.

'Here you go,' he says. 'You have a great lunch, Jennifer.'

'You too.' She collects her change from him, smiles, and is gone. .
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Black and white floor tiles make the space feel much bigger than the cosy trattoria ever was. The bright red concrete walls are bare, but there are ghostly squares of darker, blood-coloured paint where the Italian landscape paintings used to hang.

Alan stands in the doorway, looking at each of the squares. He does this every time. He sees the old pictures. Venice. Rome. The crowded port of Brindisi. He blinks, and is surprised that the pictures are not there after all.

He closes the door to the street behind him, then shuts his eyes. He draws in a breath. Garlic and marsala and pizza and smoke from pungent, unfiltered cigarettes. He breathes out, then in again. The smell is always gone on the second breath.

Aberto is sitting in an old black leather armchair, reading the newspaper. The leather is cracked in many places and stretched at the seams, only just containing the stuffing. Behind the chair is a window that is nailed shut. There are no curtains and sunlight plays across the back of Aberto's striped green shirt, over his wide shoulders to the pages of newsprint.

The gas cooker is against the wall. Next to it, clean, shiny German knives lie side by side on the slab of grey marble. The slab sits on top of the little refrigerator. On the other side of the refrigerator, a stainless steel sink gleams in the bright light.

In the middle of the room, a small table is set for two people. A white tablecloth, white dinner and side plates, two bulbous wine glasses, silver cutlery and a bottle of red wine in the centre. In the middle of each side plate, a red and white checked napkin.

Alan looks at his old friend. The dark hair brushed back from his face; still curly, though streaked with silver. High forehead, widow's peak, long nose. Aberto and Sylvie are twins — their likeness becomes more pronounced as the years pass.

Aberto is snoozing, head fallen forward.

'Wake up, old man,' Alan calls out. 'I'm hungry.'

Aberto starts, looks up and sees Alan waving plastic bags and walking slowly towards the cooker. Long days in the taxi have slowed Alan down, stiffened his joints. Aberto lifts himself out of his chair, taking his time also to stretch old bones. The friends meet in the middle of the bare, warm room. They embrace, and kiss each other on both cheeks.

'Who are you calling old man, old man?' Aberto says. He holds Alan at arm's length, looks him up and down, and smiles. 'Too much roast beef since I last saw you, my friend.'

Alan takes his morning's purchases from the plastic bags, then sets two large, blackened pots of water down on the gas rings. He reaches up to a shelf, to a bag of salt, and drops a pinch into one pot, then the other. When the water starts to bubble, he turns up the heat and carefully lowers pasta into each pot. On the third gas ring, in a smaller pot, he heats the rich red sauce.

'Don't turn the fire up so high, it will burn.' Aberto's accent is still thick and rich. Like the sauce, Alan thinks. Red and rich, undiluted.

'Don't tell me how to cook, I know how to cook,' Alan says. He reduces the heat under the sauce pot.

'Roast dinners maybe. Not pasta.'

Aberto shuffles to the table, pulls back a chair, and eases his body down onto the seat. He pulls a pair of dark-framed reading glasses from the top pocket of his shirt and slips them on. Then he picks up the bottle of wine and gently tips it on its side, the better to read the label.

'Let me tell you about this wine, my friend. This is a fine bottle of wine . . .' .
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Much later, when he is driving home, Alan thinks about Aberto's surname. How he can no longer remember what it is.

He knew it in the early days, of course. Back then, they knew everything about each other. Where to find one another, day and night. Likes and dislikes, secrets, favourite places to go. But not so long ago — a year back, maybe two — he drew a blank on the name. The more he thought about it, the more elusive the word became. He waited for it to come back at an unexpected moment, as words do, but it has not happened.

Of course, asking Aberto is out of the question — an embarrassing, ridiculous introduction of formality after so many years of friendship. But it bothers Alan greatly. It gnaws at the edges of the pleasure taken from the afternoon.

As he turns up into the concrete driveway on Te Atatu Road, he visualises an event which must take place. The afternoon when he arrives at the old trattoria to find that it is locked up, Aberto absent.

Or the afternoon when Aberto waits in vain for him. .
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Tonight Shirley has cooked roast mutton, potatoes, carrots and peas. She made the gravy from the roast fat — a skill she learned from her mother. She knows instant gravy would be easier, and half the mess besides, but the flavour is never the same when it comes out of a packet.

Alan has two servings. His plate is empty. The stainless steel knife and fork — part of the set they bought at the Farmers' Millennium Madness Sale in 1999 — sit side by side in the middle of the plate. And he says to Shirley: 'That was beautiful thanks, love. Just the business.'

Shirley has long given up hoping that one meal might last two nights. There is no such thing as leftovers in the Cooper household.

Alan pushes his chair out from the dining table and tops up his glass from the bottle of ale on the kitchen bench. Then he stretches his stiff, cramped body and lumbers over to his La-Z-Boy chair in the lounge.

And, just when Shirley has finished washing and drying and putting away in the kitchen and has flopped down in her own La-Z-Boy, just when that lovely Coronation Street music is winding up to the bit where the cat crawls across the rooftops, he says: 'How about we open a can of peaches love?'

She rolls her eyes, and looks at him side on, and thinks: Get it yourself, Mr Potato Head. Then she reverses her La-Z-Boy knobs and levers, and goes back into the kitchen.

The pudding plates with a tartan pattern are for everyday use. Shirley takes two down from the cupboard and dishes up sweetened peaches from a can and Neapolitan ice cream. Alan likes the big band of chocolate, but she prefers the pastel strawberry. She has always thought you should be able to buy that particular flavour of strawberry separately, not just in Neapolitan ice cream. There is always a lot of vanilla left in the Coopers' Neapolitan ice cream containers.





VELOCITY

I used to live with a man called Jack Duffy. We were good together, me and Jack, for a while. Now I guess you'd call him a traveller. He drives around the country in a ute with an old Lilliput caravan towing behind. It's one of those little ones shaped like a white button mushroom. Reg 19BXY. That's the caravan, not the ute.

Jack's got a road map of New Zealand in the glove box, and he draws a black line along each road he takes. Some roads have two lines on them, from when he's backtracked. The silly bugger's been doing this for ages and the map's a smudgy mess — there aren't many roads, major or minor, that Jack has not driven along.

I see him from time to time, when he passes through Tirau. That's where I ended up after things fell apart between us. I rented an empty building and set myself up a little secondhand shop. If you know Tirau at all, you'll appreciate it's become quite the little tourist Mecca of the south Waikato. So yeah, I'm settled, doing okay. Anyway, Jack calls in maybe two or three times a year, and it's always good to see him. He never stays long, though, on account of being on the run from a bird. .
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We met in Tokoroa, just down the road from Tirau. Back then Tokoroa was a lively sort of a place. Lots of people came for a few months, earned big money at the mill, decided they liked it enough to stay. Monday to Thursday everyone generally got on with their business. Come Friday, the boys would come in from the bush and there'd be the usual suspects pissed and fighting down at the Trees Tavern. You didn't have to drink there, though. There was the Toke Tavern, and the Timberlands if you felt like a change. I never did. I liked the old Toke Tavern.

I'd lived in Tokoroa all my life. Dad was a bushman and Mum worked in the canteen at the mill. I've realised since I came to Tirau that outsiders actually looked down on Tokoroa, thought it was a rough sort of a place with nothing going for it. It amazes me that people saw it that way. To me it was just home, with a big mix of people who arrived all the time from God knows where — the islands, Europe some of them. Lots of Dutchies. Where they came from was no big deal; it didn't have anything to do with the fighting. No matter what they turned up as, they ended up the same. Bushmen. Cutting down trees. Moving trees. Turning trees into paper. Turning paper into money — enough money to leave for somewhere else, or so they reckoned when they first arrived.

At the time I met Jack I was a postie. It wasn't a career or anything; the whole career thing doesn't do much for me. But I was keen on netball and I needed a job that kept me fit and allowed time for training. So being a postie suited me down to the ground. I had the option of doing the round on a little motorbike the Post Office gave me, but I never used it; I either ran or rode my mountain bike. The job was all over by lunchtime, which meant I could go to the gym or netball training.

I had a dog, Lucy. A Lab something something bitser. I got her from the pound when she was a pup. Lovely dog. She'd come with me on the postie run and add twenty minutes onto the job because of all the attention she got. Anyway. She needed attention for some complaint so I took her to the vet clinic.

Jack worked there. Not as a vet, but a vet's assistant. Meaning he could tend to the little problems, like whatever it was that Lucy had, but not surgery and stuff. Well, nature took its course. Lucy came right and Jack and I went out a few times, had a laugh, ended up getting together. We rented a little two-bedroom weatherboard house and a couple of paddocks at the northern end of town: enough space for the recovering sick animals Jack would bring home from the clinic.

The thing that struck me about Jack was his amazing kindness to all living creatures. I mean, you just had to look at him to see that he was a kind man. He was tall and gangly and he had this sort of lovely pathetic aspect to him, like Hugh Grant at his most useless, if you know what I mean. Except Jack's hair was blond and frizzy, and it looked like a toilet brush when it got away on him. He wore little round silver-rimmed glasses, which sort of added to the pathetic impression, and he had these brown eyes that were huge on account of the magnifying of the glasses. They stared straight at you, like an innocent trusting animal does. So I suppose actually he didn't look like Hugh Grant at all, but overall it was a Hugh Grant sort of effect.

The funny thing was, because he was so kind and pathetic looking, everyone liked him. Even the thugs left him alone. A few times I remember we'd be at the pub and Jack would blunder on in — you know, tip someone's jug over accidentally or bump someone's cue when they were playing pool. And I'd think Shit, here we go, but whoever it was would just look at Jack and sort of sigh and say, Doesn't matter, mate, don't worry about it. Half the time they wouldn't even let him pay for another jug. Honestly. I don't know how he got away with it. But he did.

You should have seen Jack with sick animals. It was a thing to watch. He was just so gentle — cared for sick creatures like he was a mother with a baby. I saw it immediately, that first time I took Lucy in. She was whining and snarling, and I lifted her up onto the vet's table and Jack just quietly touched her, felt around her body, and talked to her in this low voice he uses when he's trying to calm something down. Old Lucy just lay there, stopped growling, almost like he'd hypnotised her. She let him prod and poke and stick a thermometer up her arse and everything, not a whimper.

It ended up to be nothing serious — I think she'd eaten something dodgy and Jack just gave her some medicine to cancel out whatever was disagreeing with her. He didn't have to call in the proper vet. She was as right as rain the next day, and as a matter of fact she lived to a ripe old age.

But it was something to see, how he handled her that first time. It was hot, actually — I mean really sexy to see the power he had in his hands when he was with sick animals. Don't take this the wrong way, but it was almost like he was a lover, a strong, powerful lover, and the animals gave themselves over to him completely, knowing that he would work magic.

I'd see it over and over again, as I spent more time with him. Didn't seem to matter what the animal was. Dogs, cats, horses, the lot. They'd calm right down. I used to think that he had some sort of connection with them, some extra sense that most humans don't have.

So, yeah. A hell of a lot of animals ended up in our front paddocks, recovering from illnesses of some kind or another. I'd be cycling or jogging home from doing the delivery and hello, there'd be another one there.

Jesus, you should have seen some of them. Goats with those funny bucket things around their heads to stop them getting at their wounds. Horses and ponies with bandaged legs. Dogs all shaven and stitched in the big open-run kennels Jack had bought. I'd be laughing away, shouting out Welcome to these animals. They'd stay there a few days, then Charlie Boyd (that's the vet) would arrive out with the truck and the horse float and pick them up and take them away.

I wondered, in those early days, why Jack had never bothered to finish vet school. Once, just after he had calmed and treated some poor animal, I asked him.

He just said it wasn't for him, the whole university thing. You wouldn't believe what it was like, he said, unless you'd been there yourself. He said he couldn't handle the pressure of exams, everyone competing. And he was quite happy as a vet's assistant, even if he couldn't do everything.

I knew one thing for sure — Charlie Boyd was rapt to get him. Charlie was forever whinging how he couldn't get a vet to come and work in Tokoroa. He reckoned the vet school graduates got too much of a taste for the city life while they were at university, then they'd go soft and want to stay in town. Treating small animals, Charlie used to say: rats and hamsters and gerbils and other fucking rodents. When Jack applied for the job, Charlie was grateful. More than happy to do the big stuff on his own, let Jack do what he could manage. Charlie told me this himself. .
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Velocity turned up on Jack's birthday.

It was about five in the evening; there was a northerly breeze blowing the stink from the mill away from the town. It was cold, but a big red sun was going down over the back of the pine forest. That's a sight worth staying outside for, no matter how cold it is.

Jack was sitting on our back steps, picking mud off his boots with a stick. I'd brought us out birthday beers and settled down on the steps with him.

Roly Smythe came up the driveway in his new red Rodeo truck. Roly is Jack's mate. He's farmed all his life next door. We've never got on, me and Roly. He's one of those guys who hates women because they steal a man's friends. Consequently, Roly is a bachelor and a lonely soul.

He slowed to a stop and the driver's window went down. 'Happy birthday, mate. Gotcha something,' he said to Jack.

'New truck. Thanks, Roly.' Jack raised his bottle. 'Come and have a beer.'

'Na, mate. Something else.' Roly jumped out of the truck and walked around to the back. He lifted a cane hamper, just a bit smaller than a washing basket, off the deck and carried it over to where we were sitting. He put it on the ground at Jack's feet.

'What's this?' said Jack.

'Open it, see for yourself.'

Jack lifted the latch and opened the lid. Sitting inside was a grey bird, slightly smaller than a seagull. It had iridescent green feathers around its neck — the colour you see inside paua shells sometimes. The wings had a frill of black feathers near the edges.

'What's the problem — is it injured?' Jack leaned forward and gently lifted the bird out of the box. He lifted one wing, then the other, checking them over for damage.

'Nup. It's a pigeon,' said Roly, grinning away. 'A racing pigeon. Thought you might enter it in the competitions, have a bit of fun with it.'

'Christ almighty. Where'd you get it?' The bird sat calmly in Jack's hands, black eye watching him.

'At the saleyards today. Old fella had it, said it was a great racing bird. Said his wife had got sick of the whole scene and he had to give the game up. He was giving her away, so I grabbed her for you.'

Roly smiled at me. Wanker.

'Cheers, mate. What the hell do you do with them?' Jack passed the bird to me. It crapped into my lap.

'Buggered if I know.' Roly went into the house, then came out with a beer in his hand. 'It's a girl, and her name's Velocity, the old guy said. He named her after the fastest pigeon to deliver mail between Auckland and Great Barrier Island, back whenever.'

'Shit, is that right?' Jack was impressed. He always liked to hear about animals' achievements.

'Yep. First ever pigeon airmail service in the world, apparently.'

'Jeez. Amazing, eh?' Jack stroked the pigeon's head again.

'Yeah, sure is.' Roly took a swig from the bottle, then clunked it against Jack's. 'Happy birthday,' he said.

Next morning Jack went off to the library for books on racing pigeons. He came back with a few, and a mountain of building materials on the back of his ute.

'The thing is, Sandy, these racing pigeons live in lofts.' He dropped the pile of books on the kitchen table and flicked open the top one. 'See, look at this. This is what I need to build.'

On one page there was a photo of a little house on stilts. It had chicken wire across the front, and inside were various pieces of miniature furniture — they looked like tiny chests of drawers — which turned out to be feeding and water equipment. On the opposite page were drawings showing how to construct this loft.

Jack settled into the task, which ended up taking most of the weekend. I went out and gave him a hand, passing nails and reading out measurements. I was sort of hoping we would get it all done on the Saturday, but it was obvious by about five o'clock that it would be a two-day job.

We ended up finishing late Sunday afternoon. We put water in the little container, and Jack mixed some concoction of feed for the bird. Peas, maize, oats, rice, barley; apparently you had to have the ratio just right to keep the bird healthy.

As he tipped this mixture into the feed container I lifted Velocity out of her hamper. 'There you go, girl,' I said. 'Welcome to your loft accommodation.' She tilted that head of hers to one side and, like lightning, nipped me on the wrist.

She drew blood. It oozed out of the wound, which was shaped like the point of her beak. It was surprisingly deep. I dropped her; Jack quickly scooped her up and put her in the loft. 'Jesus, Sandy, be careful.'

'She bloody bit me.'

'Well, you were probably squeezing her or something.'

'I wasn't. I was holding her just like you do. I've probably got some disease now. What do they get, these birds? Rabies?'

'Don't be stupid,' he said. He stayed outside, watching the bird strut around its new home, while I went inside and found a sticking plaster. I waited a bit, thinking Jack would probably come in and check I was okay. But he didn't.

Velocity and I quickly reached an understanding. I fed her; she attacked me. I didn't like her. It's hard to like something that wants to kill you.

The weird thing was, after that first time she behaved herself with me when Jack was around. He would give her to me, and she would sit quietly in my cupped hands, little black beady eye in its yellow ring sussing me out.

'See,' Jack would say, 'she's fine with you. My two girls.' His face would glow with a love that appeared to be divided equally between me and Velocity.

The night before Velocity's first race, Jack and I took her to the pigeon club and put her on the pigeon truck going south. The guy driving this truck was called the Liberator. Imagine that. Like some kind of superhero.

Anyway. Off the Liberator went, da da da into the night with a truck full of pigeons. To Christchurch, where he would set them all free to fly home. Jack was beside himself, seeing her off. I was quite excited about it all too. Christchurch, I thought. Across Cook Strait and its howling storms. All that way.

Jack had calculated how long it would take her to fly back — ten hours, he reckoned, seeing as she would be flying into a head wind. The birds were due to be released at dawn. That meant we had most of the next day to ourselves.

'I've arranged something special for us,' I told Jack on the way home. 'Tomorrow morning. We're going through to Hamilton. We'll have a look at some new furniture, then have lunch somewhere nice.'

'You're joking.' The disbelief in Jack's voice twisted it, gave it an ugly, high-pitched tone I had never heard before. When he turned towards me he was frowning and laughing at the same time.

'No, what's wrong with that?'

'We can't go anywhere. We have to wait for Velocity.'

'Yeah, but she's not due back until four in the afternoon. We'll be back well before then.'

'Yeah, but she'll probably get back early. She's a bloody champion flyer, you know, Sandy.' His whine sounded stressed now, like a truck being driven too fast in low gear.

'What — so we have to sit around all day and wait for her?'

'Yep.'

'Well, I'm not spending all day waiting for that fucking bird.'

'Suit yourself. Though I thought you might care how she got on, in her first race.'

The rest of the drive home was one of those quiet, uncomfortable, stuffy ones, where you can't get enough air circulating, even with all the windows down. .
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I won't bore you with the details of the pigeon racing season. I'll just say that Velocity lived up to her champion reputation, and Jack spent a hell of a lot of time feeding, training and exercising her.

We argued a lot that winter — usually about the need for us to hang around home every weekend, waiting for the bird to arrive back from other places. When we weren't arguing about that, we found other things to disagree on. Anything, really. Jack laughed at me a lot, accused me of being jealous of a bird. A bird! and he'd crack up laughing in that new whiney voice of his.

Well, yeah, maybe I was a bit jealous. But it seemed to me that the magic Jack had — that power, the strength — was disappearing day by day, leaking out the ends of his lovely fingers every time he handled Velocity. She'd sit in his hands, looking at him and me at the same time, and she soaked up every little bit of that magic for herself. The bits left over for me were the dregs. .
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It was early afternoon, a beauty of a spring day, still and warm. I was biking up the driveway on my way home from the delivery run when I heard tyres spitting stones, a vehicle coming up behind me. I turned around and it was Charlie. He followed me up to the house, driving slowly all the way.

He got out of his truck and I asked him which animal he'd come to pick up, seeing as he didn't have the horse float.

'The crossbreed bitch in the kennels,' he said.

'You mean Jessie.'

Charlie laughed. 'Is that her name?'

I asked him if I could have a ride back into town with him. I had a doctor's appointment and I'd planned to meet Jack later at the pub.

'Sure,' he said.

So there we were. Me and Charlie in the front of the truck, Jessie in the back.

'Where are you dropping her off?' I asked.

Charlie looked at me. He's got big hairy eyebrows, Charlie, and dark stubble all the time, even first thing in the morning.

'What do you mean, dropping her off?'

'Who owns her?'

'No one. She's a stray, a mongrel.'

'So we're off to the pound.'

Charlie was looking at me hard.

'The pound.' He laughed. 'Shit no. They don't want her back. She came from the bloody pound. Came into the clinic with an abscess on her leg. No, what happened was, the pound thought they'd found a new home for her, so I treated her. Assumed the new owners would pay. But the new home's fallen through. I'm putting her down, Sandy.'

We pulled out onto the main road, both of us staring straight ahead. I didn't ask about the other animals. All the sick, sad beasts that had been in our front paddocks. And the times Charlie had turned up with his horse float and taken one away. We drove to town in silence.

Just before we got to the clinic Charlie asked me where I wanted to be dropped off.

'Is Jack there?' I asked.

'No, he's out all afternoon.'

'When are you doing it?'

'Right now. While he's out.'

We sat there for a minute, me and Charlie. Not saying anything. Not looking at each other either. We just sat and I understood some things about Charlie and Jack, about how it worked for them. One putting sick animals out of their misery, the other prolonging it. How this had never come between them.

'Can I watch?' I asked Charlie.

Charlie kept looking out the front of the truck, at some invisible spot on the windscreen. 'Sure,' he said. .
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I stood under the harsh light over the vet's table, patting the dog. The place was clean and white like a hospital. Charlie had gone out the back and I could hear doors opening and shutting as he moved through the building. I heard cats meowing, other dogs barking, but the dog on the table didn't stir. After a moment Charlie returned.

I patted her head — long, even strokes: her eyes closed each time. They would open again when the stroke stopped. She was a perfectly healthy dog.

Charlie disappeared again, returned with a syringe and a long needle. He stroked the dog gently on its side, then inserted the needle and slowly pumped the liquid into the skin under her back leg.

I watched Charlie's face, looking for some kind of emotion. Sadness, or even pleasure — cruelty — as he killed the dog. There was nothing there. He was just doing his job.

'Bye, Jessie,' he said. The dog gave one long final sigh and then she was gone.

'That's it, Sandy That's what happens.' Charlie put the syringe back on the counter behind him. The dead dog farted, expelling the last of its air: last laugh to her.

'It doesn't matter, you know,' Charlie said. 'Doesn't matter that he can't bring himself to do it.'

I didn't know what to say to that. .
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I asked Jack whether he wanted to move out, or whether I should go. Jack said he wasn't leaving — how could he, with Velocity at the peak of her racing season and all those other animals in the paddocks to care for?

Fair enough, Jack, I replied. Fair enough. It didn't take me long to pack. .
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Jack and Velocity did very well. I kept track of them through the newspaper. Ribbons, cups, cash prizes. Then Jack turned up in Tirau one day and told me, over a cup of tea, that there was a problem between him and Velocity.

'Oh?' I said.

I confess, I'd already heard. Charlie calls in from time to time too, and he'd told me. But I wanted to hear Jack tell the story.

Jack had had enough of pigeon racing, he said. But the problem was, Velocity had not had enough. Of racing, or of Jack.

He'd tried to sell the bird, then give her away. But she'd attack anyone else who came near her.

'Really?' I said. Then, just because I couldn't help myself, 'Maybe Roly might take her back.'

'Huh,' said Jack.

So there he was, in a bit of a fix about things.

Now, you'd have to agree, there was an obvious way of dealing with this problem, having exhausted other options.

But instead, Jack entered Velocity in a race that started in Invercargill. There was no race scheduled for Stewart Island, otherwise he would have sent her off there, he said. So he entered her in this race, and then he went out and bought that ugly Lilliput caravan.

Two days before the race, he took Velocity to meet the pigeon truck. She was safely tucked in her travel hamper, sufficient food and water for the long journey south. Once he'd handed her over, he raced home, hitched the caravan to the ute and took off.

I know, I know — crazy, stupid plan.

Turns out he could run but he couldn't hide. Velocity had spent enough time eyeing up that caravan through the chicken wire of her loft to bond with it, or whatever it is those racing pigeons do. When she arrived home from Invercargill and found no one there, she simply followed State Highway One north until she spotted the caravan.

'Did you know that racing pigeons actually follow, from the air, roads that they have already travelled on by car or truck?' Jack asked me. 'That they will take left and right turns directly above the roads?'

'No,' I said, 'I didn't know that.'

So, that first day of playing fugitive, Jack woke up in a camping ground on the outskirts of Cambridge to find Velocity sitting on the bonnet of his ute.

He tried again. And again. He'd drop that bird off in Whangarei, run for Auckland. She'd track him down.

To this day, she tracks him down.

I've told Jack to bring Velocity with him sometime, when he's coming through Tirau. Told him I wouldn't mind seeing the little bird again, holding her tightly in my hands. He just does the Hugh Grant thing on me when I suggest it.

Never mind. It's always nice to see him, when he passes through.





THE DEATH OF MRS HARRISON

Mrs Harrison is dying. She has cancer in her brain, stomach and throat. Possibly other places.

Her body is shutting down, her organs are failing. First dehydration set in, then her kidneys stopped functioning. After that, her liver. Her heart will be last to go.

Her death has been under way for five days, although the cancer is much older than that.

She is asleep in her hospital bed, her head propped up on bloated white pillows. A sheet covers her, up to her armpits. She wears a pale pink nightie, broderie anglaise trimming pure cotton. The straps of the nightie are thin strips of plaited satin.

Mrs Harrison is a widow and seventy-nine years old. The lines on her face look like furrows in a field. Her false teeth have been removed to reduce the discomfort of gum abscesses. This has given her supermodel cheekbones, but her lips have fallen into her mouth.

Her sun spotted arms lie uncovered on the bed, and her hands, stripped of their rings, rest on the sheet. A small clear plastic gadget is attached to her nostrils, and a tube runs from the gadget to a plug in the wall behind the bed. Above the plug, on an adhesive label, is the word OXYGEN.

The hospital room is small but sunny. There is enough space around Mrs Harrison's bed for three armchairs and a long bench stool. One of the armchairs is a recliner, used as a bed by whoever stays the night. French doors open out onto a long veranda running the length of the wing. Beyond the veranda, the grounds resemble a park. .
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Mrs Harrison's overweight, middle-aged son Ewan is asleep in the chair; awkwardly foetal, a blanket fallen to one side. The chair's footrest is broken and it slips downwards when extended. He and his sister June take turns to stay with their mother overnight. One or both of them have been here at all times during the last five days and nights.

The room is cluttered — there are supermarket plastic bags of biscuits, fruit, bottles of lemonade and juice. Mrs Harrison's friends, who are also elderly, bring books and food and drink when they visit. They think she can still sit up in bed and read. Eat and drink. They get frightened when they see the state of her. They quietly shove the bags of food into corners and under chairs, wherever there is a space. They stay for the shortest time possible without appearing rude. Generally they visit only once.

There are plastic dishes with leftover Thai takeaways in them, grubby plastic spoons and forks sitting on the dishes. The air smells of garlic, lemongrass, orange peel, disinfectant and Ewan's body odour. Mrs Harrison emits no discernible smell.

Mrs Harrison's breathing is of her own effort. The oxygen is an aid, not a necessity. The white sheet across her chest rises and falls in a steady rhythm. She has been given the maximum amount of morphine possible to ease the pain without killing her.

Some time during the night an uninformed nurse has arranged Mrs Harrison's grey hair into an awkward do. If that nurse had been on duty when Mrs Harrison was admitted, she would have seen how her hair should be brushed. Parted on the other side, then flicked back off her face. .
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Ewan wakes and sits up. The recliner chair creaks as he manoeuvres on to his side. He props himself up on one elbow and looks at his mother, frowns at her hair. Her chest rises and falls, rises and falls beneath the white sheet.

She sleeps on.

He slides forward off the chair, catching his shin on the broken footrest. 'Shit,' he mutters. His heel pushes the footrest in as he stands, stretches, and stumbles towards the door. He needs the toilet and he has a headache from the stale air.

Before he leaves the room, he checks the white sheet again. Waits to see it rise and fall before he steps out into the blue-white light of the hospital corridor.

He is surprised to see that it is just after nine in the morning, that he has slept so long. He would like a coffee. But he is afraid to stay away too long.

Ewan returns and his mother snores just once: a grunty, horsy snort. He holds his breath. Then he checks the white sheet.

Up, down.

Ewan reaches for his mother's hairbrush from the bedside table. It is still dark in the room, but he gently brushes her hair back off her face, then across to where it wants to go. Dragged through a hedge backwards, that's how his mother would describe the look of it brushed the other way.

A nurse bustles in, pulls back the curtains and opens the French doors.

'And how are we this fine morning!' she singsongs. 'Any change?'

Ewan is caught mid-stroke, the hairbrush waving in the air like a conductor's baton. He blushes, startled by her jolly irreverence.

'No,' he whispers. 'Just the same. She's still sleeping.'

'Right you are then,' the cheerful nurse says. 'I'll come back soon and give her a wash.'

'Thanks,' he says.

He knows there is little point to quiet tones and darkened rooms. They are waiting for someone to die, not to get better.

But still.

The nurse returns with a large stainless steel bowl and an armload of towels.

'Right then, let's bath you, Mrs Harrison,' she says. 'Why don't you pop out and get some fresh air, Mr Harrison?'

'You'll call me back when you're done?' he asks.

'Of course.' .
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June is tall — about six foot — and a strong woman; she has an air of capability about her. She wears dark-rimmed glasses that make her look like Nana Mouskouri. She has brought her three children, Luke, Hannah and Josh. They are visiting their grandmother in hospital for the first and last time.

The children grab and hold on to their mother. They stare at the woman on the bed. At a person they have been told is their grandmother, but who looks like someone that's had the insides of her face sucked out. June pulls one of the armchairs out of the way, then picks up the long bench seat and lifts it to the bedside. She sits on the end nearest her mother and the children slide in next to her.

Luke and Hannah watch their grandmother sleeping. They begin to understand that this is what dying looks like, and they start to cry. The tears roll down their cheeks but they stay quiet, as they have been told to.

Josh, who is three, stares too. His little face creases in concern, then he leaps off the end of the seat and runs to the other side of the bed.

'Wake up Gran,' he shouts. 'It's us. We're here.' He prods at the tissue-paper skin of his grandmother's arm.

Ewan grabs the little boy as he tries to clamber on to the bed, and wrestles him into an armchair.

'Shush now Josh, your Gran's asleep.'

'Is she tired?' Josh stares on.

'Yes. Very tired.'

They watch the white sheet rise and fall some more. .
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'Any change?' June asks Ewan.

'No, she had a good night. Slept through.'

'Has she woken at all?'

'No.'

'That's good then. She's getting plenty of rest.' .
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After a time.

'Has a doctor been in?'

'No. Just the nurses. She's had a wash.' .
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'I'm hungry,' says Josh. .
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'Did you get much sleep?' June asks Ewan.

'Not bad. Cold though. Colder than the other nights.'

'I'll bring more blankets for tonight.' .
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Hannah has stopped crying. She leans into her mother's side. She refuses to look at her grandmother. She whispers into her mother's shoulder that she doesn't want to stay.

'I don't want to see her die,' she says. Her chin wobbles and the tears come again. 'Do I have to watch her die?'

'No,' says June, holding her close. She looks at Luke, who is crying again too, and wonders whether it was a good idea to let the children see their grandmother like this. It will be their last memory of her.

'Here,' she says, reaching into her handbag. 'Take the keys and get the soccer ball out of the boot. Go and have a kick around on the park.'

Hannah, who hates soccer, is first out the door. .
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The books the pensioners have brought for Mrs Harrison are stacked on her bedside table. Most of them are historical romances, library books out on loan for two weeks.

The book on the top of the pile is a small, thin paperback. There is a dark green leather bookmark protruding from inside the front cover. The edges of the bookmark are embossed with gold. Ewan recognises the bookmark as one he brought back from a holiday in Rotorua. He pulls it out and picks up the book.

'She must have been reading this one before she came in,' he says. The book has a black cover, with a drawing of an old bearded man writing on white paper with an old-fashioned fountain pen. The title is The Death of Ivan Ilyich and the author is Leo Tolstoy. Across the top of the cover is a thin red strip, with the words Bantam Classic. He holds the book up to June.

'It's not one of her usual writers,' says June. 'Looks a bit depressing.'

'Don't ask me,' says Ewan. 'You know me and books.'

He turns the book over, reads out loud from the back cover. 'The world's supreme masterpiece on the subject of death and dying . . . a thoroughly absorbing and, at times, terrifying glimpse into the abyss of death.'

Ewan puts the book back down on the pile and runs his fingers along the gold edges of the bookmark.

'The bookmark was in the front. Maybe she hadn't started it, do you reckon?'

'Probably not,' says June. 'If the bookmark was in the front. Definitely not, I'd say.' .

[image: Etiquette_for_a_Dinner_Party_03.jpg]

Colleen arrives with a brown cardboard box. It is huge — twice the width of her, and she is a big woman. She sets the box down across the armrests of the recliner chair and hugs Ewan and June.

Colleen is Mrs Harrison's neighbour and closest friend. They have known each other for thirty years, though Colleen is fifteen years younger than Mrs Harrison. It is her third visit in the five days, and each time she brings food.

'How is she?' she asks, looking at Mrs Harrison.

'She's good, resting well.'

June holds Colleen tight, feels her big wobbly body twitching. Colleen's tears come quickly. Again. It is like this every visit.

'Has she woken up?' Colleen is embarrassed, and tries to compose herself. She breathes deeply and wipes at her eyes with a tissue.

'No, but she's peaceful. No pain.'

Inside the box there is a huge bacon and egg pie, three dozen little savouries and two packets of chocolate biscuits.

'I figured you wouldn't have eaten today, so I did a big one,' says Colleen, cutting into the pie with a knife that was taped to the lid of the box. 'It's a dozen-egger.'

'You beauty,' says Ewan.

He is starving. He lifts a slice of the pie out and starts eating. Pastry falls away, on to his crumpled shirt and over the floor.

June has had breakfast, but the smell of pastry and pie is too much to resist. She eats one savoury, then another.

The soccer ball comes through the open French doors, bounces once on the floor, then lands in the middle of the bed. On top of Mrs Harrison. June and Ewan leap to their feet, but Luke gets there first.

'Sorry Gran,' he shouts. He plucks the ball from the white sheet and races out the door.

Mrs Harrison sleeps on, mouth open, lipless. .
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Colleen sits next to Mrs Harrison. She takes in her face, then looks at the white sheet rising and falling. She gently takes the old woman's hand in her own.

'You know, I miss her already. She was wonderful, your mum.'

'I know. She's a real lady. From another time really.' June's voice chokes. She won't speak of her mother in the past tense.

'You're exactly right, that's what she is. She's a lady. Gentle, kind, not one to push her point of view on anything. An ordinary person. Funny, when you think about it.'

'Funny?' June smiles at Colleen.

'No, I don't mean your mum is funny. I mean, it's funny that there are still ordinary people around. You know, the sort that are just there. They just quietly get on with their lives, without making a drama about things.'

June knows what she means. She has been to funerals where there have been a lot of 'remember when' stories. She can't think of one story like that to tell about her mother. Maybe those sorts of memories come later. After.

Colleen can't control her emotions. She puts her head on the side of the bed and cries again.

'Sorry,' she says. She gets up and walks out into the corridor, leans against the wall under the sign that says: In Case of Fire, Please Exit in an Orderly Fashion.

Ewan sighs and rolls his eyes at June. Then he follows Colleen out, holds her while she sobs.

'It's alright, Colleen,' he says, dry-eyed. 'It's alright.' .
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There are ripe, heavy buds on the trees and the air is thick with pollen. Ewan goes out to the veranda and sits on the wooden railing, sneezing and coughing and rubbing his red eyes. The hay fever sneaked up on him this year. His medication is at home.

He blinks in the strong sunlight and watches his niece and nephews kick the soccer ball around the field. He feels exhausted, and tries to count the number of days and nights since he slept well. He cannot remember. He moves further away from the doorway and lights a cigarette.

A door opens behind him, and Reg Bryant comes out of the room next to Mrs Harrison's. Reg and Ewan have known each other all their lives. Reg is blinking in the sunlight too, scratching his head and stretching.

'Ewan. I never realised it was you next door.' Reg reaches out, shakes Ewan's hand. 'It's your mum, eh?'

'Yes. Yours too?'

'Yeah. Not long to go now.'

Ewan offers Reg a cigarette and they smoke in silence, watching the kids play.

'You busy with work?' Reg asks.

'Pretty full on. Not much I can do right now though,' says Ewan.

Reg finishes his cigarette, stubs it out under his foot on the decking.

'I've got to go into town soon. You guys need anything in there?'

'Nothing I can think of right now,' says Ewan. 'But there's bound to be something.'

'I'll give you a yell before I go, see if you need anything, eh?'

'Cheers.'

Ewan returns to his mother, to the remaining empty armchair in the room. The children follow him inside and sit silently on the bench stool. They say nothing. Everyone watches the white sheet rising, falling. .
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At three o'clock, Mrs Harrison's arms fly up into the air, as though she is reaching for something on a high shelf. Hands outstretched, lunging. Her eyes open, for just a moment, and she stares straight ahead.

'Wiener schnitzel,' she says. Then she resumes her sleep. Eyes closed, mouth open, head tilted to one side.

It is some time before they dare to take their eyes off her. They look at each other.

'Jesus Christ,' says Ewan, softly. 'What was that about?'

'Jesus Christ,' repeats Josh. 'Gran woke up, Mum. She's hungry. Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ.' He does a little dance at the end of the bed, rocking sideways foot to foot. 'Wiener schnitzel, wiener schnitzel . . . I'm hungry. Gran and me are hungry.'

'Should we call a doctor?' says June. She is leaning forward in her armchair, half in and half out, as though in the starting blocks for a running race.

They look at Mrs Harrison again.

'What for, ask him to cook her schnitzel?' says Ewan. He shakes his head, his eyes fill with tears. He looks down at his shoes, his jiggling knees. When he looks up again, he is smiling.

He starts chuckling, quietly at first, then Colleen joins in and they are laughing. June joins in, little giggles, and soon everyone except Mrs Harrison is gasping for air, giggling, then collapsing into mad laughter again. The children too.

'Gran smiled,' says Hannah, excitedly. 'Look, she's smiling.'

Mrs Harrison's mouth has changed shape, the corners twitch. She sleeps on.

'Someone once told me that the hearing is the last thing to go,' says Colleen.

They settle down again, thinking carefully now about their words. They watch the white sheet.

An hour passes, then another. The adults doze and wake, talk quietly. They take turns at watching the sheet. The children come and go between the room and the field. .
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Mrs Harrison begins to tear at her clothes, at the sheet. Her eyes are still shut, but she picks at the right shoulder strap of her nightie, as though it has fluff or something objectionable on it. She pulls the strap down, exposing her bare, thin shoulder.

June reaches over and pulls it back up. With her other hand, Mrs Harrison pulls the white sheet to one side. Her nightie has ridden up and her legs are exposed to her thighs. They too are thin, the skin a blue-grey colour.

She is restless, muttering words that make no sense. Names no one knows, places she has never been to. But her eyes stay closed.

June sends the children outside, then talks quietly to her mother.

'It's okay Mum, it's June. I'm here. I'm with you.'

Mrs Harrison pulls and grabs, agitated, eyes closed. As soon as June rearranges the bedclothes, they come off again.

Colleen goes out into the corridor and comes back with a nurse. It's the loud one.

'Oh Mrs Harrison, what are you doing?' the nurse says, quietly this time. 'I think we'll give her something to calm her down.'

She disappears.

June tucks the sheets in around her mother, and Ewan moves into the seat on the other side to help.

'It's okay Mum,' he says, softly. 'We're right here. It's okay to go.'

Mrs Harrison is fighting hard now; she has pulled the shoulder strap of her nightie down, right down to her elbow.

Her breast, a flat and wizened fold of skin, is on display.

She tears, frantic, as though she is a child opening a wrapped gift. Her eyes are closed, her breathing shallow and the strange words keep coming.

Ewan senses a presence at the French doors. When he looks up, Reg is stepping into the room. Ewan gently pulls the strap of the nightie up again, covering his mother's breast.

Reg stops, his eyes turn away, his face scarlet.

'Sorry, mate. Sorry,' says Reg. 'I was just . . . town . . . sorry.'

'It doesn't matter Reg.' Ewan repositions himself in the chair, protecting his clawing, agitated mother from Reg's line of sight.

'It doesn't matter,' Ewan says again, as Reg disappears and the last of the day's sunlight comes back into the room.
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Colleen has taken the empty food cartons and all the other rubbish from the room. The children have gone home with her.

June finds a cloth and disinfectant and wipes down every surface in the room.

It is clean and warm and quiet.

June and Ewan sit at Mrs Harrison's bedside, listening to her death rattle, watching the white sheet. Rise and fall. Rise and fall.

It moves up and down quickly now, and there are moments when it doesn't move at all. June holds one of her mother's hands, and Ewan the other. They watch the white sheet rise and fall. It falls and does not rise again. Mrs Harrison has died.





LOOK, MA, NO HANDS!

It was just after midnight when Jim arrived at his mother's. It had been a fast trip from Wellington, six and a half hours. He'd chucked the Wiggles CDs on to the floor of the car and found his own at the bottom of the glove box. Nick Cave, The Cure — he'd forgotten they were there. He grabbed blindly at the silver discs as he drove, shoving them into the player one after the other. The songs had taken him back to parties, old friends, girls.

Julie had wanted to come too, bring the babies. Your mum loves seeing them, she said. She loves making a fuss. But he wanted to go alone. Julie gave him a look. He hung in there, gave her a look back. I want to spend some time with Mum, he said. I want to make a fuss of her for a change.

He was not worried about his mother. His mother was fine; he rang her once a week to check that this was so. It was the business that was niggling away at him. He'd been thinking about franchising. Others were doing it — every day he read the headlines. Each time, he felt a prickle of resentment, as though he'd just missed out on a prize. So he'd taken the first steps, had a brochure made up. It was on the seat beside him.

He'd had the brochure for a while. More than a while, a few months. He'd spent hours flicking through it, imagining the hard work already done. Branches of McKnight Finance everywhere. Australia. Asia. Television ads, magazine features on the self-made man. As he'd driven through the little towns on State Highway One, he'd pictured how his offices might look from the street.

He sat in his car in his mother's driveway for a moment, window down, wide awake in the dark and the quiet. There was a big orange moon; he felt a sand-dune heat from somewhere in the past. He wondered why the moon looked so close in Tauranga, so far away in Wellington. There'd be some theory, boyhood dreams versus the responsibilities of adulthood. Shit that he didn't subscribe to. Besides, it was real, the difference. It was there, right in front of him.

He would make the franchising decision this weekend.

Jim let himself into the house. His mother usually waited up, made a cup of tea no matter how late it was. But he could hear snores coming from her bedroom. He threw the brochure on the kitchen table for her to ooh and ah over in the morning, and felt his way to his old bedroom. .
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'Hello Jim love, what time did you get in?'

Rose put a cup of tea by his bed and pulled open the pale blue curtains. At least he thought it was her. It was her voice. But her hair was cut in a sexy-mature-woman sort of a style and she'd lost weight.

'Just after midnight. You were out cold — snoring the place down,' he said, squinting at her silhouette against the window.

'I was exhausted. Spent all yesterday visiting vineyards, and I think I overdid the tasting.'

Then again, not so sure. Steam curled up from the cup and she leaned over him, kissing his forehead. He smelled perfume just before she moved away.

She picked up his socks from the floor. 'And that wasn't me snoring. It was Roger. I'll throw these in the wash.'

It was clearly not his mother. Roger. Roger. What was a Roger? A Roger was usually a man. Jim's stomach tied itself into a knot. He tried hard to move, but every muscle refused.
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Over breakfast, Jim took a good look at her. It had been how long since he'd last seen her? Three months . . . maybe a little longer? Her hair had been coloured a nice sandy blonde and yes, it was definitely a Helen Mirren-in-Prime-Suspect sort of a cut. And she was wearing make-up — at least lipstick, the only makeup he ever noticed. The rest might have been natural.

However she had achieved it, the effect was amazing. She was fifty-three but everything about her shouted forty-five. A very attractive forty-five.

He found some initial comfort in the familiar collection of spreads in the middle of the table — Marmite, peanut butter and strawberry jam. But then he saw the margarine was on a butter dish. He never knew his mother had a butter dish; margarine didn't look right on it. And there was the third breakfast plate, covered in crumbs.

'Wine tasting — since when did you start drinking wine?' He had practised this sentence as he'd lifted his heavy body out of bed and pulled on jeans and a shirt. Practised it in his head, making it sound casual, mature. They came out okay, the actual words. Considering.

'Since I met Roger. Roger Greerson. You know — the vineyard Greersons, out at Te Puna? I've got some news, Jim.'

His mother's smile went all the way to her ears. Which he now noticed had diamond earrings in them.

'Roger and I are an item, I suppose you'd say.'

He picked up the jam jar, stabbed at its contents with his knife, and spread the thick blend of dark red fruit across his toast. It looked like road kill.

'Mum. That's great. How long have you . . . you know, been . . .' Been what? Don't take your mind there . . .

'Oh, not long, probably about six months now.'

The beige slipper on Rose's right foot jiggled up and down like an oversexed rodent.

'I was going to tell you over the phone a couple of times, but we always get sidetracked talking about the kids. He was here last night, but he shot off to the vineyard early this morning; he's got stuff to do.'

Like avoiding being smacked over in bed, Jim thought.

'Though he said he'd call in later, say hello. He's keen to see you again.'

'Excellent,' said Jim. He finished jamming his toast. Blood and gore. One big accident.

His mother poured more tea. Endless cups of tea were a part of his coming-home ritual and he believed, sincerely, that no one made a cup of tea like his mother. The first cup of tea he ever had was with her and his father, when he was twelve and on holiday in Auckland.

This cup of tea tasted weak. As though not enough time had been put into it. He was sulking now, in a pathetic sort of a way. Although he recognised this, he didn't rise above it. He just didn't feel like it.

Jim remembered the brochure. He looked around and saw it poking out from a pile of women's magazines on a chair in the corner of the room. He put it back on the table while Rose prattled on.

'Yes. Now. Roger. Well, Mary, his wife, she passed away about six years ago . . . Do you remember her Jim?'

'Um yes, vaguely . . .'

'Well, Roger joined the Bridge Club, that's where we met. Properly, you know . . . I mean really got to know each other . . .'

She went on about Roger, the vineyard, sauvignon blanc and how much Roger looked like Vince Martin, the guy off the tyre ads. And had Jim ever noticed that, Rose wanted to know.

'Who?' Jim asked.

'That Vince Martin. The one that's been on the Beaurepaires ad for such a long time. Or is it Tony's Tyre Service. No, it's definitely Beaurepaires. That's the other tyre ad, isn't it. The one where he says, Hi, I'm Vince Martin and this is a bald tyre.'

'God . . . I mean . . . I, I don't really know Mum. I wouldn't have seen Roger Greerson for ten years, probably.'

'Well you know who I mean, don't you. Roger does a fantastic impersonation of him. It's his party trick. That Vince Martin guy. Beaurepaires. He's never changed his looks, never really aged.'

Vince Martin, or Roger Greerson? Who had bought his mother new diamond earrings, evidently. To replace the ones she'd always worn, the ones he'd bought her back from overseas.

Jim needed to get out. Away from the little kitchen table, from the third breakfast plate covered in Roger Greerson's crumbs. This was how the three bears had felt after Goldilocks' home invasion.

'Mum. Let's go out. Into town. Let's go shopping.'

'Oh . . . that would be lovely Jim, but no . . . Roger's taking me out for lunch. You're coming too, of course.' Rose fiddled with her left earring. .
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It wasn't that Jim didn't want to see Roger, or have lunch with them. He just needed to go for a run. He went most weekends, on Saturday morning. So this had nothing to do with Roger, or Roger and his mother, or Vince Martin.

He ran hard for half an hour, around the boundary of his old primary school with its sturdy brick buildings and spawn of prefabs. The gates were locked, the property off-limits outside school hours. Where did boys go now to smoke their first cigarettes, steal their first kisses?

The wooden bungalows gave way to a new subdivision of brick houses. It was impossible to tell one from another. Sprinklers flicked at brown lawns and dogs slept in shrinking pockets of shade. The repetitive pattern carried Jim along and he lost track of time and place. He was surprised to find he had reached the edge of town, the road leading up to the old cemetery.

The hill and the heat sucked the last of his energy but he kept up the pace. A pulse inside his brain accompanied the thump of his feet on melting tarseal. He came around the final corner and saw row after row of white headstones catching the sun. Before he remembered not to think about it, he thought about it. .
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He and Julie were five days into their honeymoon. They were in Greece, on the island of Paros. Their beach had long lines of white deckchairs. They were getting the hang of beating the Germans to the chairs each morning — putting their towels on the best ones, reserving them for the day.

Jim got a message to phone his mother.

'Don't come home,' Rose said, when he rang, sweaty and sandy, from the foyer of the hotel. He remembered cold tiles under his feet, and how his whole body chilled.

'You won't make it back in time to say goodbye to him,' she said. She was sobbing. 'Don't ruin your big trip, Jim.'

But how could he not come home? They sat on planes for twenty-six hours. His mother was right: they were four hours too late. Instead, he organised a funeral. Managed his mother and sisters through the heartbreak.

He and Julie had promised themselves they would go back and finish the trip. They never did. He'd started the business, then she'd got pregnant. After a while, they stopped talking about seeing the world together.

But that's what the headstones reminded him of. The deckchairs. Every time.

Jim jogged into the cemetery and walked to his father's grave. His mother had always kept it looking beautiful: flowers, little notes. He bent down next to a fresh bouquet and picked up the card:

Ten years today. In our thoughts always. Rose, Jim, Katie and Sarah.

He picked up the flowers and the little glass vase and threw everything as hard as he could against the cemetery stone wall. The glass shattered and the flowers landed at the base of the wall. He kicked the shit out of them. Stomped them hard into the ground. The pulse in his head became a drum. He went back to his father's grave and ripped his mother's card into bits.

He sat next to his father and cried. For the first time, he had forgotten the anniversary of his father's death. His mother hadn't. Jim knew that she never would.
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There was absolutely nothing wrong with Mum getting together with Roger Greerson. Years ago the family — Jim and his sisters — agreed they wanted her to meet someone new, someone who would look after her. And Roger Greerson was a decent guy. Old Tauranga family, nice people.

As he cleaned up the mess in the cemetery, Jim decided to get a grip. He said it to himself over and over as he jogged back down the hill towards home.

Get a grip two . . . three . . . four . . .

Get a grip . . .

His mother turned up late in the afternoon and suggested fish and chips for dinner. Easier, she said, and less washing up. Absolutely, Jim said. Then she disappeared off somewhere else.

Jim decided to work on the franchising brochure. It was gone off the table again, back among the New Ideas. At least he knew where to look for it.

He was just getting busy with the editing when she arrived home with the takeaways. She had two bottles tucked under her other arm — tomato sauce and an expensive looking sauvignon blanc. She put the tomato sauce bottle on top of the brochure.

'Roger thought we might like a nice bottle of wine, to go with dinner,' she said. 'He's going to come and join us.'

'Excellent.' Jim realised he said excellent in situations where he really meant shit. This was something else that needed adjusting.

'That was nice of him,' he added, in case his mother was on to him.

The-being-mature-about-Roger thing was going okay, Jim thought. It would have been nicer to have a Saturday night meal of beef casserole. No one did beef casserole like his mother. He had always assumed she enjoyed the rare opportunity to cook a meal for more than one person. With a Pimms for her, and a beer for him. That's how it used to be. Then it occurred to him that she probably cooked quite a bit for Roger. And that was fine too, of course it was.

'Mum. I'm really happy for you. Roger Greerson is a good guy.' He made the words come out. He knew he sounded like a bad actor in a daytime soap opera but he was doing his best.

'Thank you, love. I knew you'd be alright about it all. It was ten years yesterday, did you realise? A long time now.'

'Yep, a long time alright, Mum.'

A late model station wagon turned into the driveway. It was clean enough to have come straight off a car yard. The hubcaps shone and the tyres were fat and liquorice black. A man got out of the driver's seat and let himself into the house. No knocking. He had a key.

Jesus Christ, Jim thought. Vince Martin.
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Roger Greerson offered his hand to Jim.

'G'day Jim — nice to see you. It's been a long time.'

Roger was taller than Jim, in his late sixties, but with a shock of straight blond hair parted down one side. He had a wide smile, a direct gaze and the clear, tanned complexion of a man who worked outdoors. A handsome bloke, in an Australian sort of a way.

Jim waited for Roger to say it; he wanted the moment over with: I'm Vince Martin, and this is a bald tyre . . . Roger didn't though. He kissed Rose while Jim looked out the window at Roger's car.

Roger sat down. Jim waited for him to start being annoying. Roger did so immediately, by pouring each of them a glass of wine, and saying 'Good health'.

Roger was completely at home.

Then Roger compounded the annoyance by asking a question.

'What exactly do you do in Wellington, Jim? Rose has told me but . . .'

Jim started to tell Roger about the business, but his mother cut in.

'Did I mention I'm doing a wine appreciation course Jim?' And off she went. 'Roger put me on to the lessons, and has been invited to speak to the class . . .'

Jim had known it would be difficult, but he found that the effort required to like Roger was exhausting. He wondered whether Roger got to sell his wine to the class. Petty, he knew. He stopped himself asking.

After dinner, they cleaned up together. Jim didn't say a word and his mother asked whether he was coming down with something. Jim told her it had been a big week.

'Bigger than usual,' he said, with a sigh. 'Huge, actually.'

She didn't ask.

As Jim threw away the leftovers, he saw the franchising brochure in the rubbish bin, underneath the newspaper from the fish and chips. He pulled it out. A big greasy mark on the front had soaked through to the inside, onto his photo on page two. The stain made Jim look untrustworthy and anxious.

He put the brochure back in the bin. There was no point working on it, he realised. It was old, out of date. His thinking had moved on.

'Big drive back tomorrow morning,' he said. 'Might make it an early night, if you don't mind.'

Roger stepped forward, held out his hand once more. Jim took it. Shook it hard.

'It's been great seeing you again Roger, and it's lovely to see Mum happy. Good stuff, mate.' The handshake went on and on.

Jim could do it. He was pretty sure he could do it. 'Geez . . . you know . . . I can't help thinking that you remind me of someone . . .'

Rose looked at Jim, her face pinched with worry. For just a moment, she looked like his mother again: ageing, lonely, alone. Roger's hardworking old shoulders pulled themselves back, and he seemed to grow taller. His eyebrows shot up, in a look that was quizzical, resigned and amused, all at the same time. The sort of look that would have to be practised in front of a mirror, Jim thought. Roger grinned a perfect twinkle smile.

'I know, I know mate,' Roger said, sighing, his voice dropping an octave. He put his hands on his hips and one leg in front of the other, like a model about to turn at the end of a catwalk. 'Hang on, I need something . . .' Roger lurched around Rose's lounge, frantic in his search for a tyre substitute. He picked up the black cane firewood basket from the hearth.

'I'm Vince Martin and this is a . . .'

'Bald tyre.' Jim said. 'Yes, that's the guy. Vince Martin. Crikey, Roger. It's uncanny. An amazing similarity.'

'The resemblance is amazing,' Rose said. 'Don't you think, Jim?'

'Isn't it,' said Jim. 'Isn't it just.'





THINGS TO SEE AND DO

IN CHICAGO

Ruth has been out and about all day, making the most of it. This is what everyone at home said she must do, when she told them about the trip to Chicago. You deserve it, they said.

So today she did Visual Arts and Museums. She is exhausted, and blames it on the Loop Sculptures Tour which, she concedes, sits logically with Visual Arts but due to its two-mile distance might be more honestly categorised as Sports, Health and Fitness. Or maybe City Walks. However, she is reasonably sure the worst is over. By worst she doesn't mean bad, she means most tiring.

On the flight from Auckland to LA she read the guide book from cover to cover. It seemed sensible then to divide the sections of the book (ten) by the number of days (five) that they would be in Chicago. But now she is not so sure it is the right way of going about things.

She sits on the edge of the hotel bed and pulls sneakers and damp socks off her sore feet. These are her everyday gardening shoes back home, but unfamiliar pavements have rubbed them up the wrong way. The socks land in the corner of the room, where a pile of dirty clothing is accumulating.

The laundry service will take care of it all. Use it — it's paid for by the conference, Peter said. They iron everything! But Ruth doesn't want her bits and pieces mixed up with underwear and socks and tee-shirts from all over the world.

Day three, and she is yet to unpack her suitcase. Why don't you hang your clothes up? Use the drawers? Peter asked on the first day. Ruth thought she detected a hint of an American accent: why don't cha? but that was probably just her. She can't explain why she wants her things to remain tightly packed in the suitcase; staying together at all times, like children on a school trip.

His suits fit nicely over those strange coat hangers in the wardrobe, the ones attached to the rail so they can't be stolen. They slip on easily, as though hugging old friends. Peter goes to international conferences all the time, so of course his suits would know what to do.

It's okay, she said. You use the space. I'm fine. .
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The weekend before she left, Ruth visited her parents. Her father was asleep on the old couch in the lounge when she arrived; she could hear the snores as she wandered into the house. He was stretched out long, the sport section of the newspaper opened out over him like a blanket. His head was tilted to one side, ruddy cheek marked with the diamond indentations of the pillow. Mouth open a little, just enough to let the big sounds escape.

He would have been up at five o'clock — milking cows, feeding calves. A day's work completed by eleven, a midday nap, then back into it in the early afternoon. This was how he had always been. Clamped to the land like a chattel. It was her earliest memory of him, coming in tired from morning milking.

Her mother appeared from somewhere outside, a bucket full of tiny mandarins in her arms. She was looking well — a few more lines on her face, but her quick step and big smile gave the years back to her. Ruth kissed her on the cheek.

'How's things?'

'Good love — I thought I'd pick these for you to take home. The tree's just about falling over, there's so many this year.'

They had cups of tea in the kitchen, around the old, lemon-coloured Formica table that had been there forever.

'Where are those biscuits, Trish?' her father said. No pleases or thank yous, as Ruth's mother got up from the table to search the pantry. She found the ones he liked and passed them to him.

'They're soft,' he said, pushing the packet away. 'How long have they been open?'

Her mother returned to the pantry. She came back with a new packet and opened them in front of him.

'There you go,' she said. 'Try those.'

Ruth said nothing. This was how love worked for them.

'So,' her father said. 'How's Peter? Working hard?' Ruth could see the smirk on his face, hear the sarcasm in his voice. 'All those business lunches . . . must take it out of him . . .'

'Stop it Geoff. You do this every time . . .' Trish's voice was quiet, anxious. 'Just stop it.'

'It's okay Mum. Don't worry about it.' Ruth was past caring about the goading. She just felt sorry for her mother, when he started.

He got up from the table. No time for pleasantries — he was a busy man.

'Bye love, have a good trip. Where are you going again?'

'Chicago, Dad. Good to see you . . .'

But he was already at the door, slippers off, gumboots in his sights. .
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There is a tiny Belgian chocolate, wrapped in gold foil, on Ruth's pillow and another on Peter's — the calling cards of proud and adept Hotel Adagio housemaids. Ruth unwraps hers and lets the chocolate dissolve slowly in her mouth. Then she reaches across the bed and takes Peter's. The richness of the taste overwhelms her; it is almost too much. Almost.

On the first morning, Ruth made the bed to the best of her ability. Starched heavy sheets smoothed, then pulled up tight and tucked in around the long edges. Two black wool blankets, with little hotel motifs embroidered on the top right corners. Then the enormous white counterpane, manoeuvred and tugged from one side of the bed to the other, until it sat just so. Mountains of pillows, stacked evenly on his side and hers. When she got back late in the day from doing Lake Michigan:The Waterfront, she saw that it had been stripped back, remade. She was insulted; it was only after two days that she understood someone's livelihood depended on her laziness.

She keeps finding other gifts in surprising places — potpourri sachets on the dresser, manicure kits in the tiled bathroom, a lovely thin silver pen and stationery at the work desk. All marked clearly With Our Compliments. She puts them all in her bag, discovering to her delight that they are replaced each day with new goodies. .
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Ruth was fourteen when they'd planned the big holiday. The middle of winter, 1977. Europe. Five weeks of no school, no teachers, no wind and rain.

Trish had returned to teaching to pay for the trip. Three years, that's how long it had taken her to save the money. Three years of preparing and freezing a week's meals on a Sunday night, three years of late-night lesson preparation and farm work before dawn, before the school day began.

But it would all be worth it, Ruth heard her mother say a million times. A wonderful experience, something they would share, remember, laugh about for the rest of their lives. The departure date — July the fifth — had a big red circle around it on the Wrightson's calendar in the kitchen. On the page with High Country: Cecil Peak Farm and a photo of hills and snow that Ruth found boring. Underneath the 5, in her mother's neat round school-teacher writing, LEAVE FOR LONDON.

At first, Ruth had resisted the idea of the family holiday — lobbied hard, even, to stay behind. I can't be away from school that long, she claimed, I'll miss too much important stuff. That, of course, was not true, and eventually Ruth had come around to the idea. There'd be shopping — loads of it. And it would be summer over there, she would come back with a tan.

Then one night, not long before they were due to leave, she'd come into the kitchen. It was after dinner and her mother was washing dishes, stacking them on the yellow plastic rack. It was Ruth's turn to dry.

Her mother was staring downwards, not moving, as though she was searching the soapy suds for something lost. Her hair — longer then, only just starting to turn grey — hung forward across her face.

Her father was sitting at the table, his arms folded across his chest. His face looked as hard as a shiny rock: muscles tense around his jaw, eyes squinting with the effort of not looking at anyone.

'What's up?' Ruth took a tea towel from the top drawer under the bench.

'We're not going, that's what's up.' Apart from the barest movement of his lips, nothing about her father shifted.

'What?'

Ruth's mother drew her hands out of the soapy water and let them rest on the side of the sink. They had been in the water too long and were bright pink. Ruth saw little bubbles sliding slowly off the side of them and popping away to nothing.

'We can't go, love. The trip is off.' Trish looked at Ruth. Her eyes were red and ugly. Ruth had never seen her mother cry before.

'Why's it off? Why can't we go?'

'Because the relief milker has pulled out, that's why. There's no one to look after the farm.' Her mother's voice was as flat as a plain.

'That's not fair,' Ruth shouted. 'That's just stupid. Why can't we get another milker?' She stormed around the kitchen, slamming cupboard doors shut.

'Your father says there's no one else. No one good enough to look after things properly.' Ruth's mother turned back to the sink and put her hands back in the water. The bubbles were gone now, the water a dull brown with a film of grease across the top. The grease formed bracelets around her wrists.

'Dad. Come on.' Ruth turned to her father. He hadn't moved. Not one muscle.

'Dad, there must be someone. Come on. You know what this means to Mum.'

'Sorry love.' That's all he would say. And he still wouldn't look at her.

It blew over quickly, really, the whole business about the trip. A few weeks on, and it was as though it had never even been discussed. Ruth figured her mother must have cancelled all the arrangements. Sometime near the end of July Ruth noticed that the bright red ring around the number 5 had a thick black diagonal line through it, like one of those No Smoking posters. No 5ing, Ruth thought. How dumb.
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Entertainment is seen to in the evenings, when Peter is free. The night before they did Dining Out, gorging on fat, bloody slabs of meat at a steakhouse made famous by an overweight American actor; Ruth has forgotten his name. Tonight they will do Comedy Clubs.

Ruth lies on the perfect smooth bed and listens to the city outside. It never stops: horns, engines, whistles and beeps. If she closes her eyes she can see the millions of people living in layers, one on top of each other, like lasagne. It is like this all the time: active, exhausting, even in the dead of night.

She picks up the guide book. John Belushi learned how to be funny at the Second City, north of the city centre in Old Town. She wonders at the idea of learning to be funny.

'I'm so sorry, Madam,' the man at the booking office says, when she tries to reserve the tickets over the phone. 'Second City is completely sold out tonight.'

'Oh.'

'And for the rest of the month, I'm afraid.'

'Oh well.'

But he is doggedly helpful.

'Between you and me,' he goes on, 'Second City ETC is where the real comedy is happening. It's a little more avant garde, if you like that sort of thing. It's where the up-and-coming comedians get their first show, before they hit the big time.'

Avant garde. Ruth likes the sound of that; the idea of being brave, doing something not in the guide book. Peter will like it too.

'Are there tickets available for that one? For tonight?' she asks.

'Well yes, as a matter of fact there are. Two, is it?' .
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The stage has three big spotlights pointing inwards, and in the centre of the bright pool is a giant inflated male doll. His face has been drawn on with black marker pen, or so Ruth thinks. He is naked, but wears a checked apron with a white frill around it over his rubber genitals. Ruth cannot work out how they have done it, but the doll is standing up straight, waiting for the audience.

The theatre is filling, row by row. Still, nothing on stage except the blow-up doll. Ruth and Peter sip their drinks, trying to make them last. Calling the waiter would disturb the silence.

'Is this part of the show, do you think?' Peter whispers into her ear, after fifteen minutes.

'I don't know. Maybe this is the avant garde bit.' Ruth prays for something to happen soon.

'Mmm,' said Peter.

Make me laugh, Ruth thinks. Please, make us laugh.

A young woman bounces onto the stage. She is wearing a man's business suit and carries a blue drawing pin the size of a rolled-up umbrella.

'Cook me dinner, woman,' she shouts at the blow-up doll. 'And watch who you're calling a prick.'

At half time, Peter and Ruth leave. .
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It is the last day and therefore Architecture and Shopping. Ruth walks quickly out into the morning sunshine on West Randolph Street and the city comes at her. Long slinking cars drag their bellies from lane to lane, horns toot at things she can't see. The noise bounces high up the sides of old concrete buildings.

It is too early for most tourists, but office workers in their long coats and impractical boots dart in and out of coffee shops. Like hummingbirds after nectar, Ruth thinks, though she has only ever seen them on wildlife programmes. The air is still fresh, no hint yet of the stench that came up out of the gratings and the pavements yesterday afternoon when the heat started rising from the city's bowels.

Shopping first.

She could take the train over to North Michigan Avenue, but Things You Need To Know had a cautionary tale about bag thieves. They would, it said, come up close to you while you were standing on the train and snip the bag handle with a knife, without you noticing. Then, when the doors opened, they'd grab the bag and run. Just like that apparently. So she walks, sore feet and all.

On she goes, past the beggars on the street corners. She does not stop and give. Not after what happened yesterday — when she'd emptied all her spare change into the dirty white polystyrene cup of an old man and then the woman with the matted grey hair came at her from nowhere, screaming for her share.

Finally she crosses the river and sees the first shops of the Magnificent Mile. Rand McNally, with its hectares of shoes, clothes, cosmetics and who knows what else that you just can't get in New Zealand.

Ruth drifts through the shops, stopping to pick up a pair of beautiful Italian shoes — Prada, the label says. She puts them on the floor and bends down to undo the grubby grey laces of her sneakers. One elegant shoe: a dainty pointed toe, fine chocolate leather so soft it could be baby's skin, a heel thinner than a pencil. And next to it, Ruth's sneaker. Fat and shapeless, bulging to accommodate corns and calluses, scuffed and damaged through years of plodding.

She does not try on the Prada shoes. I'll take them, she says to a sales assistant who looks like a Barbie Doll. Shopkeeper Barbie takes her money, hands her the shoes and says have a nice day, without looking at her once.

On she walks, further north, ducking in and out of the shops. She spends, spends, on her parents, imagining at each transaction the joy on their faces as they unwrap yet another present from America. It will be like Christmas, but much bigger than that.

Architecture is a boat cruise along the Chicago River. Every building is an amazing feat of construction, the tour guide tells them as they crane their necks skyward. An amazing conquest of man over materials and nature.

Yes, she can see that, and she promises herself she will buy a book about the buildings — the Chicago Tribune Tower, the Wrigley Building, The Carbide and Carbon Building: a champagne bottle topped with a golden foil cork.

'Did you know,' the guide gushes into his microphone, 'did you know, folks, that the Chicago River flows backwards? Yes, before 1889 the river flowed into Lake Michigan. But the sewage contamination threatened the drinking water of this fine city, so a series of canals was built to make the water flow backwards. Away from the lake, towards the Mississippi River and the Gulf of Mexico.' .
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At seven o'clock Peter hurries through the door and throws his suit jacket onto the dirty laundry mountain. 'Come on, let's go,' he says, changing into jeans and a jersey. 'We're off to a jazz club.'

'But we don't like jazz,' says Ruth, who is exhausted. 'Neither of us. We don't get it.'

'I know we don't,' Peter says. 'But how could we visit Chicago, and not go to a jazz club?'

At the Green Mill, the overweight doorman with the leather vest and the long beard takes their money and leads them to a booth. The seat backs are high, covered in gold velvet, and the bar full of dark shadows. Ruth holds her breath. She can barely wait for him to leave with their orders before she leans into Peter's shoulder.

'This is it,' she says. 'This is the one.'

She cannot understand how this has happened to them. How they have come to be seated here.

'The one what?'

'The booth. Al Capone's booth.' Her words are rushed, excited.

'How do you know that?'

'He always sat here because he could see both the doors. The main door, and the side one, straight over there.' Ruth points in both directions. 'He could see who was coming and going; who was coming for him. There's only one booth where you can see both the doors. It says so in the book.'

She sits back in the seat and takes it all in. This special thing that is happening to them.

There are long paintings of mountains, countryside and seashores, ornate in carved wooden frames. The light shades are wooden too; heavy Art Deco shell shapes and the four poles holding up the ceiling are decorated in black, white and mirrored tiles. In the far corner a white statue of Ceres, goddess of the harvest, clutches her bounty. Ruth knows that behind the bar there is a trapdoor — the same one used for illicit booze-running during Prohibition. She searches for the green mill and finds it in one of the paintings.

The band is some group from Canada. Featuring, the bearded doorman shouts into the microphone, someone on piano, someone on bass and someone else on drums. Ruth claps and cheers.

The men settle into their routine of random rhythms and surprising notes, and Ruth strives to understand the music. The pianist takes centre stage with his antics; leaping from his stool to pluck the strings inside the big black piano.

But it is the drummer that captivates Ruth. She cannot take her eyes off him. .
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She is four years old and she watches from behind the couch. The wallpaper is white, with tiny purple flowers on it. Except just where she is crouching. There is a little train track on that bit, drawn in purple crayon. She hasn't been caught for that yet.

She should be in bed, in the tiny back room she shares with her sister in the farm cottage. But she has sneaked back out in her warm fuzzy pyjamas to look. She knows her mum can play the piano — she plays it all the time and Ruth and her sister dance and sing. But she never knew about the drums.

They are grey and white, with Premier stamped across the front of the biggest one. There are two smaller drums, and golden metal cymbals sitting together on a pole, like cupped hands. Sitting on one of the chairs from the kitchen are two wooden drumsticks.

Uncle Ron and Aunty Kath arrive; she hears the clunk of bottles and the hellos as they come in. Uncle Ron has spotted her but he's given her a big wink, a promise not to tell. Then he takes a blue electric guitar out of a black case and puts the strap across his shoulder.

She crouches low, hardly daring to breathe, and she watches and listens. Her feet are cold on bare floorboards. There is no money for carpet, Mum says.

Her father picks up the drumsticks and settles into the chair. Then he starts a slow rhythm: boom tap, boom tap tap. His eyes are closed and he is smiling. Ruth stares at him.

Her mother wears red lipstick and her favourite blue dress with the birds on it. Her hands run quickly across the piano keys and she laughs as Uncle Ron acts like a crazy man.

'Ten Guitars' is the name of this song — Ruth has heard it on the radio, heard her mother singing along to it while she gets breakfast ready. The man that sings it usually has a name she can't say.

Then, when they get to the bit that goes 'and this is what you do, oh . . .' her father leaps up from behind the drums and grabs her mother from behind. He drags her by the wrists out to the middle of the room.

'Solo Ron, go for it,' her father shouts to Uncle Ron and together her mother and father laugh and hug and dance, dance, dance to the ten guitars. .

[image: Etiquette_for_a_Dinner_Party_03.jpg]

In the taxi, on the way home from the jazz club, she thinks about the boat trip. 'You can reverse a river, Peter. A natural flowing river. Imagine that.'

Later, she makes the call. 'Hi Mum — it's me, in Chicago.'

'Hello love — what time is it over there?'

'Just gone eleven. At night. How's everything Mum?'

'Eleven at night? So are you ahead or behind, exactly?' Her mother's voice sounds next-door close; there are none of those echoes that can distort long-distance calls.

'Behind, Mum. Eighteen hours, I think it is. It's about four o'clock there, isn't it.'

'Yes, four o'clock. So what day is it there?'

'It's Wednesday.'

'Oh, so we're ahead of you.'

'Yep.'

'So, love. Are you having a good time?' Trish pauses for the briefest time. 'What's it like there, Ruth? What's Chicago like?'

Ruth thinks for a moment before she answers.

'Fabulous, Mum. The trip of a lifetime.'





GYPSY DAY

I saw Gabrielle Baxter down the main street of Paeroa. She was about a block ahead and walking in the same direction as me. There were two teenage girls with her. They all stopped outside Glamour World.

I'd been following Gabrielle for a while, but it was only when she turned towards the shop that I knew for sure it was her. It was the way she walked. I thought: funny how people getolder but their walks stay the same.

When she was twelve, her body was tall and pale and upright, like a skeleton wrapped in frayed tissue paper. She sort of drifted, rather than walked. These days she'd be a supermodel but back then she was just skinny.

So there she was, thirty years on, with that same walk. The two girls went into the shop and she followed.

I got that funny little thing when your stomach lurches halfway up your throat and the skin across the back of your head goes tight. It felt like I'd seen an ex-boyfriend. I got the curiosity. You know how it goes. You need to see whether he still wears an earring. You need to check out his wife and kids.

That's how it was. Overwhelmingly, I needed to spy on Gabrielle Baxter. I didn't have anything specific to do in town. Next thing I knew I was following her. Then I thought for Christ's sake, get a grip. She was in Glamour World and I stayed in the street shuffling backwards and forwards in some sort of dopey little solitary tea dance. I messed around in my handbag, pretending I was looking for something. Then I forgot that I was only pretending to look for something and I panicked because I couldn't find it.

We were friends in our last year of primary school. In fact, it wasn't a year — the Baxters arrived in the middle of winter. Sharemilkers usually stayed two or three years, but by the following season the Baxters had moved on. It was just a few months, the entire extent of me and Gabrielle Baxter. .
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We sat on the mat, us big kids at the back. Mr Frank's exact instructions were to chat among ourselves until the sharemilker kids arrived. We were too excited to whisper, even, which was a waste because normally total silence was compulsory. There were powdery grey mud wedges in the fluffy tops of my new slippers. I'd just got them from McKenzies in Thames, where the shopping was superior to Paeroa. I picked the wedges out and squashed them into the gaps in the mat.

It was the first school day after the first of June, which was the day every year that sharemilkers came from other places to their new jobs. Gypsy Day, our parents called it. The sky was nearly black and the rain which had been going on for weeks had turned into sleet. It felt like ice needles when you ran into it. There was stinking mud as far as you could see. This is not normal mud but the type with cowshit mixed through it. It has a certain disgusting smell that you never get used to. We wore gumboots to school and swapped them for slippers at the classroom door but the mud still got everywhere.

Mr Frank was marching up and down in front of the blackboard, rubbing his hands together. He wore his beige walk shorts and matching socks pulled right up to his hairy knees. Why he couldn't wear longs in winter like a normal person and spare us all the sight of his big purple kumara kneecaps, I don't know.

There were some noises out in the cloakroom. Mr Frank took huge steps towards the door, as though the sharemilkers would all change their minds and rush off to enrol their kids at Netherton if he didn't hurry up. I stopped cleaning my slippers and watched through the glass window in the door. I saw the tops of heads being kissed by mothers. There was one father out there and he didn't kiss anyone.

Mr Frank had already done the maths and explained it.

There were six of them coming to our class, and four more going to the Little Room. Our school only had two classrooms — the Big Room and the Little Room — so every June the big drama was whether enough sharemilkers' kids would come to keep the second classroom open.

Ten kids in total was a lot, we all said. But Mr Frank reminded us that sharemilkers were leaving too. I remember the Campbell and Kelly kids looked sad when he said that — they were the ones going — but Mr Frank just ignored them and carried on with the explanation.

Apparently, we were going to hang on to the classroom this year. By the skin of our teeth, is what Mum said about it.

Finally they came in. They lined up at the front with Mr Frank, in the space between the mat and the blackboard. They were mostly boys, but there was a girl at the end of the row. She had blonde hair which I swear was a proper hairdo. How can I describe it? Well, it was parted down the middle and then it came down straight to just above her shoulders and it flicked up at the ends. I had never seen anything so neat in my life — not in real life, I mean; on TV there were The Chicks and that's what the hairdo was like, Suzanne's off The Chicks.

She (the sharemilker girl, not Suzanne) had cheekbones that looked like they were going to pop through her skin any minute. She had big brown eyes and her skin was so white you could probably see her insides through it if you got close enough. It looked amazing against her blonde hairdo.

Sorry to go on about it but I can't say enough about this hairdo. Most of us kids had the same haircuts — our mothers did it with the sewing scissors. They parted it on the side and snipped around the ends to keep it tidy. The purpose of haircuts was to keep hair tidy — that's what I'd thought until I saw the new sharemilker girl. It became clear to me that it was possible to look like Suzanne in real life, if you were lucky enough to have the right type of hair.

Her dress was definitely bought, not homemade. It was a smocktop which fitted her perfectly. She wore proper Levi jeans. Levis! I didn't even know they made Levis that small. Around her neck she wore this lovely silver cross. But the thing I couldn't believe — couldn't take my eyes off — was her earrings. In each tiny earlobe she had miniature crosses, the same as the one on her necklace.

She had her ears pierced.

It dawned on me that I was looking at a tart. I'd never seen one before. I started again, from the top of her head down to her shoes, which I didn't mention before but they were the exact slingbacks that I had been begging Mum to get me all summer. I never got them, they weren't practical.

Only tarts get their ears pierced.

This was a fact. My mother had said it often enough, when we stopped by Johnson's Jewellers in town to look in the window. She'd be admiring the rings, and I always ended up looking at the tiny sparkling earrings. Mothers weren't always right but I accepted her word on this one. None of the girls in my class had their ears pierced, and definitely none of them had had sex.

I couldn't help it. I looked at the earrings, then at the crotch of her Levis, at the place where she did it. Up and down I looked, trying to tie it all up. I saw that even though she was so skinny she was starting to get boobs, and I thought what's the bet she's got a bra. One of the colourful unpractical ones from McKenzies. One time, when I looked up, she was staring straight back at me.
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Mr Frank was at the end of the new kids' line, grinning like a kid himself. His hair flicked down towards his Mr Magoo glasses. He grabbed the long ruler off the chalk ledge and used it as a sort of leaning thing, like Dick Van Dyke in that part of Mary Poppins when he dances with the penguins. This was not something he normally did, so maybe he was nervous too. I watched it bend in the middle, wondered whether it might just snap and wouldn't that be a laugh, in front of the new kids. But it didn't.

'Ah . . . well, right,' he said, and waited. It sounded like the end of something, not the beginning. We locals knew he started most of his talks like that, but the new kids looked confused.

'As you all know, we have some new children joining us today . . .' He looked down the line of kids and smiled again, quickly. You could see his eyes flicking across them, and then back, as though he was skim-reading a book. He kept going back to the girl, as if she might be the bit he was looking for.

'Welcome to you all. I'm Mr Frank, your teacher and also the headmaster of Pekapeka Primary.' Mr Frank's body swelled up when he said this, and he got on with his walking back and forth. Like a cocky bloody rooster. That was Dad's usual description of Mr Frank, not mine.

'Perhaps you'd like to take turns to tell us what your name is, where you've come from, the things you like doing and whose farm you are working on!' He swung around and tapped the first one, a boy, lightly on the shoulder with the ruler.

The boy had red hair and black-dot freckles and snot coming out his nose. He had his arms crossed in front of him like the All Blacks do in newspaper photos. I could see his shirt fabric sticking out through a hole in the elbow of his jersey. I knew what my mother would say about this. Poor little buggers . . . a needle and a bit of wool, that's all it takes. He said his name was Wayne Bennett and he'd come from down south. And that he lived on the Maxwell's farm and liked feeding out. You could tell, the way he said it, that he'd done this talk before. He didn't look at Mr Frank, or any of us; he just stared at a spot somewhere on the back wall.

Hailstones smashed against the windows as the other kids had their turns telling us about themselves. They had to shout over the noise of the storm and the windows rattling. Mr Frank threw some more coal in the big black burner during one boy's talk so I missed his details entirely. Then Mr Frank went back to his desk. He wrote notes while they talked, and thanked each of them as they finished.

I never listened to the boys. Their stories were always the same — duck shooting and calving — and also they were younger than me and even from the back of the mat I could tell that the smell from them was pretty bad. I am certainly not saying all sharemilker kids smell, but the boys usually do and no one can deny this. But the main reason I didn't listen was because of the girl. I tried not to stare but somehow I kept looking back at her, like you do when there's a beast being killed on the farm.

Finally, it was her turn. Mr Frank put his pen down and sat back in his teacher's chair. His hands were clasped together and were resting on the edge of his desk. I wondered if he'd seen the earrings.

'My name is Gabrielle Baxter,' she said. Her voice was soft and buttery, not much more than a whisper. I leaned forward, watching her lips, listening.

Gabrielle Baxter Gabrielle Baxter Gabrielle Baxter. I said it inside my head, then I whispered it, to see how it sounded. Gabrielle Baxter. Mixed up with the sound of the wind and the rain outside, it had a delicious flavour.

'We are on the Mitchell farm. We came from Taranaki.'

I just knew it, that she'd come from somewhere amazing. Taranaki has a mountain — I'd seen it on the calendar in the hall. September. The mountain is a proper shaped one, an upside down ice-cream cone, not like the ones near Taupo. It has snow on it. Paeroa has no mountains, no hills even, just a stupid bottle. I could picture Gabrielle Baxter on a farm on the mountain, like Heidi. Heidi with earrings.

'My Dad's name is Ian. Mum's name is Bridie. She's sick. She'll probably die in July.'

She had finished her talk. She looked at Mr Frank, who seemed a bit shocked. His mouth was open and he was blinking slowly. He shut his mouth and opened it again. Then she looked at us kids on the mat. I looked across at Julie Bray and Erin Donovan, who was my best friend. There was a lot of looking going on generally. I could see Julie and Erin were both thinking about Gabrielle Baxter in the same way as me. They were staring at her earrings and her Levis. When I turned back to Gabrielle Baxter, I smiled at her. I shoved Brian Macey with my elbow and wriggled away from him. I never took my eyes off Gabrielle Baxter. I patted the little space on the mat between Brian and me. She looked at me for a bit longer, then made her way through all the legs and bodies and slippers that had come off people's feet, and sat down next to me. .
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Eventually, I did get a grip. I stopped the whole silly fossicking in the handbag business, zipped it up, and started the walk back to the car.

There was a little ritual I'd fallen into, on these visits back home. I parked down the other end of town, by the Lemon and Paeroa bottle. I waited in the car until all the tourists had had a laugh and taken their photos. Then I went over and checked my name was still on it.

We did it on our last day of primary school. All the others had been proud and brave, slashing their names deep into the brown paint halfway up the bottle for the world to see. Not me. Mine was at the very bottom, where the bottle met the base; small and neat, almost like a proper engraving.

Sam Walker Dec 1974.

Erin and Julie and the others said I was scared of getting into trouble, but that wasn't it. Part of me wanted to scratch hard and bold into the centre of the bottle too. But another part had had enough of Paeroa. I told them that my name would be there forever; that theirs would only last until the next time the bottle was painted.

For twenty years, I was right. Then, some time after the millennium celebrations, the powers-that-be decided the bottle needed moving back further off the road. It got spruced up with a new paint job, a cheesy lemon-shaped rubbish bin, and a lemon mosaic showing you the best spot to take your photos.

My name was gone for good, but I still parked down by the bottle. I liked wandering up one side of the main street, looking at the old shops, then back down the other.

So there I was, making my way back to the car, when I saw John Beveridge in the Nissan showroom. John was my boyfriend in Form Two, though he never knew it. Don't ask me why, I went in.

He strutted over, straightening his tie, and started his pitch.

'She's a beauty, isn't she. Brand new model, just in.' His hands in his pockets, jiggling away. Then out again, as though he'd remembered the training manual bit on body language. I realised he hadn't recognised me.

Finally, he looked at me properly.

'Excuse me. Jesus Christ. Sammy Walker?'

The moment was gorgeous, every time. Like stepping into a hot bath.

'Yes, yes I am . . .'

'It's me. John . . . John Beveridge. We went to school together. Christ, you've changed . . .'

And then it was a rush of handshakes, big clammy hands grasping my Country Road linen shirt across the shoulders, then off again, smiling and more jiggling.

Keep it in your pants, John, I thought. He had a mullet haircut which actually suited him, as much as a mullet can suit anyone. Mullets were the thing among Paeroa men. The girls went for botched Jennifer Aniston cuts.

'Sammy Walker, eh? I'll be buggered! What are you doing with yourself these days . . . ?'

'Actually, I'm in Auckland, working for a law firm . . .'

'A lawyer — that's amazing.' .
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By morning tea time the sleet had stopped. It was still freezing, but the rule was Outside If Not Raining. We were on the wooden seats outside the classroom. Gabrielle Baxter tucked her Chicks hair back behind her ears and took the little crosses out of her ears. I watched as she carefully clipped the little silver backs onto the stalk parts of the earrings.

'They're called butterflies, the back bits,' she said. Butter, I thought. Gabrielle Baxter is all butter voice and butter hair. I imagined, just for a moment, licking her pale butter skin.

I held the tiny crosses in the palm of my hand. There were little diamonds in them. They were the most beautiful things I had ever seen. If you had to have sex to get some, it would be worth it.

'Can I have a look after Sammy, Gabrielle?' This of course was Erin, who had somehow managed to wedge herself in between me and Gabrielle. She always did this. We were jammed in tight together, the three of us, but I wasn't moving because I'd been sitting there first so why should I? And also, it had annoyed me how Erin had said Gabrielle, as though she had been her first friend. In the end Gabrielle moved over a bit to make more room.

'Yeah but don't lose them. They're Mum's.'

I remembered what she'd said about her mother dying next month. I looked sideways at Erin, but she didn't say anything. She had the butterfly back off one of the earrings and she was pushing the little silver stalk of the main part hard against her earlobe. Her ear was going bright red, but when she pulled it away there was just a mark, no hole.

'I'm getting my ears pierced,' Erin said. 'For my birthday.'

This was news to me.

'Me too,' I said, though I knew I wouldn't be allowed. I could just see Gabrielle Baxter and Erin walking around school with their earrings in. Not only that, Erin had straight black hair and I knew the next thing would be them walking around school with earrings and Chicks hairdos, the blonde Suzanne and the brunette Judy. In this picture, I was somewhere alone in the background; all skinny legs, no bright McKenzies-bra chest, and dunny-brush haircut. The misery in me was overwhelming. I hated Erin's guts.

Erin gave Gabrielle her earrings back. We were swinging our legs backwards and forwards. Four ugly black stinky gumboots — one, two, three, four notes climbing up the page on Mr Frank's music sheets, then beautiful slingback, beautiful slingback. Gabrielle Baxter's slingbacks were tan leather, with a black trim round the open part of the top of the shoe. The strap round the back of the heel was also black leather. We kept the timing up for ages, not saying anything.

I was thinking about how amazing it was that out of all the schools in New Zealand, Pekapeka Primary had got the Baxters. But there was also this horrible tight feeling in my stomach, which felt worse when I thought about Erin.

'Is your mother really that sick?' Erin said, after a while. I couldn't believe that she had asked. Just like that. I tucked my feet in under the seat, waiting, and so did Erin. Only the slingbacks kept swinging.

'Yes. She has cancer in her head.' The butter had gone from Gabrielle's voice; instead the sound was hard and flat. I wondered if she was going to cry but her eyes were dry and her face was just the same.

'Can't the doctors fix it?'

God, Erin, I thought. Trust you. I held my breath, waited for the answer.

'Nup. It's eating her brain up. Soon there'll be nothing left.'

I was thinking about someone's brain being eaten by little worms, though I had no idea if cancer came in worms or something else. Gabrielle's mouth had turned into a little pink straight line and her eyebrows had sunk a bit towards her eyes, as though she had a headache. She shook her hair, then blew upwards towards her fringe, like you do when you're really hot and there's no breeze.

'I don't care, you know. I don't care that she's going to die.' It sounded like she meant it.

The next few days turned out to be not much fun after all. For a start, it was confirmed that I was not getting my ears pierced. I brought it up that first night, after I had washed and dried and put away the dishes. This seemed a good time to ask.

Mum was sitting at the kitchen table, making our lunches for the next day.

'Of course not,' she said. She didn't even look up from the breadboard.

'Why not?'

'You know why. Only tarts get their ears pierced.'

'No they don't. Gabrielle Baxter has pierced ears.'

She was spreading Vegemite across thick slices of white bread smeared with butter. She put the knife down.

'Gabrielle Baxter is . . .'

I thought she was going to say a tart, but then she got that look, the one that means she was going to talk about people less fortunate than ourselves. People in Africa, or China, or sharemilkers. Her head tilted to one side, and she breathed out heavily through her nose, almost like a little snore.

'You know that Gabrielle Baxter's mother is very sick, Sammy . . .'

'So? She's got these cross earrings, little silver ones that match her necklace.'

'That poor kid . . .'

I was not getting it. There was Gabrielle Baxter with earrings and being called 'a poor kid', so apparently she was not a tart. It seemed there was a new category of people who could have their ears pierced — girls whose mothers were due to die shortly. I looked at Mum sighing, breathing sadly over the sandwiches, and I wished that she had cancer too.

I tried another approach.

'If they're crosses, she probably believes in God.'

'Mmm . . .' Mum started another pile of sandwiches. I could tell she wasn't really listening.

'So how could someone who believes in God be a tart?'

'You're not getting your ears pierced.'

It got worse. The next day at school, Erin and Gabrielle spent all morning tea and lunchtime whispering. When I went over to them, they'd stop and stare at me.

'What are you talking about?' I asked, just the once. They were on the jungle gym, hanging upside down. Erin had the usual shorts on under her dress, but Gabrielle wore these amazing witch's britches. They were red, and they had black lace trims. My stomach ached for witch's britches and earrings.

'Nothing,' said Erin, her black pigtails dangling nearly to the ground. Then she looked at Gabrielle, and giggled. They both giggled, their faces red from hanging. I stood there a bit longer, waiting.

Julie Bray and the others were playing hopscotch over the other side of the playground. Julie saw me and waved out.

'Come and play Sammy.' Her voice carried clear across all the other noise. The boys were playing bullrush. The local boys were out in the middle, doing the tackling, and the sharemilker boys were the runners. One after the other, the new boys were being knocked to the ground and sat on by the entire group. The little kids had the big skipping rope out. They were chanting 'Oliver Cromwell lost his shoe, at the battle of Waterloo . . .' while the rope smacked hard against the asphalt.

I pretended I hadn't seen Julie. I went to the girls' toilets and waited until the bell rang for the end of lunchtime. I felt like crying, but I knew that if I did Gabrielle and Erin would come in. So instead I locked the door of one of the toilets and sat on the edge of the seat holding my stomach.

The next day Erin had red witch's britches too. She and Gabrielle hung upside down through morning tea and lunch, and from a distance their witch's britches looked like clothes on the washing line. I was dying to know were they new or had she borrowed them from Gabrielle.
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I could have put John right, explained that I was not a lawyer, just a secretary. But it had given him a bit of a thrill, thinking that a girl from Pekapeka Primary could become a lawyer, so I let him have the moment.

He usually went across to the Masonic for a beer and a pie for lunch, and would I like to come? Neither the beer nor the pie appealed, but I said yes. I liked the whole idea of it. You know, just running into an old schoolmate and being invited out for a pie. I imagined laughing about it at work on Monday.

As we crossed the road, I took a quick look at his hands to see if he wore a wedding ring. I was home for just two days, catching up with Mum and Dad. I didn't need the drama of small-town gossip about me and someone else's husband. But John's finger was bare and there was no telltale crease to suggest he'd slipped the band off. Exclusively a city man's trick, I thought.

Inside the Masonic it was easy to forget it was the middle of the day. Tattered dirty canvas blinds hung low over the sash windows. The big barn of a room was warm and still. On the back wall, a huge television screen played horseracing from somewhere in Western Australia. The smell was old beer; in the carpets, polished hard into the table tops. It was a comfortable smell; I didn't mind it at all.

Two old men in Swanndris and gumboots stood at one of the leaners in the middle of the room. Each had a copy of Best Bets and a pen. They were watching the screen and didn't look our way. Apart from them, the bar was empty.

'The usual,' John said to the guy pouring. 'Pie and a lager, Sammy? My shout.'

'Thank you John. Very kind.'

I hadn't eaten a pie in years, but now I was really craving one. Either was fine by me, I told John, when he asked steak or potato top.

We took our pies and beers to another of the leaners.

'So . . . Sammy Walker. How about that, eh? What's it like in the big smoke?'

'Pretty good. Lots going on . . . you know, bars, clubs. That sort of stuff.' I cut into the pie horizontally, lifting the pastry lid off. I put the lid to one side of my plate for later. Then I scooped up tomato sauce with the edge of my knife and smeared it over the meat inside. I used the knife like a spoon, stirred the sauce in, then picked up my fork and ate the meat out of the centre.

John was laughing. I looked up, grinning. I knew what was coming next.

'Gizza dip,' he said.

It was what we used to do. Bought lunches — the big Friday treat at Pekapeka Primary. We'd trade dips into pies.

'Go on. Gizza dip.'

'Where's your Sally Lunn?' John always dipped his Sally Lunn buns into everyone's pies. He'd end up with several pies to himself. The girls found the whole idea of raspberry-flavoured coconut and mince disgusting.

John leaned back in his chair, smiling. He picked up his handle of beer. It looked good — little beads of icy water sitting on the outside of the glass. I thought about all the times I'd scoffed at blokey beer ads. Then I picked up my own handle and drank. Big gulps, like a teenager.

'So Sammy Walker.' John was starting all his sentences like this. 'Let's hear all about it. Hubby? Kids?'

'Nup, none of the above. Still looking for Mr Right. What sort of beer is this?' I couldn't believe how nice it tasted. You could drink it quickly — it was very more-ish.

'Lion Red.' John was grinning again. 'I suppose you'd be more of a Chardonnay girl?' He went to the bar and came back with two more beers.

John had a nice face — not unlike David Beckham's, in the pub light. The more I looked at it, the less mullet-like his haircut seemed. He had obviously done well for himself — fought off the pre-ordained life on the farm. I drank some more Lion Red.

He asked me other questions about work. He wanted to know if I'd defended any famous criminals, whether it was really like Judge Judy in the courtroom. It was too late to put him right about my job, so I answered his questions. I knew the stuff pretty well, having been in the job so long. Better than some of the lawyers I worked for.

'How long have you been at Nissan?' I asked him. He said it had been six years or so. He'd started out on the farm, working with his older brother, but the land couldn't sustain the two of them. So he'd tried his hand at car sales, and discovered he liked it.

'It only works out if you stay,' I said, interrupting him.

'Hmm . . . ?' He leaned forward, frowning.

'I mean, you'll be happy here if you stay put. Don't go away anywhere. Then you don't know any better. You can't go wandering off, you know. It's too hard to come back.'

I remembered about seeing Gabrielle Baxter in the street. was going to ask John about her but somehow the moment ended up with me reaching out and touching his hand.

One of the two old guys with the Best Bets yelled out 'Go you little beauty'.

'You were my first boyfriend, you know,' I said. 'I decided that one day, when we were outside washing paintbrushes together . . .'

'Sammy, I'm married.' He pulled his hand back, watching me closely as I looked again at his ring finger. 'C'mon . . . you know us country boys. No wedding rings.'

I laughed, got down off my bar stool and walked round to him. I gave him a big hug and his shoulders relaxed into me. .
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I have God to thank for me and Gabrielle Baxter becoming real friends. And I mean that. Literally.

On Friday morning, we had roll and notices as usual. My stomach pains had got worse during the week and I couldn't eat my breakfast that morning. Mum asked if I wanted to stay home that day, but how could I? Erin and Gabrielle would have a whole day together to plan for the weekend. Not that they were including me in anything, but I couldn't bear the thought of not knowing what I was missing out on.

After notices, it was religious instruction. Us Catholics had it in the Big Room and the Anglicans, Presbyterians and Methodists went to the Little Room. There were lots more of them than us, which I thought was surprising given that we were going to heaven and they weren't. Then again, as Mum said, they had to combine to get the numbers. There was another tiny group of kids — the heathens, Mum called them — who didn't have religious instruction at all and they were on dishes duty in the staffroom. It was a fact that they also ate the teachers' biscuits while they were in there, which proved they were in the right group.

After notices, Mr Frank read out the names of the Anglican, Presbyterian and Methodist sharemilker kids. I waited for Gabrielle Baxter's name but he got to the end of the list without saying it. Then it was the Catholics. There was only one name, and it was Gabrielle's.

You should have seen the look on Erin's face, honestly. I thought she was going to cry. There she'd been, all week, making sure she had Gabrielle Baxter to herself and then on Friday she finds out that Gabrielle is a Catholic. I smiled at Erin and Julie, and all the other non-Catholics getting ready to go through to the other room. Erin glared at me. We both knew what this meant. We'd meet the Baxters at church, there would be plays afterwards. My stomach relaxed and uncurled, like a cat stretching out in front of the fire. Gabrielle slid over on the mat to sit with me.

Father Brindle was fat and old. He had grey hair around the sides of his head and also out his ears but none on top. His face had bumps and sunken-in bits, and it looked like a potato that had been kept too long. I should add that I am talking about a red skin potato, because that was the colour of it. The parents said he had a problem with the bottle, which is why some weeks he didn't come at all and instead we had Mrs Crawford, who read us cowboy comics hidden inside the Bible. I would have liked it to be Mrs Crawford, for Gabrielle's first time. But this was not one of those weeks unfortunately.

Father Brindle sat down on the teacher's chair, which Mr Frank had left at the front of the class. Everyone moved back. Father Brindle had a certain smell and I will try to describe it but really you had to be there. It included incense from the church, wet dog (he had an Alsatian called Rex that he sometimes brought to school) and finally a smell which could be onions but also the bottle the day after. With the big burner going in the corner, the smell soon pumped out across the whole room. I tried breathing through my mouth instead of my nose, but there was no getting away from it.

He sat back in the chair, his little legs stretched out in front of him. Then he closed his eyes and tilted his head back. 'Let us start with the Our Father.'

At the end, he waited. His eyes stayed closed and his head didn't move. I wondered whether he had gone to sleep, and I looked at Gabrielle and rolled my eyes. 'Hangover,' I mouthed.

Finally, he opened his eyes and sat forward.

'Today, we are going to talk about sacrifice,' he said. 'How the Lord Jesus sacrificed his life for us, so that we can look forward to eternal happiness in Heaven.'

I closed my eyes and tried not to breathe in the smell of Father Brindle. It was exactly the same talk as last Friday. This happened a lot, but there was no use in pointing it out. He would just say your faith was questionable, and did you want to go to Heaven or not. When I next looked over at Gabrielle, I was glad no one had stopped him. She was sitting with her knees crossed, leaning forward on her elbows, listening hard to every word he said. .
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It turned out that the Baxters were the sort of Catholics that went to church hardly ever — just once a month or so, Gabrielle said. They had gone every Sunday before her mother got sick but since the cancer had taken hold of her entirely her father hadn't bothered. I said I knew what she meant, we were that sort of Catholic too. Except no one had cancer and it was more to do with whether Mum and Dad had been out somewhere on the Saturday night.

It was lunchtime and we were walking around the playground, just us, with our arms linked. I was the happiest I had ever been in my life. We stopped walking now and again and did wash the dishes, dry the dishes, turn the dishes over. We were back to back, arms linked and I was surprised how strong she was for someone so thin, how she could pull my arms right out of their sockets if she wanted to.

I wanted to know what Gabrielle thought about what Father Brindle had said. About eternal happiness in Heaven.

'It's true,' she said. Wash the dishes, dry the dishes and we were back facing each other.

'But how do you know, for sure?' This was the problem with me. I couldn't believe something unless there was proof.

'I've seen it.' The tiny crosses in her ears caught the sun. 'I've seen how a person looks in Heaven.'

'How can you? You're alive, and they're dead.'

'Come over tomorrow. I'll show you.'

That afternoon, as I got off the bus, I called out 'see you tomorrow Gabrielle'. I made sure I shouted it loud enough for Erin Donovan to hear. .
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When I first asked Mum if I could go to Gabrielle Baxter's place, she said nothing. This came as a surprise to me. Usually she had an opinion on things.

'Well, can I?'

'Who will be there?'

'I don't know. Well her mother will be. I don't know who else.'

'Will her father be there?'

'Yes.'

'Are you sure?'

'Yes.' Then I got it. I'd never asked to go to a sharemilker's place before.

'You'd better ask your father,' she said.

I told Dad that Mum said it was okay with her if it was okay with him. Then I told Mum that Dad said it was okay. Normally this worked, but by bedtime I still didn't have a definite okay.

The next morning, while they were both still asleep, I biked to the Mitchell farm. I rode past our sharemilkers Mr and Mrs Visser washing down the cowshed yards. I rode over the Mitchell's cattle-stop and down the metal driveway. It hadn't rained for three days but the muck was still thick and smelly, like Rotorua mudpools. Mrs Mitchell was outside in her gumboots, hanging out the washing. She waved out to me and I waved back. Maybe she thought I was coming in, because she stood there staring, her big cane washing-basket in her hands, as I kept peddling past their gateway to the sharemilker cottage.

Gabrielle was waiting on the porch steps. I threw my bike into the paspalum that grew long all around the house. In my head I could hear Mum: 'Twenty minutes, and those lawns would be tidy. Where's the pride?' but I shut her voice out. The pale blue paint was peeling off the house and before Mum could say anything, I got in first. 'It's not their house, they've just arrived. The Mitchells should have painted it for them.'

It was only eight o'clock, but Gabrielle was wearing a mini-dress with purple swirls all over it, and white Beatle boots that came up to her knees. She came closer and I saw that she was wearing make-up: pale blue eyeshadow, black mascara and shiny orange pearl lipstick. She looked beautiful.

'Come and see my room,' she said, and we walked through the house. Let me say right now that once you get inside a sharemilker's house, it's really no different to a normal house. I don't know what I was expecting — lots of cardboard boxes maybe, camping gear instead of a normal stove. I blamed this on my parents and all the other adults calling the first of June Gypsy Day. I always expected to wake up one day and the sharemilkers would have disappeared in the night. But none of this was true.

'Close your eyes,' she said, when we got to her door. She led me in. 'Now, open.'

Her room was dark, like a magical fairy cave. There were Christmas tree lights hanging everywhere. They started above her door, and went right around the room. There were more of them dangling from the centre of the ceiling.

'Oh my God . . . this is so cool . . .'

'Dad did it for me.'

Gabrielle switched on the light, and I saw that the lights snaked their way down to a bare light bulb. The wallpaper was faded and coming off the walls. I wanted my room to be just like this: no pukey, frilly lampshade, no flash wallpaper. Just the lights.

In the corner was an old wooden dresser with a big round mirror. There was a little white chair in front of it with a pink velvet cushion for the seat. I sat on the chair and looked at all her make-up.

This was not play make-up, the sort you get from aunties at Christmas. There were little black cases with eye shadows, every colour you could think of, and each had a little brush. On the lids were gold swirling writing saying Max Factor and Helena Rubenstein. There was a row of lipsticks — at least ten — with colours going from pale pink to deep red, like blood.

'Sit still,' said Gabrielle.

She knelt down beside me and looked across the range of lipstick shades. Then she chose one of the little tubes. She painted my lips red, without a single smudge.

'Is this your mother's make-up?' I asked, when she was finished. I couldn't stop staring at myself in the mirror. If you ignored the hair I looked more or less like Judy off The Chicks.

'Some of it,' she said. 'But Dad bought most of it for me.' She was already onto the next thing. Blusher.

'Is he here?' I'd just remembered that he was supposed to be, according to what I told Mum.

'He's around somewhere, out on the farm probably. Hold still.'

We got so involved in the make-up, I forgot about the business of heaven. I got a bit of a fright when she brought it up. 'Come and see Mum,' she said.

We went down the hallway. Gabrielle pushed open a door.

'Are you sure we should go in?' I whispered.

'Yeah. You don't have to whisper, you know. She's asleep. Nothing wakes her up after the morphine.' Gabrielle's voice sounded the same as it did that very first day, when Erin was asking all the questions. Flat and hard, like the line you draw with a ruler at the end of an essay.

You know how I was surprised when I first saw Gabrielle's room? Well in Mrs Baxter's room the surprise doubled. Her room was like Gabrielle's — and I mean exactly like it. Except the curtains were open and the fairy lights were switched off. The same strands of lights crawled around the walls and down the light cord. There was a dresser with make-up on it, but it was all tidy; you could tell none of it had been used since they had arrived.

Mrs Baxter was asleep. A blanket of crocheted squares covered her, with wool blankets peeping out underneath. Her head was turned towards us. She looked like Gabrielle. She had pale skin and blonde hair that was wavy and long. It spread across her pillow like cream Pick-Up Sticks when you drop them at the start of a game. Her face was calm with no wrinkles whatsoever and her mouth was smiling. She reminded me of the statue of the Virgin Mary at church.

'She's already in heaven,' said Gabrielle. 'Even though she's still alive, her mind is in heaven. That's why she looks so happy. That's what Dad and I think.'

'Yep.' I didn't know what else to say. I felt a bit funny about things, but I thought they were probably right. .

From then on, Gabrielle and I did everything together. After school, it was her place or mine. Mum was really nice to her. She didn't mention the earrings and I sort of forgot that Gabrielle even had her ears pierced. Usually, when Gabrielle came to our place, Mum would make two of whatever we were having for tea and she would give one to Gabrielle to take home. Once, she gave Gabrielle a bag of her old clothes, longs and cardigans mainly. This cracked us up, me and Gabrielle. As if Gabrielle would want ugly hand-me-downs, when her dad bought her the coolest clothes. As if. I saw the bag of clothes in the drain down the road when I was biking along, a few days later. I got off my bike and hid it, in case Mum saw it and changed her opinion of Gabrielle.

A while later, I asked if Gabrielle could stay the night at our place. Mum said no. Don't ask again, she said, because the answer will always be no. She had that look which says, Don't ask any more questions. I was a bit annoyed, but not really because our place was boring compared to the Baxters'. So instead Gabrielle asked if I could stay at her place. Her father said no too. We never really figured out what that was all about. I didn't like to say that it was probably because they were sharemilkers.

Gabrielle got her dad to buy her a Mr Pierre wig, a long black one. We cut a bit off the bottom then we used Gabrielle's heated rollers to curl up the ends. I put on her purple minidress and a pair of her Beatle boots (it turned out she had three pairs — black, white and brown.) She did my makeup, paying special attention to the eyeliner, and then I slipped the wig on over my recently tidied up but still disgusting hair.

There they were — The Chicks — staring back at us from the big round mirror in Gabrielle's bedroom. Suzanne ran out of the room, and came back with two spoons.

'Here you go Jude. One, two, a one two three . . .' 'I love you, Timothy, I love you Timothy, I love you Timothy, you're just the guy for me . . .' I was her, Judy.

'I look into your eyes, do I see truth or lies, my heart cries out for love, what are you thinking of?'

We sang and sang, and when we got to the end bit, we sang together.

'Timothy, fancy-free, be good to me, Timotheeeeee . . .' When we finished, I was laughing so hard I was crying too. We sang some more hits, then Gabrielle brought it up. Ear piercing.

'I'm not allowed,' I said.

'But what if you just got it done? They couldn't fill the holes back in, could they.' She had her earring box in her hand and she picked out a tiny bundle of sparkling shiny earrings. She let them trickle back into the box, like droplets of water.

'Yeah but I'd have to go to town.'

'No you don't. I can do it for you. With ice and a needle. You numb your ear with the ice, then push the needle through. Then you put a cork on the back to hold the needle until the bleeding stops. It's easy.'

'Oh my God. The pain.'

'It hurts for a minute, then it stops.'

'I'll think about it,' I said. I don't know if it was the whole thing of thinking about pain, or what, but the ache in my stomach started to come back.
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By the beginning of September, it was Outside Even When Raining. The teachers had had enough of winter and said that a bit of rain never hurt anyone.

Us girls had had enough of things too. By us girls, I mean the lot of us. Gabrielle and I were best friends by then, but we generally played with Erin and Julie and the others. We were sick of the jungle gym and hopscotch and the other baby games. The boys must have also been fed up with bullrush and tag rugby, because sooner or later at morning tea and lunchtime they would come looking for us, and we'd all just hang around together talking.

I was thinking a lot about high school next year. About what it would be like, whether we'd all stay friends. It was hard to imagine we wouldn't but no one actually brought it up.

One lunchtime, we were hanging around over by the implement shed. The sky went really dark all of a sudden and next thing it was pouring. John Beveridge had the key to the shed because it was also the sportsgear shed and he was sports captain. We all went in there, pulling the door shut behind us. It was so dark you couldn't even tell the difference between eyes open and shut. Gabrielle reached out and held my hand.

We were all laughing for a few seconds, then someone said, what's that? There was this sound from high up somewhere. Kittens. Charlotte had had her kittens.

Someone pushed the door open so we could see. John climbed to the back of the shed, where the tarpaulins were, and brought the kittens down. They were in an old jersey that must have been chucked up there. We gathered around. Three tiny kittens, all of them black like Charlotte.

Erin went to pick one up.

'No, don't touch them, the mother won't come back,' someone said.

'That's birds, stupid,' said Erin. She stepped back though, leaving them snuggled together.

We all moved in close around the jersey. Outside, the rain was falling fast and heavy, and little waterfalls were coming off the edge of the roof. We crouched down; I could feel John's arm pressing up hard against mine. It felt hot through both our shirts. I let my body lean in towards his, just a little bit. He didn't move away.

'We could name them,' I said.

Everyone said yes, and then the names started. Someone wanted Rob, Chip and Ernie, off My Three Sons. But what if they weren't all boys, someone else wanted to know. Which was a good point.

We got on to other TV shows and more or less agreed that the names should suit boys or girls. There were some quite good suggestions, such as Robot from Lost in Space.

'How about Judy and Suzanne?'

Gabrielle was crouched down, on the opposite side of the circle to me. Her voice sounded soft and quiet, like it did on her first day at school when she introduced herself. I looked up from the kittens, we all did. We all looked at her. She was staring straight back at me. Just at me — she didn't even look at anyone else, so it was me who had to say it.

'Can't be. They might not be girls. And there's three, not two.'

The boys all laughed then, and Erin said: 'Yeah. Duummmbb . . .'

'It should be Judy and Suzanne.'

Butter voice, flat voice. Not another sound; no playground noise, no skipping rope whipping the asphalt. Just the rain and Gabrielle's flat, dull voice.

I looked back down at the kittens. I couldn't get over how they were exact miniatures of their mother. Their eyes were shut and I wondered how they would be feeling, surrounded by the noise of us. Just hearing — not being able to see or have a say in what their names should be.

A hand reached into the middle of our circle. Gabrielle's hand; in the shadow of the shed its paleness seemed purple. It picked up one of the little kittens. Her other hand appeared. It went around the neck of the kitten and it squeezed. It squeezed while the body of the kitten twisted round and round. Like the two hands were wringing out a wet sock. The kitten made no sound at all. Then, the hands dropped the kitten on the ground and it was just a clump of still, black fur.

The other girls started to cry. Gabrielle looked at me with a smile that I didn't understand. I hoped that John wouldn't move his arm away, and he didn't.
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John headed back to work — Cool catching up, Sammy — and I stood outside the Masonic for a bit. He was nice, John. A nice, settled, Paeroa boy. I blinked my way back to the middle of the day.

Gabrielle Baxter and the two girls were coming towards me. The girls each carried a plastic bag with Glamour World stamped on the side. I stared at them, trying to pick their father. But all I could see was Gabrielle's pale skin and big brown eyes.

As I walked towards Gabrielle, I smiled. She was still different: older, for sure, but still beautiful. Already I knew how it would be: the hug, the Oh my God it's you!

I couldn't wait. I was just about to say, Hello Gabrielle Baxter when she turned towards the girls.

'Hurry up,' she said. 'Get a move on.'

She looked straight through me as we passed each other. She didn't recognise me at all.





THE HANGI

Three years and a lifetime in Paris. And late one night, after a lovely rowdy dinner and too much wine, you say: 'Let's have a hangi.'

Yes, everyone says, yes! Pascal and Sabine, Xavier and Mariel, who have no idea about a hangi, what is involved. But tonight, finally, you declare an ache for your own earth. So yes, let's have a hangi, I say. Let's drink to that.

We agree that Paris, with its sacred lawns and profiterole stacks of dog shit, is no place for a Maori feast. Where, then?

I turn to Pascal. 'It will have to be at your house in Bourgogne. That's the perfect place.'

You explain to everyone the fire, the stones, the wet cloths, the long preparation of food. The talk turns to escargot. So where else, for a hangi, but Bourgogne?
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It is April, late afternoon on a warm Friday. Pascal and Sabine pull up outside our apartment in the tiny pedestrian street with the convent at the end. They have driven their rusty old Mercedes up the kerb and across the footpath, scattering homeward-bound nuns like a throw of knucklebones. Pascal toots, hand flat on the horn, until we appear at the doorway with our weekend bags. 'Hurry up — the traffic is building up. On y va.'

'Bastard Parisians,' he says, weaving through queues of vehicles. He loves this moment each week, when the tyres hit the cobbles of Porte de Gentilly clacketyclacketyclack and he is on his way home. Dire Straits pumps out of the stereo and he sings along, cigarette in his mouth, face beaming. He doesn't know where one word ends and the next begins: 'MONEEEYYFOR NUZZENGANDYOU CHICKSFORFREE'.

'Just like you Pakehas singing "Pokarekare Ana",' you say quietly. This is the first time you have said such a thing to me and I feel the cut of it.

Cars ooze out through the A6 toll gate. We are all more relaxed now, the sky is losing light and the traffic flows fast. Sabine turns around in her seat. 'So, this weekend we organise the hangi, yes?'

'Yep,' you say. 'Plan it this weekend, do it on the first of May. Two weeks' time. Good idea?'

We all agree this is a good plan.

'You know, the village is looking forward to it very much,' says Pascal.

I see your eyebrows flick upwards. 'Choice, mate,' you say. 'Cool . . . ah . . . how many will come, do you reckon?'

'Oh, not so many, maybe fifty, maybe sixty. But don't worry, everyone will help. This is what happens at a French feast. Everyone helps.'

Sabine has called ahead and made a reservation for us to eat at the tiny bar in Talcy. We arrive just after eight o'clock and it is full. We push past scooters and cars parked on the footpath and open the door.

A steamy scent rushes at us, retelling the day: beer, sweat, garlic, wine, smoke and roast chicken. Men stand at the zinc counter with their arms waving, voices an ebb and flow of seamless debate. Families sit at tables laden with food. There is a dog waiting patiently at the feet of a young boy, eating the food that drops from a fork.

'Salut Pascal, Sabine, et les Kiwis, come, come.' We exchange kisses with Pierre as he takes us to the last empty table. 'You are all hungry, I think, after the drive and the traffic. Bastard Parisians . . .' Pierre shakes his head in disgust. 'So, what are we eating tonight?'

We place our orders and Pierre returns with our wine and beer. He takes a chair from the next table and sits between you and Pascal. 'I hear we are having a hanging.' His eyes are wide with excitement and he rubs his hands together.

'It's a hangi,' you tell him, laughing. 'Haaanggee. It's a traditional Maori meal, cooked underground.'

'Fantastic! Well, you know, I want to help. So I will look after the vegetables for you. You know . . . maybe . . . sautéed potatoes, leeks, peas, green beans . . . enough for how many people, do you think?'

'Thank you, Pierre, thank you, but you don't prepare the food like this for a hangi. It must be raw. It goes into a hole in the ground, in baskets onto hot stones. You cover it with wet cloths and earth, and it cooks by steam.' I explain the concept. 'That's how it happens, isn't it, Rob?' I say to you: you say nothing. You stare at your beer and I wonder at this new thing of yours, this ability to switch your humour on and off.

Pierre sits back in his seat, big arms folded against a barrel of a chest. His eyebrows knit into one. He is not convinced. 'I don't understand. What about the flavour?'

'But exactly. The steam and the earth give the flavour to the food. It has a unique taste. It is a New Zealand speciality.' Pascal leans forward proudly, keen to support the project. His hands are upward and open wide. 'It's a fantastic thing, Pierre, really. It's very natural, a beautiful way to eat.'

'Hmm.' Pierre reflects on this for a moment, eyes down, then pushes his chair back and stands up. 'Okay, if you say so . . . anyway, bon appetit.'

Our meals arrive and we tuck in.

'Well done Pascal,' you say. 'You know about the hangi. Are you sure you haven't had a sneaky one you're not telling us about?'

'But no, of course not! It's just obvious, you know. If you are going to have a hangi — a special meal from New Zealand — you have to do it the proper way. The Kiwi way.' He washes his escalope down with a mouthful of wine. 'Between you and me, the French are not so adaptable to other ideas, when it comes to food.'

Pascal wanders off to talk at the bar. 'You know,' he says when he comes back, 'I was just chatting to Jean-Luc. About the hangi.' He cracks the sugary surface of his crème brûlée. 'And he thought of this idea. You could put a pot of, say, boeuf Bourguignon into the hangi. And then, while the other things are cooking, the meal will just be bubbling away, you know, just like normal. So you have hangi boeuf Bourguignon.' His eyebrows are up, mouth a wide grin. 'How about that?'

'It won't work.'

I hear an edge in your voice.

'But why not?'

'Because you don't have boeuf Bourguignon in a hangi, that's why.'

'Of course not. But not a bad thought, all the same.'

'You know, Pascal, with the hangi we could have escargot.' Sabine has been quiet until now. 'As an entrée,' she adds quickly, glancing your way.

'That's a good idea,' I say. 'We do the hangi, you guys do the escargot . . .' I am keen on this. Very keen.

'No, no. Anna,' says Pascal. 'Listen. It is our pleasure to gather the food and prepare for this hangi. You will be chef on the day. Then you will work. Voilà.' .
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You and I cannot talk about why we are in France. My job, your determination to be with me. Instead, we talk about the need for a hangi list.

It is after midnight. We are in Pascal's spare bedroom, in the old stone cottage that is his weekend home. This is the darkest room I have ever been in; more black than the inside of my eyelids.

'You don't make a list for a hangi,' you say.

'I know that. But it's easier if we leave them a list. Otherwise they won't know what to do.'

'It'll sort itself out. Christ. Whoever heard of making a list for a hangi?'

'Well, how else do we do it? We've talked nothing but hangi all day, and we're no further ahead. Someone comes up with another crazy idea and . . .'

'Look. I'll come down here a couple of days before, and do it all then. Honestly, it'll be fine.'

'This was your idea.' My words hang heavy in the dark.

'Coming to France wasn't.'

Then you are asleep. .
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Three days out from the hangi, and you've gone to Bourgogne. I am in the Paris apartment alone when the phone rings.

'Hi Anna, it's Sabine, calling from Talcy.' She sounds excited as we exchange greetings. 'I'm at the bar. Anna, we have so many snails, it's wonderful. They are hanging in the tree in a sack. They have been fasting for five days and now they are disgorging in the salt. They will be ready for the hangi.'

'That's fantastic, Sabine.' I have seen disgorging. I try not to think about the stalactites of slimy snot dripping down from the bag. 'They will be beautiful, I know.'

'Yes, they will be. Delicious. Anna. I am really just ringing to talk to you about the chicken.'

'The chicken.'

'Yes. There is a big crowd here tonight. Well, you know, big for Talcy. And we are arguing. So I thought I'd just ring you. Everyone is getting organised for the hangi. And they want to know. For the chicken. Do you think poulet Provençal, or something local, maybe coq au vin?'

I close my eyes. 'Sabine, is Rob there, by chance?'

'Yes, yes, he arrived today . . . oh, you mean, at the bar? No, Pascal is here, but not Rob.'

'Could I speak to Pascal please?'

'Of course, wait . . .'

'Hi Anna, ça va?' Pascal's excitement bounces down the phone.

'Ça va, Pascal. Listen. What's this business about chicken?'

'Don't worry, Anna. I have already told them, no French dishes in a hangi. I will tell them again. Really, we are just playing with ideas, thinking about some of the possibilities . . .'

'Pascal, there are no possibilities. Really, this type of thing just won't work in a hangi . . .'

'I hear you, Anna, please, don't worry about it. I will sort it out.' There is a buzz of conversation in the background — I hear the words 'marinade' and 'brochettes de porc'. 'See you Saturday morning. You are coming on the train, n'est-ce pas?'

'Yes . . . Pascal — can you get Rob to ring me please?'

But he is gone; the line is an empty buzz.

That night I have one of those dreams that leave an open wound for days. I relive our final twenty-four hours in New Zealand — the farewell hangi that your people gave for us. I sit again with our friends, peeling potato and kumara and dropping them into the big yellow plastic bucket filled with cold water. The sun on my back is real, so warm. We are laughing at you men as you dig, preparing the hangi pit. You pass the spade frequently, feigning generosity when we can see you are all exhausted from the digging and keen for another beer.

Next, we are standing around the steaming mound of dirt. You gently scrape away the soil from the sacking and the cloths. I watch you, already a leader among your people. And then I smell it: the steam and the dirt and the food combined; there is no other smell like it in the world. It is the smell that I remember first, when I wake next morning. .
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It is the first of May. It has snowed through the night and it is snowing now. The spade is standing upright in the frozen ground, where you left it yesterday afternoon, marking the spot for the hangi. Next to the spade sits the pile of firewood, a little white mountain.

We are in Pascal's kitchen in Bourgogne, you and I. All around us are packages of food wrapped in tin foil. Some of the food is raw, some cooked.

When the others leave the room, we peek inside a package. So far, we have found boeuf Bourguignon, côtelettes d'agneau a la purée d'oignons, poulet Provençal, coq au vin and porc roti. And, of course, sautéed vegetables. We have barely started to investigate. All of them look beautiful, even those still raw. We control our giggling, like chastised children, then find another package to open.

Pascal stomps into the kitchen. 'It never snows this late in Bourgogne. Never.' He stares out the window and huffs again.

The oven is on; soon it will be hot enough to begin the long, slow process of cooking a feast for many people.
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LIFELINE

Right after lunch on Thursdays is when you telephone your daughter.

Most times you call her from your room, on your own telephone. For the sake of peace and quiet. But last night something unexpected happened. The kowhai outside the day lounge blossomed. July is too early for this. The wind will come any time and the thick, heavy flowers will be a buttery pool on the ground. For now, though, it is a violent yellow explosion — more flowers than you ever thought possible on a single tree.

What you would very much like to do this afternoon, after your phone call, is sit and look at the tree.

The wicker settee in the day lounge affords the best view. The settee sits directly facing the double French doors leading out to the veranda, then the garden with its wide green lawns and distant fountain. It is known as the grandstand seat and it is very popular after lunch, when the sun reaches the west side of the home.

You will get to the settee first, before anyone else. And what you will do is pick up the telephone in the day lounge on your way — take it with you and make your call from there. It will be noisy, you can only imagine! But you and Lee talk every Thursday and she will worry if you don't ring. .
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Lunch is chicken soup and salmon quiche. The soup is clear, with teardrops of fat on the surface. There are tiny slivers of white meat and custom-cut carrots which used to be frozen. Soup is messy to manage since your hands started to shake. You think about leaving it, about the advantage this would give you in getting to the telephone and the settee. Your sick kidneys will thank you for the lighter load too. But it won't do to draw attention to yourself, not today. One is constantly being watched, monitored for unusual behaviour. Not by the staff — oh no, they're no bother — but by the other residents. The home attracts nit-pickety types with a penchant for minding other people's business. So you drink the soup and eat the quiche, and resist the urge to hurry.

When you're done, you put your knife and fork together on the plate. Then you fold the napkin carefully, as you always do, and put it to one side of the plate. Because you feel the eyes on you, you pick it up again, dab at the corners of your mouth. You leave faint red traces of lipstick on the linen. Sometimes they come out in the wash, sometimes they don't. Finally, with no apparent haste, you push your chair back, rise, and leave the table.

Slowly (as if you have a choice!) you take your usual route from the dining room towards the bathrooms. Listen — already behind you chairs are scraping against the lino, cutlery tinkling to the floor. There is a hum of voices which, up close, may or may not constitute conversation. You have noticed over the years that certain lunch dishes fuel soliloquies.

You are ahead of the others — around the corner in the corridor before the first of them moves through the dining room doorway. You lean into the bathroom door and push hard — as hard as you can — against it. Then you step back, letting the door crash to a close. They will be thinking you are inside the bathroom. But you step quietly back from the door and, ignoring the pain that comes from pushing so hard, slip into the day lounge next door.

The telephone sits on a glass-topped table just inside the doorway. The phone is made of a type of plastic and it is light to lift. But you have forgotten that it is an older type, with the handset attached to the main unit by a cord. You look at the phone, then at the settee nearby. It will reach. You pick up the telephone — one hand under the base of it, the other on top, ensuring the handset does not fall. You take the entire thing to the settee, and settle yourself in the middle of it with the telephone on your lap. The two cords connecting the telephone to the wall are stretched tight across the carpet.

And that's how they find you, the others, when they enter the day lounge. .
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They remind you of a flock of sheep, senseless in direction and firmly opposed to independent movement. They are on constant lookout for everything not right in the world.

This afternoon, things are very not right. They slow, then stop before you. They take it in, this travesty of you having the settee. And the telephone.

So they move in.

'Will you be long?' one says. The tiresome Madeira Wiseman, spokeswoman. Her tone is accusatory, not enquiring.

'No,' you say. Usually you choose not to engage. But it would be rude to ignore her completely.

'You've had it for half an hour already.'

You say nothing. Madeira likes to tell everyone she is named after an exotic island off Portugal, the Pearl of the Atlantic is how she describes it. One time, you left a gardening book on the day lounge table. It was open on page seventy-seven: 'Madeira Vine: a devastating weed capable of destroying all plant life around it.'

'That's a hazard, that cord. Not allowed.' Madeira is not going to let up. Behind her, the others are nodding, looking at the cords, nodding. Like the little dog toys in the rear windows of cars.

'Not if you look where you're going, Madeira,' you say, with as much patience as you can muster.

They shuffle off elsewhere, calling you names like Duchess and Queenie. They are getting on your wick. You think about going to your room to make your phone call. But your ankles are swollen and your body is too tired to move again and anyway, why should you? You got there first.

The tree is still beautiful. You close your eyes and it becomes a firework against a black sky — the expensive grand finale at the end of the show. The winter sun tightens your skin, reminding you it is day. When you open your eyes, you see that a breeze is touching the yellow flowers, just slightly.

'If you have something to say, then come back here and say it,' you call after miserable Madeira. She doesn't. The place is teeming with cowards. They talk behind your back any old time.

You rearrange yourself on the settee for more comfort and sit forward to push the buttons for Lee's number. But the telephone jumps out of your lap and crashes onto the carpet. One of Madeira's friends is lying next to it. The telephone cord spirals around her left leg like a varicose vein escaping her support stockings. Her friends are delighted — an incident! — and rush to help her up. They give you looks that say I told you so. The woman is not hurt. You untangle the cord, retrieve the phone and get on with your call. .
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The phone rings once, then Lee speaks.

  'Mum,' she says. 'I was thinking what's the time, Mum should 
    be ringing, and here you are.'

She's hundreds of kilometres away but her voice is crisp and close, as though she's right here next to you on the settee, soaking up the sun. She's hitched her skirt up to let the sunlight touch her legs. Her toenails are painted bright red and she stretches her feet right out to a ballerina's pointe. Out, then in. Pull that skirt up as high as you like, Lee, you tell her. Never mind the sheep.

'How are you dear?'

'Good, Mum, good. How about you?'

'Not so bad. How are the children?'

'Much better. Sam's over the worst of the flu — Nina got it too, but not as bad. I kept her home for three days. But she's back at school today.'

Lee kicks off one of her shoes, then the other. The shoes are on the mat in front of you, just as they landed. You imagine what Madeira Wiseman might have to say about that.

'I'm glad she's better,' you say.

'Me too. She made you a card while she was at home . . .'

'She made me a card?' Nina, who is six, sits at her little plastic table. She has long straight hair the colour of rust and as she leans forward to concentrate, it falls around her face.

She sucks on one side of her bottom lip until she changes crayons, then she sucks on the other.

'Your lip will hurt if you keep doing that.' You lean forward, touching the little girl's arm. Gently, you place your thumb on her chin so that her mouth opens.

'Sorry . . . Mum?'

'What dear?'

'She made you a card, Mum. I've posted it to you. It's a Nina classic. Rainbows.'

'How many?'

'Eighty. She says there are eighty rainbows, for all your birthdays so far.'

'A card with eighty rainbows. I can't wait to see it.' You're laughing now, thinking about all those rainbows crammed on to Nina's card. They will fill every gap — front, inside and back — Nina cannot abide a quiet, empty space. 'Where is it?'

'I've posted it to you. I sent it Tuesday afternoon.'

'It should be here today then. Or maybe tomorrow.' .
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They form a line in front of you. The woman who tripped over the telephone cord has recovered, but she glares at you as she leans in for the support of Madeira Wiseman. If you didn't know better, you might think that they are forming a queue to use the telephone. But they have no one to call. You know this, everyone knows this. They are alone and this is why they are always together.

They watch you and listen, then they turn to each other and nod. You are struck, almost overwhelmed, at the form loneliness can take. They are blocking your view of the tree — but you will deal with that in a moment, deal with it kindly, when you have finished your call. .
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'So Mum . . . what do they say?' Lee's voice has changed. The light-heartedness has gone. There is no sidetracking Lee when she wants to talk serious business. You know you should be grateful, but this conversation can take place on another Thursday, when you are alone.

'What do who say?' You try to divert her anyway.

'The doctors. What did they say.'

You stretch your own legs out now, next to hers. Your ankles have disappeared, swallowed by the disease. She points her toes again and you try to copy her. But the skin is stretched tight, ready to split. You contemplate telling a lie but she can see for herself how things are. Your legs, your skin.

'There's plenty of time, Lee. Early days.' If you don't look at her, she won't see the lie.

'But you will need one. A new kidney.'

'Yes. I will need a kidney transplant.'

You let the moment sit between you. That's what the doctor did for you. The sheep are nodding again. They are quite still, watching you and listening and waiting to hear what will happen next.

'Mum, I will give you the kidney.'

There is a sound that comes from deep inside you. It comes out as laughter but really you are not sure that's what it is. Not sure at all.

'No, Lee, no. You have two children. You will not be giving me one of your kidneys.'

'Yes. Yes I will, Mum. Yes I will.' Her voice is breaking up.

'No, and that's the end of it Lee.' .
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Now that the call is over, they have moved away. You put the telephone on the floor at your feet, next to Lee's shoes, and you sit and look at the tree in peace. The breeze that came before has gone and the flowers are still. The tree is at its perfect best.

After a time, you stand. You wait for a moment, for the pain in your legs to pass. As you make your way out of the day lounge, you see that they are up to something. Madeira Wiseman is at the centre of things, of course. They huddle around the little glass-top table, where the telephone usually sits. The cords for the telephone lie slack on the carpet. They are frantically pushing the telephone plugs into the wall sockets.

They stop as you pass by. Each of them looks up at you with wide empty eyes, mouths hanging open. And so they should be frightened, you think, playing the silly games that they do. You leave them to it. You have mail to collect.





THE ITALY STAR

I never meant to find it, the thing on Gran's bookshelf. I wasn't looking for bad stuff. But after it happened, I couldn't pretend. When you're ten, you can't ignore something that could ruin your grandmother's life.

It was like a big red birthday card. It was in Pop's Big Trip Box. The box is full of stuff from when Pop went overseas with the RSA, to visit the places he fought at in the war.

The red was the colour of blood. I sniffed it. The smell was smoky like your clothes after Guy Fawkes night. On the front there was a big picture of a windmill. It was also red and the only reason you could see it was because of the black background.

Then, up above, there was writing from another country. Big fat black letters with fancy bumps and twirls. MoulinRouge 1974 was what it said.

Inside, on the left, there was more writing with a heading that said La Carte. On the other side there was a photo that had been stuck to the cardboard. It was of a row of ladies. They wore frilly, short skirts and their legs looked like they were covered in black chicken wire. Their arms were joined up and each one of them was kicking a leg high in the air. It was amazing that these ladies all had exactly the same legs, and they could get the timing right for the photo. I thought about how much practice that would have taken. Like our whole class doing a high-jump together.

You're probably thinking that you wouldn't get worried, looking at something like that. Well, you're wrong because there were two big problems.

The first problem was that even though the ladies had these fancy costumes on the second half of their bodies, they had nothing on their tops. Not even singlets. Not even bras. There were boobs everywhere. I looked from left to right, then back along the line again. I felt a bit sick from the shock; it was the same feeling as the time I burst in on Gran when she was in the bath. Gran had a terrible look, all her wrinkles rushing towards the middle of her face. Her hands flew up to her boobs but not before I saw them. They were different to the boobs in the photo. That's all I want to say about that.

I looked at the faces of the ladies in the photo, and they were all cheerful. This meant they had done it on purpose — got all dressed up from their waists down, then left their top clothes off. And then actually stood there with their legs up while someone took their photo. When I thought about this, how they had posed for the photo and also how much they were enjoying it, the sick feeling started to go away.

They were not like the legs. There were differences between them. The boobs I mean. Not between two boobs on the same lady, but between one lady's boobs and the next. Some were higher up than others, and there were also differences in size. There were no really little ones, or really big ones, but you could see there were some variations. The main difference, though, was colour. You'd have two pink boobs, then two brown ones. Then white ones and some black.

You know how I said there were two problems? The second problem was the worst. It was Pop. He was in the photo.

He was right in the middle of the row of ladies, with his arms linked up to them. He was the same height as them but both his feet were on the ground; he must have decided not to try a leg kick. His grey hair was shiny from his Brylcreem and his forehead was wet. His chin was up high. He was wearing his best blazer, the one he always wears to the RSA, and you could see his two war medals sparkling on his pocket. The 1939-1945 Star on the left, and the Italy Star on the right. His face was all red and he had the biggest smile I have ever seen anyone do for a photo.

I looked at the boobs again, counted them. Forty. Then I looked at the rest of the page. People had signed their names all over it. There were different colour signatures — black, blue, red. There were tidy little names, and big scrawly ones with flicks at the end. The people who had signed the page didn't care if their names went onto the actual photo, or even over the top of someone else's name.

You could work out some of the names. There was Estelle and Jacqueline and Lili. At the top of the page, Jacqueline had written: Cher Reginald. Reginald. That was the long version of Pop's name, Reg. I knew it was Jacqueline because it was the same handwriting as the word Jacqueline.

I felt an idea sliding into my brain. These were the names of the girls in the photo. They had signed Pop's name; he knew them and they knew him. The sick feeling started to come back. I imagined Pop up close to these ladies, with their bare boobs right next to him, probably almost touching his best blazer. Straight away, I thought again about Gran sitting in the bath, her face upset and her hands covering herself. I lifted the picture up to my face and sniffed it again. It smelled worse this time. .
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That night, I pretended nothing was wrong. I kissed Gran and Pop goodnight and went to bed at the usual time. I left the curtains open and watched the black sky and tried to sort things out.

The sky stretched around the Earth, past the edges of where I could see, around to strange places on the other side. I tried to imagine rows of half-naked ladies in black stockings underneath this same sky. My brain was starting to get there, but then Pop appeared in the middle of the ladies, and turned my guts into knots again.

Pop always says if you think slowly enough about a problem, you end up making the right decision. That is what he did in World War Two at Cassino. He and four other New Zealand soldiers were stuck inside a Sherman tank, trying to clear the road to Rome. It was snowing outside. They were in there for days, and although they had plenty of food and water, there was still the big problem of needing to go to the toilet. Every time they opened the lid of the tank, the Germans would try and shoot them.

Pop thought about the problem for a whole day. Then he came up with the idea. When they needed to go, they did their business in empty shell cases and dropped them down through a hatch underneath the tank. The Germans couldn't touch them.

Strategy was everything, according to Pop. Without strategy, the Germans would have won the war and we'd all be driving silly little cars with motors in the boot. He talks to me just about every day about strategies. About how he and the other good guys in the war had to try and come up with tricky ideas to beat the Germans and also the Italians, who were confused about good versus evil and ended up on the wrong side of things.

It was thanks to Pop's strategies that I was ready for it, when the kids at school asked how come I lived with my grandparents. I told them the story just the way Pop and I practised when we were out on the farm.

We'd be walking through the paddocks, moving stock, when he'd just come out with it. He always put on a kid's squeaky voice.

'Where's your Mum and Dad? How come you live with your Gran and Pop?'

'My mother died when I was born,' I'd say. 'And my father is in the New Zealand army, serving overseas.'

'Whereabouts?' Pop was good at pretending to be a nosey kid. He'd stare at me, and I'd have to look him straight back in the eye when I answered the next bit.

'I can't tell you. That's classified military information.'

Then Pop would grin, put his big boney hand around my shoulders, and tell me to go and open a gate.

Lying there in bed, I realised I was going to have to find a strategy to use against Pop. Just thinking of it made me feel sick again. .
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If Gran ever found out what Pop had been up to, who knows what she would have done? She might have packed all his flash overseas clothes back into the new travel bag and chucked them out. She might have chucked him out too.

The plan I'd come up with started with spying on Gran. I needed to know for sure that she wasn't on to Pop and his overseas naked friends. Gran was not big on talking, not like Pop who talked to anyone about anything. If she already knew about the ladies, Pop was in big trouble. We all were.

I decided to read the encyclopedias in the bookcase, as a cover for keeping an eye on her. Also, it was a good way to bring the topic up. I pulled out volume one and sat on the sofa. I could get a good view of the kitchen from there. I turned the first few pages. They were feathery light, like the paper of Pop's roll-your-owns.

Gran was doing her usual jobs. She's the exact opposite of Pop. Her hair is still quite dark and she's really little, not much bigger than me. That's not to say she's a softie — no one would ever say that about Gran. She's the sort of person who makes up her mind and sticks with it.

After a while, I got started. I asked her had she ever read the encyclopedias.

'No,' she said. She was standing at the kitchen bench, making a cup of tea and having a smoke. She could flick the ash off the end of the cigarette with just a little tap of her finger.

'Why not?' I kept turning the pages, not looking at what was on them. I was keeping a close eye on Gran.

'I don't have time for reading. Too busy.'

It was true. Gran just worked. That's all she did. Not the cool farm jobs like Pop, but the boring house stuff.

'Why did you buy all these books then?'

'I bought them for you. Not long after you were born. A man came round selling them.' She turned the silver teapot round on the bench. Gran says you need to do this three times to get good-tasting tea.

'How come?'

Gran gave the smoke another flick and the ash went into the sink.

'So you could learn about the world.'

She turned around then. Her arms were folded and the cigarette was burning between her fingers. She smiled at me and I thought that she might have been pretty before she got old. 'There's a big world to see, when you grow up.'

'But aren't you even interested in what's in them? Everything's in these books,' I said. 'Everything ever invented.'

'No,' said Gran. 'I'm not interested. Not in the slightest.'

I waited for a bit, to see whether she was in the mood for further talking. She seemed okay.

'What stuff interests you, Gran?'

'Looking after what's left of this family. That's what interests me. And getting a meal on the table every night.'

I was tempted to get her to talk about my mother. Sometimes you could do that, if she was in the right mood. You could get another tiny piece of information. As long as you stayed away from mentioning my father.

Then I remembered my strategy and the importance of not getting distracted. I took a big breath.

'What about other reading stuff? There's other stuff on the bookcase . . . from Pop's big trip.'

I watched her closely. She turned around and stubbed out the cigarette on the edge of the sink. Then she looked over, towards the bookcase, towards the Big Trip Box.

'I should probably go through it. It's only gathering dust. Some of it could be thrown out now.'

I felt really sick this time. It looked as though she might get cracking on the box straight away, but she didn't. She went outside with the empty clothes basket to get the washing off the line. .
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Before, I was thinking about the photo quite often. But after the talk with Gran, I couldn't make my brain think about anything else. I had blown the spy mission, made things worse. The photo of Pop and his lady friends was in my head everywhere I went, whatever I did.

At four o'clock, Pop and I went to feed out. We loaded the hay bales on to the tray on the back of the tractor — Pop lifting them on, me using my whole body to push them into place. I pushed so hard that one of them fell off the edge of the tray into the mud. I swore and I didn't even care if Pop heard.

'You okay, son?' He stopped loading bales and watched me. His face was wet with sweat, like it was in the photo. I couldn't bear to look at him any more.

'Yep,' I said.

'You sure? You don't look okay.'

'Yes.'

We headed off across the paddocks. Pop drove the tractor and I sat on the bales on the back. When we got to the cow paddock, the cows ran towards us, their big fat ugly udders swinging side to side. I leaned over the back of the hay bale tray and spewed up onto the muddy tracks from the tractor tyres.

Pop brought me back to the house then finished feeding out by himself. Gran ran a hot bath for me, which was nice but didn't fix anything. On my way through the sitting room I checked to see whether the Big Trip Box was still on the bookcase. It was, so I took it down.

The first thing you see in the box is the little London bus ticket. It somehow always stays on top, even though it's so small. I pressed the ticket down flat over my knee and stretched it to get all the creases out. I thought about Pop, him climbing up onto a red double-decker bus on the other side of the world. It would have been morning for him and the middle of the night for me. I would have been asleep while he was getting his ticket off the driver and scrunching it up in his big hand and putting it into the pocket of his blazer.

And then, days later, him flying back around the outside of the Earth — he and all those other old soldiers wearing their RSA blazers. Gran would have found the bus ticket in the pocket. She would've gone to throw it away, but then had second thoughts and put it in the trip box. .
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Pop goes to the RSA on Saturday nights. The RSA is like the pub, except if you haven't been on New Zealand's side in a war you can't go. Gran says not that you'd want to, she says all they do there is drink and talk about dubious and unproven acts of bravery, whatever that means. But I would give anything to go. To the RSA, I mean, not to a war. To hear the stories about the Germans. About the Japs who nearly invaded New Zealand and are the reason we can't buy a Toyota Corona.

Pop came in from feeding out and Gran yelled at him to take off his shirt and trousers and socks. And to not walk all that grass through the house. Then I heard the shower going and him singing 'God Save The Queen'. I went into their bedroom to wait for him.

I started off on Pop's side of the bed but I ended up sliding down into the dip in the middle, where I slept when I was little. Pop came in with his towel wrapped round him and steam coming off his body. I closed my eyes while he got dressed, till he gave the order — At Ease, Corporal — then I watched.

His war medals are in his socks and hankies drawer. He keeps them in a black box with dark red velvet inside. He pulled on his blazer, then he opened the drawer and lifted out the box. He stood in front of the big mirror on Gran's dresser and pinned the 1939–1945 Star to the front pocket of his jacket.

It was my turn. I took the Italy Star, with its striped ribbon — red, white, green, white, red — and six shiny golden points. GRI in the middle, with a little VI underneath. I stood on the bed, and pinned the medal on his jacket.

'Can I come with you?' I knew what he would say. But I always asked.

'No son, you're too young.'

'When will I be old enough?'

'When you've served your country.'

It had to be right then. I held my breath, then I said it.

'You know that guy you told me about in the war, Pop, the guy Freyberg?'

'General Sir Bernard Freyberg, VC.' Pop always held his chin up high when I pinned on the Italy Star, as though he didn't quite trust me not to prick his neck.

'What did he do, again? At Cassino?'

'He led the New Zealand soldiers, son. He made the decision to retreat, when we couldn't overcome the Germans.'

'So he gave up?'

'He didn't give up. He was saving lives. New Zealanders' lives.' Pop looked straight at me. We were eye to eye, with him standing straight in his blazer with his medals and me on the bed. 'He did the right thing.'

I'd finished pinning the Italy Star to Pop's pocket. I slid down off the bed and knelt beside it. Underneath was the card with the red windmill. I stood up and handed it to Pop and the sick feeling came rushing back.

He opened it and looked at the photo. He smiled — it was the same smile he had in the photo. The smile started to turn into a laugh — just a little one at first, then it got bigger and his shoulders started to shake. His medals clicked against each other.

He turned the card around, so the photo was facing me. He looked as though he was going to say something about it. Like he was going to do show and tell. He was still laughing.

This was not how I had planned things. He wasn't ashamed. He didn't even look upset that I had found the photo. I tried hard not to cry. I didn't have a strategy for this. I just had my question. So I asked it.

'Does Gran know about your naked friends from overseas?'

He started to laugh again. The more he laughed, the harder it was for me to keep the tears from coming.

Pop pulled me over to him and hugged me hard against his blazer. I could feel the points of the star medals pricking my face. We stayed like that for ages and then I felt his big body go still against me. The laughing had stopped. We just hugged each other until I stopped crying.

We sat on the side of the bed and I told him about my mission earlier in the day. How I thought that Gran didn't know about the photo. There was still time, I told him. He still had a chance to get rid of it.

'Are you sure about that, son?' He had a bit of a smile, and I reckon he was starting to realise how close he had come to wrecking our family. For someone so good at strategies, it was strange how he'd gone to the other side of the world and forgotten about thinking things through to the end.

'Pretty sure,' I said.

I looked at the card in his big rough hands. It looked like a weird thing from another world, maybe even from outer space. 'At least it's out of the Big Trip Box now,' I said.

Pop opened the card again and looked at the photo. He still had the funny little smile — I couldn't tell exactly what he was thinking but I was guessing he was a bit embarrassed about his lack of planning.

'We can do better than that,' he said, and he ripped the card into pieces so small you could never in a million years guess what it had been before.

I heard a noise behind me and I turned around. Gran was standing by the door, smiling at Pop and me. I knew for sure, then, that I'd done the right thing.





SUSTENANCE

'You have dirt under your fingernails,' Linda said. She was pouring English Breakfast tea from a white china pot into fragile teacups.

John looked at his hands, and there it was.

'It's not dirt,' he said. 'It's earth.' He was surprised to see it too.

He cupped his hands and stared at the tiny wedges of black at each fingertip. Then he remembered that he had knocked the pot plant off his desk at work the day before, as he was reaching to answer the phone. He had felt dismay, anger, then an unexpected rush of pleasure as he got down on his hands and knees and slowly scooped the black moist earth back into the terracotta pot. It had crumbled then formed again in his palm. He pressed it down firm against the roots of — what was it? — some plant, he didn't know the name. He had taken longer than was necessary to clean up the mess.

He got up from the table, kissed Linda good-bye, and went to work.

At the office, he saw immediately that someone had moved the pot plant to the far corner of his desk. He appreciated the thoughtfulness, but put it back where it belonged. Next to his snow globe, that tiny world with the strange little boy lifting his arms to the sky. Other people had the Eiffel Tower, or London Bridge, or something else famous in their snow globes. His was an oddity — a gift from Linda on their first wedding anniversary. .
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John sold real estate. He'd done so all his working life — thirty-something years. In the early days he'd made a go of it, but now everyone else in the company outperformed him.

He often wondered why. How a person could attract less business the more trustworthy he became. He worked by the rules, made sure all parties to a deal came away feeling good about things. But nowadays people seemed to prefer the younger agents: the girls with the short skirts and winter tans, the lads with the European cars and cryptic number plates. 10DAIT, for example, on the black Porsche that swung in next to his old Ford in the car park each morning.

For a while, there'd been another guy in the office going through a slump in sales too. Month after month, the two of them had engaged in some sort of tacit, desperate competition to lift their performances. One time, the other guy would fail and John would sympathetically pat him on the shoulder when passing by his desk. Then John would falter, and the other guy would do the same for him. At some point the other guy left, and the boss dropped John's monthly target to 'something more manageable'.

Occasionally the boss would give him a listing, one that she had secured for herself. John would arrive at work to see an address written in her messy scrawl next to his name on the New Listings Chart. He would frantically rub out her words with the sleeve of his shirt and rewrite them, checking over his shoulder for smirking colleagues. After a while, he stopped. He understood, from the looks he got, that everyone knew. .
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He stayed late at the office that night, alone, flicking through the cards in the little red plastic box on his desk. They were grouped according to suburbs — Kelburn, Karori, Northland, Khandallah — each area colour-coded with a sticker in the top left-hand corner.

Every card represented the beginning of an acquaintance: a handshake, warm palms, very nice to meet you. He flipped the cards over slowly, waiting to visualise the faces. It was odd that he couldn't remember any of them. He reached the final card and started back at the beginning, slower this time.

Finally he gave up waiting for a face. He started the phone calls.

'Graham Thomas? Hello, yes, this is John Dobson, of Stanton Realty.' Polite chat about weather, sport, the busyness of lives. 'We met at the Rotary dinner.'

That much he knew. It was written on the index card.

'Yes . . . a great night wasn't it?'

What did he look like, this Graham Thomas? The voice sounded fiftyish, Graham Thomas was possibly his own age. What did he look like? No idea, but pressing on.

'You mentioned you were thinking of selling. I was wondering . . .'

The answer was always no, at first.

'Look, that's fine. It's just . . . there's so much interest in your area right now, I thought I should give you a call.'

Waiting for the spark of greed, the shift in the voice. John knew now who Graham Thomas was. He'd placed the face.

'What sort of prices? Well, Graham, they are ridiculously high, if I'm to be honest with you. In fact, overpriced. It's a seller's market. We just can't get enough on our books. But look, I'm sorry to have bothered you at this time of night.'

Here it comes.

'Well, yes, I can call around, take a look. But I hear what you're saying. You don't want to sell.'

Buyer's market, seller's market, buyer's market — another hour passed as John chatted on in the semi-darkness to the anonymous names on the cards. Then he stalled mid-sentence. A cold, prickly sweat started at the back of his neck, crept up through his hair and settled on his forehead.

He pressed on.

'The situation is fascinating, actually, we all thought the bubble would burst last year, never thought it could last this long. Because you know Mrs . . . Miss . . .'

Words coming fast now, tumbling: his mind sifting them, breaking them down, like the earth that had crumbled and fallen through his fingers the day before.

'It's just dirt, isn't it? It's just dirt. It's just dirt — no it's . . . it's earth. It's the Earth and anyway . . . land is what we do to the dirt, in the earth. We smother and clutter and . . .'

Stop, he thought. Stop it. John closed his eyes as the feeling of nausea worked its way through his body. It threatened to pull him under. He shook his head, pushing back at the desire to carry on with the nonsense.

There was silence at the other end of the phone.

'Pardon me? Are you there?' a voice said, after a time. 'Mr Dobson? Hello?' She was anxious — he could hear that — but he hesitated before answering. Made sure he was fully back in the present.

'Oh yes, yes I'm here. I'm sorry, lost you for a minute.'

Who was she? Was she selling or buying? He had no idea which side of the game he was on. .
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John got home at eight-thirty. Linda was watching television in the lounge and the kids were sprawled across the floor at her feet.

He stood for a moment in the doorway looking at his family. For a time now, he had felt as though the tiny filaments that connected them were fraying, breaking off one by one. It had to do with a lot of things — long hours, few sales, his desire to provide. But when he had tried to bring it up they had just looked at him, not understanding at all.

Tonight, as he watched the backs of their heads, he felt it — a distinct, tiny ping somewhere deep in his chest. The last strand severed; Major Tom floating away. It was a real pain — a physical one. His hand searched for the spot and found it.

'Hi everyone,' he said. He felt something wet on his face — tears. He was grateful that the only light was the dim flicker from the television.

The children replied together, Hi Dad. Their eyes never left the screen.

He took a deep breath, willing himself to speak in his usual voice, say the usual things.

'How was school?'

'Good.' An empty chorus.

The family had eaten an hour ago, Linda said. She didn't look up from the television either. He knew she was annoyed about the time.

He took his dinner out of the warm oven and removed the tinfoil from the top. There was a bowl of green salad on the kitchen bench and he tipped all of it onto his plate, next to the meatloaf. Then he sat down at the table, at the single place-setting remaining. He waited for his hands to stop shaking before he ate. .
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It was 1967.

They would meet after work at Suzy's, a coffee bar on Willis Street. It was the only place open at night. He had just started at Stanton's and she was working at a doctor's surgery.

She'd passed the gift over to him, eyes shining bright.

'Happy anniversary, John,' she said. 'I love you.'

She'd wrapped the snow globe in Christmas paper, although Christmas had long passed. He guessed what it was, even before taking it in his hands and shaking it gently. There was the shape, of course, and then the sound and feel of the sluggish movement inside.

All around them, people moved and talked. The air was warm and steamy, filled with laughter and the smell of damp, heavy overcoats.

He carefully peeled the Sellotape back off the white paper, so as not to tear it. Then he folded it, neatly dissecting green reindeer and red jinglebells. She reached across and took the paper from him, put it back in her handbag.

'I thought we'd agreed,' he said. 'No money, so no presents.'

She laughed, a light melody playing over the top of the café hum.

'Oh, I know . . . I know we agreed. But I already had it.'

John smiled again, raised his eyebrows.

'I bought it ages ago, before we got married. I don't know why, I just liked it.'

John held the globe up in front of him, cupped it in his hands. The little boy inside was poised as though singing to the gods — feet apart, arms thrown skyward, head back, eyes shut. He wore a brown coat and boots. When John shook the globe, grey glitter stormed around the child.

'I liked it, it seemed real,' said Linda. 'Not like the tourist ones.'

John held the globe up a little higher. As the glitter settled, he squinted through it to the other side, trying to frame Linda's face, trying to catch the red blur of her lipstick. .
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John had arranged to call in on Graham Thomas the next day, on his way home from work. He parked outside the address written on the piece of paper in his pocket, and sat for a moment looking at the place.

The white bungalow was set back from the road, in a garden overgrown with weeds. Blackberry bushes grew along both sides of the house and climbed high towards the windows, like massive dark earmuffs. A broken concrete path started at the gate and tapered off near the front door.

A demolition job.

He knocked at the door. It was a still evening, past twilight. John heard floorboards inside creaking under the weight of slow, heavy footsteps. The door handle turned, and an old man opened the door, inching a walking frame out of the way.

John was shocked at the age of Graham Thomas — he was at least eighty. Who had he been thinking of the night before, when he had fingered the index card and chatted on about the weather and house prices?

'Graham — good to see you again,' he said. They shook hands and went inside.

John waited in a little room next to the kitchen while Graham made coffee. He sat on a plump sofa upholstered in dark red velvet. It would have been a beauty in its day, but now the velvet was shiny and threadbare, stuffing seeping out. The rolled armrests had been worn smooth over the years. There was a matching armchair in one corner of the room and, between the armchair and the sofa, a black and chrome tea trolley. A silver frame held a black and white wedding photo; Graham and Mrs Thomas, John assumed.

'So, what do you think, John?' Graham interrupted his thoughts, his walking frame filling the doorway. His keen blue eyes watched John from under thick grey eyebrows. They curled upwards at the ends, reminding John of an owl.

'You've got a fine property here, Graham, a real classic.'

'Could you get those mugs for me? One I can manage, but not two.' Graham moved slowly backwards on the frame, letting John pass.

John was happy to check out the kitchen without Graham looking over his shoulder. The old latch cupboards were painted eggshell-blue, and the bench top was scratched stainless steel, with two old faucets over a sink. The left-hand one dripped slowly, reliably. The stove was an old Shacklock, with electric elements that sat at an awkward slant.

The kitchen was clean, but there it was — the smell of sodden, rotting timber. John knew, without opening cupboard doors, that water pipes were leaking; the whole unit was probably on the point of collapse.

Ripe for redevelopment — an investment opportunity, build your dream home or subdivide for townhouses. John had the brochure written.

Graham had settled in the armchair, and John set the mugs down between them.

'The place is in good condition for its age.'

'I do my best, though it's becoming more of a struggle on my own.'

'How often do you get someone in?' John looked around again. The house was clean — no cobwebs or dust.

Graham took a sip of his coffee before he spoke. 'Get someone in? Do you mean home help? No . . . no, I manage by myself.'

John looked at the walking frame, then at Graham's face. The old man was smiling, chin high, proud of his independence.

'It's not easy, I give you that. The inside's fine, but the outside . . .'

'You'd be entitled to help, I imagine. Do you have family around?'

Graham put his mug down, manoeuvred himself in the chair. He had great strength in his upper body; John wondered whether he had been a labourer, or perhaps a farmer.

'No, there's no one but me. Elsie's gone, of course. We had a child, Jennifer. But we lost her, when she was a baby.'

'I'm so sorry to hear that.'

As John spoke, Graham's face changed.

The room was cold; John hadn't noticed at first. Then it came again, the beginning of the tingle — the sweat across the back of his neck. John closed his eyes, willed the nausea away. When he opened them again, Graham was staring hard at him.

'Forgive me John. I'm repeating myself. I've already told you all about it. At the Rotary dinner.'

John looked down at his shoes. He waited for the recollection to come, the distinct picture of him and Graham chatting on at the dinner. They must have talked for a long time, for Graham to have shared so much with him. He looked up once more at the elderly man, then down again.

Come on, he thought. For God's sake. Come on.

'You don't remember meeting me, do you? We talked all evening — ate a meal together — and you don't remember.' Graham's words were flat now — a toneless ringing that filled John's head.

John thought about lying, but he couldn't reach deep enough into the panic and nausea and drag the necessary patter up through the fog in his head.

'You have no idea who I am. Is that right? You ring me up, chat chat chat, you come here and talk to me as though we are friends, and . . . and you don't know who I am?'

John sat forward, his knees apart, elbows resting on his thighs, hands clasped in front of him. His head sank to his chest. He had humiliated himself — that was bad enough — but he had also embarrassed Graham. John looked up again, met his stare.

'No, I'm sorry. I don't know who you are.'

Graham sat forward in his chair, his back straight, and lifted his chin. He put his mug on the tea trolley and reached forward with both hands, taking the walking frame in his grip.

'Don't get up Graham. I'll see myself out. I apologise, I've not been well and . . . I'm sorry.'

John searched for the words to describe his condition. But the description, like the problem itself, presented itself as a heavy, choking haze lacking a specific form.
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A year ago. That's when John had first noticed the changes in Linda. At first, he thought nothing of it, but as time passed he started to worry about her. About the state of her health.

She had lost her sparkle, her enthusiasm for life. John put this down to the ageing process, the demands of raising a family. But then it started — the changes in her speech patterns.

The first occasion was a Friday. It was late at night, they were driving home from the movies. Linda had seemed distracted; she had turned away from John, staring out the side window. Then, out of the blue, she'd turned to him and said: 'We need a new car.'

John hadn't answered — what could he say? Their old car was fine, running smoothly, still passing a warrant of fitness every six months. A new car would be nice, but they couldn't afford it. Even with her working, they couldn't manage it. She knew that, and John was annoyed with her for bringing it up.

Next — and John hadn't noticed the problem at the time — it was: 'We need a new washing machine.' The old one had broken down again, and the repair man had suggested it was time to replace it.

It was the third moment that caught his attention, highlighted her problem.

'We need to pay these bills, John.'

She'd been sitting at the dining room table for hours, surrounded by paper, a calculator to one side, tapping and sighing in a way that John found annoying.

'We need to pay these bills, John.'

John had looked up from the newspaper, looked at her hard. It took his breath away, the realisation that she had starting speaking in lists.

After that, the lists grew quickly. It didn't matter what the final few words were — John hardly noticed them — the sentences always started the same way.

'We need . . .'

'We need new furniture, John.'

'We need new cutlery, John.'

'We need to sort ourselves out, John.'

Eventually, he sat down with her and told her about his concerns. He suggested she seek help, but she refused to listen. She stood up, threw her hands in the air and walked away. .
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Putting things right was so desperately needed, John thought, the day after his visit to Graham Thomas's house. Putting things right — the things he could control — would contain the other foggy place, where he thrashed around wildly like a drowning child.

He was sitting in his office thinking about things. He picked up the snow globe, shook it hard, watched the tiny pieces of grey glitter swirl around the boy and settle at his feet. The liquid inside was clear; John wondered what it was. Not water, he thought; it was too thick to be water.

First, he rang Linda, suggested she arrange a family dinner. They would eat together, at home. Just the four of them. They would talk about the day, laugh together, possibly plan an outing. He could picture how it would be — the type of dinner that families on television had, with warm laughter and gentle ribbing.

'When?' she asked.

'When what?'

'When do you want to have this family dinner?' She sounded tired.

'You decide,' he said. 'Any night. You decide, and I'll be there. I'll come home early, and we'll eat together. Just us . . . all of us.'

Then he rang Graham Thomas.

'Hello John.' The familiar voice carried no resentment. 'Are you feeling better?'

No sarcasm or scorn.

'I am, actually. Thank you for asking.'

'That's good news.'

There was a pause, then John pushed on.

'Graham. Look. First, apologies. What can I say?' John waited, hopeful for an understanding sigh, some sign he should keep talking. Nothing. 'Forget about me selling your house. I mean, sell it, if you want. But that's not why I'm ringing.'

John imagined the old man on the other end of the line holding the phone to his ear, his frame in front of him. He could picture Graham so clearly now.

'You see, I wondered . . . well, would you like a hand cleaning the place up a bit? The outside I mean. I could come by tomorrow, after work, and we could make a start.' John heard a scraping sound down the line; the sound of the walking frame moving on the wooden floor. He pictured Graham slowly rearranging himself in his chair, thinking about the offer. Looking for the hook.

'Then, at least if you do decide to sell, it will be tidy.'

Silence.

'Graham, are you there?'

'Yes, yes I'm here. Why not, eh? Why not give the old girl a spruce-up?' .
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John got up early next day to organise himself for the work at the Thomas property. He found his son's cricket bag in the hall cupboard and tipped the sports gear onto the floor. He didn't know whether his son still played the game. He could not recall any recent mention of cricket in the household. He took the empty bag and tiptoed outside, quietly closing the door behind him.

The sky was beginning to shift to the grey before dawn. John was startled by the sharpening focus of objects as the light increased. He went to the garden shed, switched on the light and started searching through boxes for garden tools.

He was amazed they had amassed so many implements — trowels, spray guns, clippers — all covered in dirt from gardens that John could not remember tending. Spiders scattered into the dark recesses of the boxes as he wiped the tools down with a rag and put them in the sports bag.

He reached for the rake and spade hanging at the back of the shed. The spade caught against a tin of paint on the shelf above him. It tumbled down, crashing noisily against the wall of the shed, and landed open at his feet. A pool of dark blue paint grew around his black, polished office shoes. John watched, mesmerised by the two black atolls in a blue sea.

He leaned down, untied the shoelaces and stepped out of his shoes. He stepped over the flood of paint and grabbed the heavy sports bag. Sneakers would do.

The clarity and focus of the early morning stayed with him all day. He thought often about the pleasurable task ahead. He even sketched the Thomas property — how it would look after the blackberries had been cleared, the lawns mowed.

At four-thirty, he drove to Graham's house. The street was congested with parked cars, but he found a space nearby. He slung the bag of gardening tools across his shoulder and picked up the spade and rake in his free hand. His pace was brisk and he greeted passers-by with a chirpy good afternoon.

John stopped for a moment, looked up and down the street. He put the bag down, ran his hands through his hair, and looked again, all around him. He didn't understand. It was ridiculous to even be thinking it — unbelievable, laughable — but Graham Thomas's bungalow had disappeared.

A woman walked towards him. She was holding the hands of two young children.

'He's got a big school bag, Mum.' The little girl was staring at John, pointing downwards at the sports bag. 'Your bag's bigger than my bag.'

She spun around on tiny pink plastic shoes, reaching over her shoulder to tap her own school backpack. 'See? This is my school bag.'

The girl's mother stopped too. 'Are you okay there?' she asked.

'Oh yes, fine thanks, just fine.' .
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That night, Linda's friends came for dinner. She invited them more and more these days. John found the evening pleasant.

Later on, after the couple had left, she turned on him.

'How dare you?'

'How dare I what?'

'Humiliate me.'

'How did I humiliate you? I hardly said anything all evening.'

She reached high to put dishes away in the top cupboards.

'People here for dinner, and you're an hour late. Too late to eat with us. Where were you?'

Linda closed the cupboard doors and turned towards him, agitated. She picked up the red and white checked tea towel from the kitchen bench and folded it in half. John watched as she smoothed the cotton cloth flat, lining up the edges so they matched perfectly on all four sides. Then she folded it again, into quarters. Again and again, she folded, making sure each time that the edges were even. She pressed down hard with the palms of her hands, until the tea towel was one sixteenth of its normal size.

John watched the process of folding, reducing, folding again. 'Christmas paper,' he said.

'What?' Linda stopped, looked up at John. She was crying.

'Christmas paper around the snow globe. You kept it.'

She stopped then, and an emotion flickered across her face. Tenderness. John hadn't seen it in a long time. She took John's face in her hands, and began to kiss him. John held her face too, felt her lips on his and tried to remember how he should feel. Then she wrenched herself away, stepped back. He opened his eyes, startled.

Her face was twisted; her mouth turning down in disgust, a deep frown across her forehead. She was still crying, sobbing as she stared at his mouth.

'Dirt,' she said. She said it again — dirt . . . DIRT — each time louder, in a higher pitch, until she was screaming, shaking, backing away towards the door. 'You taste of dirt.'

John was dumbfounded. She was making no sense at all. But as she turned and ran from the kitchen, he saw that his hands had left two faint, muddy marks on the sides of her face. .
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It was a Tuesday. John was waiting for the bus. He had started taking the bus after Linda suggested he shouldn't be driving. He'd agreed, thinking of the day he couldn't find Graham Thomas's house.

He was going to see a doctor — it was something Linda had arranged.

He was about to board when he saw the woman fall down the front steps of her house. The big blue ceramic urn in her arms tumbled to the ground. He stepped out of the queue and the bus left without him.

The woman was sixty maybe, and reminded him of a barrel; she was that sort of shape.

'Oh . . . thank you so much,' she said as he helped her to her feet. She had grazed her knee. 'I don't know what happened . . . my feet just went out from under me.'

'Are you hurt?'

'No no, I'm fine . . . just so clumsy . . .' They looked at the pot. It had not broken, but a piece of the large green plant inside it had snapped and was hanging loosely.

'Where's this going?' he asked.

'Oh just right here, at the bottom of the steps.' She stood on the spot. 'Here.' He carried it over to her. 'Thank you, thank you so much.'

'No problem.' Together they patted down the soil around the plant. 'What is it, anyway, a cactus?'

'No, no . . . it's an aloe vera. They grow quite big, actually. And you can break pieces off and put them on cuts and wounds. They're healing plants.'

'That's lucky then, isn't it?'

'Yes it is,' she said, with a smile. 'Thank you again.'

He walked back to the front gate, then turned and looked.

'I think . . . I hope you don't mind me saying . . . but . . . I think the pot would look better on the other side of the steps. More . . . I don't know. More balanced.'

She limped to join him at the gate; together they assessed the view.

'You're absolutely right,' she said.

John was too late for the doctor's appointment, so he went to the office instead. He worked steadily through the contents of his in-tray. He made detailed notes, then ordered them with tiny page numbers. He stacked the pages in a neat pile.

He found a note on his desk. It was his handwriting and it had Graham Thomas's phone number on it. He rang the number, but it was disconnected.

He sat for a while listening to the rhythmic beeps, and wondered which part of the number he had written down incorrectly. .
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Later that week, he sat on the bus and watched Karori flick by. When the bus pulled up at the city end of Karori Road, he got off.

He stood for a moment and looked at the villa. It was loved: recently painted a lemon colour, window sills and front door a deep green. Two big bay windows on either side of the door reflected the sky. To the right of the door, on the veranda, were two swan plants in black pots. To the left of the door, a space. He absorbed the imbalance.

He put his briefcase just inside the fence and walked up the footpath. He hesitated for a moment on the top step, then picked up one of the black pots and carefully placed it on the left-hand side of the door. He walked back down the path and picked up his briefcase. He did not look back at his handiwork — he knew it was good. He started walking to work. .
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After that, things changed for the better. John barely glanced at the New Listings Chart. That's not to say he wasn't busy. Oh, he was busy. Flat out. The boss knew this too. She left him to get on with it. The job in hand.

From time to time, he wouldn't get in until the afternoon. This was never intentional. But there were mornings when he would walk one, maybe two, kilometres, and catch a bus on another route. Sometimes he would discover he had disembarked and was standing in front of a garden. Sometimes, he was off the bus and standing in front of the garden, and he would think: why? But then he would look again, and see.

Like the time the flamingos were grouped around the pond, turned away from the water. As if, he thought. As if. His eyes rolled in exasperation, then he turned the birds round, tipping them forward slightly so their bills were close to the pool of water. It was not an easy task — too far forward and they would topple in. But he did his best.

He was just about to leave when he saw that, in fact, there was not nearly enough water for them. He got the garden hose and filled the pond to the top. He put the hose back neatly, rolled it round the reel down the side of the house. Then he went to work.

One Friday morning, or possibly afternoon, John arrived at work and a new person was sitting at his desk. She smiled at him and wished him well. His pot plant and his snow globe were on the floor next to the desk. He picked them up and put the globe in his pocket. Then he used his shirt sleeve to rub his name off the New Listings Chart. He could see the boss — a silhouette in the corridor — walking towards him. He smiled at her too, waved out to her, and caught the elevator downstairs.

In his pocket there was sixty dollars in notes and change. He wanted a map of Wellington, so he went to Whitcoulls. John put the plant on the counter as he sorted through his coins. He brushed away the sprinkling of dirt that settled around the base of the plant.

'That's a nice plant. Is it a rubber tree?' asked the woman called Marjorie.

'I don't know,' he replied.

'I think it might be a rubber tree,' said Marjorie. 'A ficus. That's the proper name. I don't usually remember the proper names, but that one's easy.'

'Ficus,' he said.

'Yes,' said Marjorie. 'Ficus. Have you just bought it?' She handed him his map and change.

'No,' he said. 'Would you like it?'

'Pardon me . . . ?'

He smiled and said: 'Have a nice day Marjorie.'

He sat in the sunshine in a nearby park and unfolded the map. The creases were sharp, dividing the suburbs, bays and hills into even blocks. He spread the map over the wooden seat and looked up, around the city skyline.

'Brooklyn?' he called out. .
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Aro Street first. John walked from Philosophy House to the steep left-hand turn up Durham Street. His briefcase swung as he surveyed yard after yard. He crossed the road and walked back. At the intersection of Aro Street and Willis Street he paused and put his briefcase on the footpath. He rubbed his eyes, and pushed his hair back from his forehead. Karori had been a challenge, but it was nothing compared to this area. Nothing.

He worked through the day, standing at each gate and itemising all the features. He then crossed the road, or stood in the middle of it if there was no traffic. That way he gained a panoramic perspective.

Some of his gardens required very little attention. A pot plant here, a gnome there. One beautiful cottage was crying out for minimalism, its intricate wrought iron archway and stunning climbing roses more than enough. John saw that unfortunately the tenants had crowded the frontage with children's playthings and tiny pots of plant seedlings. He carefully removed them, one by one, to the footpath outside the property. Back to the middle of the road, where he looked again.

'It's looking good, really lovely.' The passer-by was a woman in her early thirties. She wore a long black vinyl coat and her curly dark hair swung around her face. She was pushing a stroller, her baby cocooned in pink crocheted wool.

'Hey thanks. Do you think so?' He smiled at her, stroking his chin.

'Yeah. Really good. I like things sort of plain too.'

'Thanks.' He moved on.

And what was this mess? River stones forming a large circle. They were meant to represent a pond. Black tyres cut in half and stretched out to resemble — what were they meant to resemble? Swans? He couldn't help it.

'Jesus Christ' he said aloud. 'Jeeeesus Christ.' He walked in circles, then, with delight, pointed to the sky.

There was a skip across the road. He lifted the swans, one by one, and threw them in it. Much better.

On he went, into the afternoon, then the evening. At some point it got dark and he lay down in the dirt under a tree in Aro Park and slept. .
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John prefers not to be disturbed as he works. This is not because he is rude; it is just that there is so much to get through. Confused people keep interrupting him, telling him to get off their property. Minutes lost mean delays; he will need to come back later when they are out.

Oh, he doesn't mind delays, not much, but his world is growing, growing, and other gardens wait.

His hair is matted now, growing down past his collar and eyebrows. Layers of gardens are settling on his face. There is a stench if you get close enough. And if you do, and if you look into his eyes, they will not look back at you. They will be looking past you, to the next garden.

Now and again, as he works his way around the winding streets, he comes across a For Sale sign in a garden. He stops and squints at the sign, at the words describing private havens, expansive views, indoor and outdoor flows. He pulls the sign down, and throws it into the road. Then he sets to work on the property; clearing and cleaning. Whatever is necessary.

A woman drives by — she is staring at him. Her mouth is hanging open; she is shocked. She slows down, looking for a space to park.

John has not seen her; he is too busy to bother with passers-by. He finishes another garden and stops for a rest. His hand reaches to his pocket, he touches the snow globe. Then, with his face to the sun and his eyes squeezed shut tight, he cries out. It is a cry of joy.





ETIQUETTE FOR

A DINNER PARTY

The book-keeper's wife wanted to host a dinner party. It would not be too large an affair — six guests at the most, she suggested — a small gathering to break the monotony of long winter evenings. She put a red circle around the fifth of August on the calendar on the kitchen wall.

She was not fond of the calendar. It featured animals in human poses. The photos had been digitally altered: August had a small Russian Blue cat with its green eyes crossed. But it had been a gift to the book-keeper from their six-year-old daughter, whom he loved more than words could tell, so there was no question of removing it.

She had been thinking about the dinner for some time. She had frequently been to luncheons for book-keepers' wives where invitations to dinner parties were traded. She had always said no (but thank you for asking) as the book-keeper did not like socialising. It would not be right to accept an invitation in the knowledge that it could not be reciprocated.

So she was very careful about choosing the right moment to talk to the book-keeper about her need to host a dinner. She waited until one Sunday evening when he appeared relaxed, more receptive than usual to new ideas.

He had just put their daughter to bed, snuggled in with her and whispered her a story — a ritual that both delighted and saddened the wife in its exclusive complicity. He came out of the little girl's bedroom and the wife took a deep breath, then asked. He seemed startled at first by the proposal, but he came round to it remarkably quickly. That might be nice, he said, face flushed, pushing his lank hair back off his forehead. Those were his exact words.

They had never had a dinner party before. But she felt confident that with more than a month to prepare, the occasion could be a success. The first task was to decide on the guest list.

The book-keeper said it would be best to limit the party primarily to other book-keepers — people he worked with. His wife agreed absolutely that her husband should have someone at the table with whom to share a conversation. She had heard how dinner parties could lapse into unpleasant silences if one or more of the guests felt uncomfortable. She assumed that this could also happen with hosts.

But more than one book-keeper, she pointed out, could intimidate other guests; especially those not as clever with numbers as her husband. So a compromise was reached. The book-keeper would invite one colleague sophisticated enough in manner and palate to cope with a dinner party.

Maybe, she suggested, the book-keeper should choose someone more senior than himself — someone who might look favourably upon promoting him if the dinner went well. He said that he had already considered this idea, and the wife said she thought as much.

She had her own thoughts on who should come to the dinner party. It had not escaped her attention that their circle of acquaintances was small. In fact it comprised, exclusively, book-keepers and their wives.

She would never say so out loud, but in the company of these people she felt as though she was trapped in a cage of tall, thin roman numerals; surrounded by people for whom life was black or white, or red if things were not going well.

So, to the dinner party guest list of one book-keeper and wife, thus far, the wife added a second person: her daughter's school teacher.

This school teacher loved and nurtured the children in her care. The wife liked the way the teacher laughed with the children when something funny happened. She had tried doing this at home with her daughter — getting a joke ready, practising it, then telling it — but her own giggles always ended up sounding like the canned glee of a television show. Maybe it was because the teacher was so young — twenty, compared to her own forty-three years — and genuinely amused by the same things that could make a child choke on big, deep belly laughs.

And hadn't she — the teacher — said to her one day that she would like to discuss her daughter sometime, when the mother had a minute to spare? So yes, the school teacher (and her husband, if she had one) would be invited to dinner.

The wife asked her the very next day at school, and the teacher said she and her husband, who was a policeman, would be delighted to accept.

A policeman! thought the wife. The type to respect order: right and wrong. The ideal dinner company for a bookkeeper. Things were working out well.

That left just two chairs around the big, buffed mahogany dinner table to fill.

The wife thought carefully about this during the following week. She knew very few people well enough to describe them as friends. Certainly not well enough to casually drop into the conversation, Oh, and by the way would you and your husband like to come over for a meal sometime? Or, we're having a few people round on the fifth of August, how about you join us? Although she was aware that was how many dinner parties came about.

In the end though, there was no decision to make. Much to the wife's amazement and pleasure, a very suitable person presented herself as an obvious dinner party guest.

The wife had an appointment with her doctor. The complaint was not a serious one; in fact she considered it embarrassingly trivial. She had, for no good reason at all, started crying. Just like that. One minute shopping, the next sobbing. She thought it was probably allergy-related, and that a pill would fix it.

It surprised her when the doctor had different ideas. It could be stress, or even depression, the kindly GP said. Oh no, it can't be that, replied the wife. I don't get depressed.

How is your family? asked the doctor. Your little girl? And at that, the wife cried.

Would you like me to see her sometime? asked the doctor, watching the wife with keen eyes that knew what to look for.

Oh yes. In fact, why don't you and your husband come for dinner on August the fifth? the wife asked. The doctor replied that she would gladly come to dinner, and her husband, the school principal, would come too.

How perfect said the wife. Company for the school teacher. .
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Deciding on a menu was not as difficult as the wife imagined it might be. She purchased several respected cookbooks and contemplated meal combinations. She even remembered that some people had dietary restrictions, so she rang each guest to check whether they might be vegetarians, vegans, averse to seafood, allergic to peanuts, almonds or kiwifruit.

She told the book-keeper to check these things with the guest from his firm, but the book-keeper said he was far too busy with end of financial year accounts, and it would be best if the wife dealt with this dinner party business.

She sensed he was no longer interested in the occasion — whenever she mentioned it he would sigh in an accusing way and change the subject. The wife was pleased, therefore, that she had already issued the invitations. It would be most incorrect of them to cancel, now that other people had reserved the date in their diaries.

Dinner arrangements continued through the month of July while the book-keeper added, subtracted and adjusted amortisation for goodwill. Each night he would take one break to eat a quick meal and put their daughter to bed. Together he and the child would stand in front of the heavy oak bookcase and the daughter would choose the book her father would read to her. The wife saw that the books were becoming longer, more complicated in plot and language. Her daughter was evidently a gifted listener, she thought proudly. That was, perhaps, what the school teacher wanted to discuss with her at the dinner party.

As the fifth of August drew near, the book-keeper's piles of documents grew and grew, taking over the house entirely. The wife walked from room to room, staring in dismay at the total intrusion of other people's fiscal positions into their home. Columns of black and red numbers swamped every horizontal surface. She did not dare move anything; she knew from previous attempts to tidy up that this was not a sensible thing to do. One person's profit could become another's burden, with disastrous outcomes for all.

The wife saw that the book-keeper was indeed under a great deal of pressure. So, one night, she offered to read to their daughter at bedtime.

  Immediately she saw what a serious miscalculation she had 
    made. The book-keeper was leading their daughter by the hand into her bedroom 
    with Financial Accounting: A Decision- Making Approach, by Ling, Lembke 
    and Smith, under his arm. He turned to her, his face ruby red in anger and 
    perspiration oozing out of his high forehead. The veins on his neck bulged 
    out so far she could see the tiny stress knots pulsing away.

No, he said, almost raising his voice. This is just for us. Me and her. .
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The guests were due to arrive at six-thirty, but the wife knew it was considered polite to be a little early. The trouble was, she was not sure how early a little early was. She had been to the library to research dinner party etiquette, but this had not been particularly useful — the more books she read, the greater number of appropriate arrival times she found. So she set the table at four o'clock.

The meal — a flavoursome casserole — was cooked and warm in the oven. Rice had been rinsed and was ready to steam. Entrees of little salmon mousses and dessert — Florida Key lime pie and cream — were in the fridge. Dinner would be served at seven; she expected the evening to draw to a close with dessert and coffee at about nine. Assuming, of course, that schedules were followed.

A seating plan and running order for the evening was on the kitchen bench, next to stacks of baguettes and dinner rolls bought that morning from an artisan bakery in town. She had nibbled on one of these rolls while preparing dinner, and could not see what all the fuss was about. The crust was so hard her gums had bled. Perhaps that was why French women were so thin, she thought. She checked the sheet of paper again, to ensure everything was in order.

At one end of the table would be the book-keeper, at the other end herself. According to one theory, this would ensure that the two hosts would between them keep the bonhomie of the evening alive. The wife was not sure whether such a theory would apply in the case of her and the book-keeper, but at least the guests would see that she had made the effort.

This meant, of course, that she was unable to follow the accepted protocol of alternating males and females around the table, but she could not fathom how to satisfy the two rules when one had six dinner guests. Finally, she deemed it most important to keep a direct line of sight on the bookkeeper during the meal.

So. Between them would sit (to her right) the bookkeeper's senior, the school teacher and the principal. Then, to the right of the book-keeper: the senior's wife, the doctor and, finally, completing the circle, the policeman.

The wife drifted through the dining room again and again, stopping now and then to adjust a knife, to wipe a spot off the table with the corner of her apron. Earlier she had felt nervous and exhausted, drained of the effervescence required to be a good hostess. But now she felt entirely differently about things, as though this lovely evening belonged to someone else and she was a mere observer of a social occasion, with all its rules and customs. According to one of the books — it might have been Margaret, Duchess of Argyll: My Dinner Party— a successful dinner party was ninety per cent dependent on good preparation. The wife was satisfied she had come close to, if not exceeded, this threshold of social adequacy.

The guests arrived together, as it turned out, and being small-town people, they all knew each other. The wife was overwhelmed when they each presented her with a small gift. How kind! she said, and put the flowers and chocolates on the small wooden table that had been polished that day. The guests all kissed her on the cheek; the women barely brushing her skin so as not to leave lipstick marks. The bookkeeper finished some final paperwork for the evening, and joined them for introductions.

The conversation flowed easily about the big round table. The wife functioned superbly, clearing dirty dishes as though by magic, replacing them with yet another delectable offering. The guests offered to help but no! she would exclaim, honestly, it's no trouble at all, everything is under control.

The wife watched her husband for uncomfortable lapses in conversation, but saw that he was surprisingly adept at the art of dinner party hosting. In fact, she found the man at the other end of the table — the book-keeper she had been married to for twenty years — to be an entirely different person. He was a charming host, filling wine glasses, engaging in small talk on matters of curriculum (to his left) and health (to his right). The wife felt hungry for this personality reserved for others. What a nice man he is when he needs to be, she thought.

At eight-thirty, their daughter flew into the dining room, a whirlwind princess showing off her new dressing gown. Look at it! she sang, look! it has seagulls on it! The guests were delighted at the little girl's loveliness and applauded her around, around, until she tumbled to the ground in a theatrical fall. Then she said good night to the guests, one by one, and when the teacher asked for a special cuddle, the little girl shuffled shyly around the table, brown hair hanging over her eyes, and wrapped her arms around the young woman. The book-keeper excused himself to put his daughter to bed.
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One of the library books — Emily Post's Etiquette, 2nd edition, possibly — had suggested Victorian parlour games as an appropriately light-hearted way to end a dinner party. The wife had prepared a list of such games and added it to her instructions on the kitchen bench. As she carried in a tray of coffee cups and chocolates, she made her announcement. Who remembers how to play Chinese Whispers?

The guests exclaimed their surprise at such quaintness: Oh! how lovely! then delight as they moved in close around the table to close the gap left by the book-keeper.

Should we wait for him to return? asked the doctor. Oh no, replied the wife. He will be some time yet. Let's get started.

I will begin, she said.

She leaned forward, her eyes shining bright, and whispered into the ear of the book-keeper's senior.

The man did a terrible thing to the child. Pass it on.

The book-keeper's senior looked at the hostess, the brain inside his big O-shaped head unable to comprehend what he had heard. Excuse me? he said, with a smile that looked as though it might drip off his chin at any moment.

Come now, the wife replied, don't tell me you don't know the rules of this game.

Then the senior nodded wisely, and leaned into the shoulder of the young school teacher.

The man did a terrible thing to the child. Pass it on.

The guests, one after another, frowned and glanced at the wife as they listened to the strange little sentence. And then, oh yes, Chinese Whispers! The relief at having misheard sent smiles skimming across their faces like stones across water. The message made its way slowly around the table.

Finally, it was the turn of the doctor to whisper into the ear of the policeman. The policeman leaned forward in his chair to listen, as a constable on the beat might bend down to hear the words of a small child lost, looking for help.

But before the doctor had a chance to pass the message on, the book-keeper's senior leapt to his feet. Oh my Lord! he said. Is that the time already? I'm so sorry to cut this lovely evening short, but we must be off! And the rest of the guests looked at their watches too, and expressed surprise at the late hour.

They gathered their coats and jackets and scarves and gloves and gathered to kiss the wife on the cheek. It had been, the doctor said, a fabulous dinner party, and could the wife please pass on her thanks to the book-keeper, who was obviously having trouble getting the little girl to sleep. And that next time the book-keeper and the wife had to come to her home for dinner.

The wife said that would be very nice — a lovely idea — but it would depend very much on whether the annual accounts had been dealt with, and whether they could find a suitable babysitter. She showed them to the door and bade them all a safe trip home and a good night's sleep.





HOW WOMEN BEHAVE

WHEN MEN ARE LOSING

THEIR WIVES

Joe knocks on your door and tells you there is no more hope for Annie.

So you hold him in your arms for as long as your heart will let you, and wait for the beginning of the grief. It comes fast and wet, but when you lift your face from his shoulder, he has not changed at all.

Joe is not a handsome man. Garrulous eyes — real chatterboxes — but too close together. Sometimes, you think, they're going to collide when his face folds in on itself in laughter.

A scrum-weary nose, and a mouth that dances all over the show during the spinning of a good yarn. Usually it lands back above his chin, but not always.

Not a perfect man, Joe, but a face to be trusted. A pot luck dinner that has turned out well.
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Annie is dying quickly. Of course, loitering has never been her way. She would tornado into a room, spin it crazy with tales needing passionate punctuation, and then be gone. You never quite understood the stories, but you wouldn't miss them for the world. They were too exciting for endings and you had to make up your own.

Now isn't that a gift to treasure.

Hope-generating 'good days' pass her by, and you are glad. They always turn out to be death taking a cruel break in its goosestep to the finish line. Her final two months will give her time only to plan her departure, then begin it.

'I will be beautiful, when I'm laid out at home,' she says.

No church service for Annie — where would the many hundreds of mourners stand in a tiny church, she wants to know. No, the farewell will be of her own design; there will be wailing and weeping.

People will gather, she says, on a cold rainy day at the beach. The theme will be misery. People will talk about her wonderful life — but mostly, they will dwell on their loss. Only her tiny daughter Skye will be excused. She may go swimming in her new dress, if she wants.

Annie says when the talking is over, her violet and gold coffin will be passed down the line. Everyone will touch it.

'You must cry.' That's what she says. .
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You visit Joe and Annie. Their home no longer belongs to them — it has been pitied into a strange place.

Life and living have vacated the kitchen. No more dirty baking dishes. No more cookie cutters. No more crayons, paper dolls, apple cores, fairy wings. No more of Annie's lovely projects, her making madness.

Instead, there are cakes. Angel cakes, compassion cakes, morbid curiosity cakes. Hives of housewives, scared of scrambling their words, have turned to their mixing bowls. The cakes scream for Joe's attention on that sparkling clean bench.

You can hear those cakes, no mistaking what they are saying.

'Look at me — I care about you more than she does.'

Joe is there, awkward, like a buyer at an open home. You see layers start to fray. They are ready to peel back, underneath is the red raw grief.

The changes begin. They are hardly visible at first. They start with his chin. Joe's old chin was forever backing away from an argument. But stress draws it out. It is proud; not Supermanly, but nearly. Strong enough, now, to carry his burden.

Does he notice, when he looks in the mirror? You suspect not. .
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Two weeks pass. You and Annie laugh and cry and argue and laugh. You are vicious about others — a luxury permitted in conversation with the dying.

You giggle about the sparkling kitchen, the vacuumed floors, the cake stall. Heads buried under her duvet, in case one of the cleaning maggots squirm in. You remember her infidelities. Not the names, they never mattered; just the pick-up lines. Annie's, not the men's.

She makes you promise never to tell Joe, never to ruin his perfect memories, and you promise.

One time, she sends you out to find what colour the floor tiles are — she's forgotten. She won't let you back until you drop something on them, dirty them again.

Joe isn't around and you are glad, you want her to yourself. .
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A few days later, you see Joe, you nearly don't know him. His beauty is shocking.

All his features are on the move; mobilised by the distortion of life around him. His cheeks are gaunt and defined, no longer man-next-door. Unshaven, honest. His mouth says vulnerable and fragile, no matter what words are spoken.

The other women notice. They cannot stay away from him; they hold his hand, they touch him, rub against him; they hug and wrap themselves around him, drawing him in.

They say they are supporting him — they are lying. His trauma has turned him beautiful: nerve ends exposed and sparking. They are wanting him. Just plain wanting him.

They speak quietly to him, drawing him aside for a private audience. Always touching. When they are ready to leave, after a hard day of longing, they turn to him for one last embrace. Joe holds each of them close, saying goodbye.

Is he fooled into thinking he is receiving, not giving? He is praying for one more day of Annie. The women are praying for more of Joe.

Annie has noticed, how could she not. You, Annie and Joe are in the bedroom and she is screaming. Taunting him. 'You're loving this, you bastard . . . sick bitches all over you . . .'

Joe stands there hurting, crying, no idea what she means.

But you know.

And where are the men? He might be thinking about that, wondering where his friends are. But it's just as well, isn't it, that they stay away. They would not want to see their wives burn. .
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She isn't easy to be with, now that the end is close. You feel her soul has already departed. Her friends say their goodbyes — even the bakers down tools, face their fears and spent time with her.

It is so hard for them to give her a kiss and simply say bye. Embarrassed by finality, they cannot resist addenda . . . I'll pop back . . . The farewells are absurd; they will start over tomorrow.

  Her physical self catches up with her soul on July twenty-eight, 
    and the timing is perfect. Joe is at the peak of his beauty and cold rain 
    is forecast for days to come.
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Joe drifts through the hell protected by his beautiful shell. The women are beside themselves. They ache and cry for him, not Annie. But they have to back off, don't they. It is time, finally, for husbands to step forward, lock hands and murmur their discomfort. And wonder when they might get their wives back.

In the days to follow, his beauty is intact and the foolish women stay close. Joe is a carapace; content to be handled, passed around. But he has given them the slip.

You know that he is with Annie, but you will wait.

Then he comes back. His beauty collapses, one stunning feature after another, until he looks like Joe again. And every day there are fewer visitors, fewer cakes.

The women don't like what they see: an ordinary man, housekeeper required. They return to their neglected homes and forgotten families, seeking praise for their kindness.

Joe is lonely and alone. .
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After a suitable time of waiting, you tell him.

How he would leave town, and she would bring the men back to their bed. Not once or twice, but every time.

How many? he wants to know.

How many times did you go away? you reply.

You tell him what they looked like, what they did to his wife. You tell him everything you know; you make up what you don't.

You remember a promise, but he needs to know that perfection is a matter of perception. That there is hope for a lonely, ordinary man. It falls upon you, now, to be there for him.





THE STORIES OF

FRANK SARGESON

I was wandering around downtown Dunedin early one Saturday morning, just before Christmas a few years back, when I saw a bargain in a shop window. It was in a secondhand bookshop, tucked away in one of those streets up off the Octagon.

  Right in the centre of the window, on a grey display stand, 
    was a book I had read many times. The Stories of Frank Sargeson, it 
    was called. I wanted that book. The price was fifty cents. That's what the 
    little round red sticker said.

It was a while ago that this happened. It might have been 1984, the same year Rob Muldoon had a couple too many then went on telly and announced the snap election. Maybe it was later. But fifty cents was cheap at the time, I remember that much. Cheaper than the cup of tea I'd just had at the bus station.

I stared at the book for ages. The shop was open and I could have just walked in and bought it. But you know how it is when you've been down on your luck. An unexpected pleasure comes along; you want to take your time enjoying it. Standing there in the sunshine, it felt as though things just might go my way that day. I felt like I was twenty, not fifty. Like I was a girl again, setting out to discover a wondrous world.

It was quite possible, I thought, that the owner had made an error. Quite feasibly, he or she had meant to write a dollar fifty, or even five dollars, for a book like that. It had a dark blue cover and a photo of old Sargeson himself peering out through those black-rimmed glasses of his. Sure, it was a paperback, and the corners were turned back slightly. But you could see, even without picking it up, that it had been looked after.

Then it occurred to me that the shop owner might be watching me from within the dark shadows, and might realise, just then, the costly mistake. Or he or she could be thinking that I was a shoplifter. So I stopped staring directly at the book and made out I was thinking about other items in the window.

I noticed another lucky thing. The bookshop was the only place in the street that was open. Now you might say what would you expect at twenty past seven in the morning, and I would have to agree with you there. It doesn't matter which town or city you are in — and I have lived in a few over time — not much happens until eight-thirty at the earliest. So maybe I was meant to end up in front of that early-opening bookshop, looking at The Stories of Frank Sargeson. I hadn't had a drink that morning, but I swear I could hear the drifters and misfits in that book talking to me, inviting me in. .
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It'd been in the back of my mind to stay put in Dunedin for a while, spend a bit of time in the place where I grew up. I had sort of made plans. Lay off the booze, maybe even have another go at those courses I'd started years earlier. I'd been a keen student, before things got messy and out of control. But that's another story.

I went on in and put the book and a twenty-dollar note on the counter. There was no one around.

The rest of the shop turned out to be a huge disappointment. There were a few tired copies of Louis L'Amour westerns lined up on a shelf just inside the doorway, and a pile of Mills and Boon love stories stacked on the floor. The rest of the shop was wall-to-wall magazines. And aside from a few old issues of Woman's Weekly and the like, it was all porn.

But here's the funny thing. Somewhere between standing outside in the sunshine, and in front of a shelf of nude women, the whole student thing got under my skin. I pulled back my shoulders, imagining a backpack full of books instead of clothes. I needed to buy the book, and get a move on. Get myself sorted.

'We don't sell a lot of them any more.'

He must have come from the back of the shop. He was maybe seventy, tiny, with little wisps of white hair sprouting from his chin, cheeks, ears and the bottom of an otherwise shiny scalp. He looked like a boiled egg in an eggcup. His little grey bird eyes never blinked.

'What's that, sorry?'

'Mills and Boon. Can't sell them. Not enough sex.'

'Really.'

'No. They've asked the writers to put more sex in. But even when they do, there's still no market. They've had it, Mills and Boon.'

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the counter. He wore a grey tweed jacket and, underneath, a dirty pink wool vest stained the colour of tea. He looked proudly around his shop as he talked.

'That's the trouble with people now. They don't want a plot. Just sex. You'd be amazed what they come in asking for. Disgusting.'

As he stood up straight again, he picked up my book and my twenty dollar note and put them on another counter behind him.

We looked at each other for a bit. I didn't have time for this. I needed to get a move on to the university, to the enrolment office. So I could look over the options.

I thought he'd sensed my impatience, because he turned and opened the top drawer underneath the back counter. There was a long black metal tin inside it, the sort bus drivers keep change in. He put his hand in his trouser pocket, and pulled out a filthy brown handkerchief and a small key. He opened the black metal tin. His trousers, I noticed, were stained the same colour as the vest.

'I'm in a bit of a hurry,' I said. 'Need to get over to the university and sort out my courses for next year.'

'Where are you from?' When he turned back towards me, he had a thick wad of paper in his hands. The pages were held together with a black plastic binding and the pale blue cardboard cover had black typing on it.

'Just Christchurch today, but up north before then. Auckland.'

  I didn't want to discuss my business with him, but the alternative 
    sat between us on the counter. A Parliamentary Inquiry into Pornography 
    the big bold black letters said. Public Submissions.

'Auckland eh? My part of the country too. Joseph's the name, by the way.'

The beady bird eyes looked at me, waiting. I didn't speak.

'Brought up there, in a little bay quite a way out of the city. Just my mother and three sisters and me. Lived off the sea, we did.'

  He opened the blue cover. On the first page was a Table of 
    Contents. His right index finger, with its blackened chewed-off nail, ran 
    slowly down the list of submissions, then stopped on number twenty three.

'Here's me. They contacted me, you know. Asking me to go up there. Up to Wellington, to Parliament. So I did. Went and told them what sort of porn people want these days.'

I couldn't read what was written next to number twenty three; it was in italics and upside down. I didn't care either. I could see, though, that the final item on the page was Photographic Submissions. It was in bold print. His finger was moving down the list towards it.

'So have you still got family up north? Do you go back there at all?' I was trying to delay that finger reaching the bottom of the list, but he ignored me.

'I explained to those politicians that my clients use pornography mainly for the purposes of masturbation. That they respond to many different types of photographic stimulation, not just women . . .'

He went to open the back section. I reached out and stopped him. A strange look — maybe a memory of lust — passed across his face. I kept my hand firmly on his, holding the page down.

He finally answered my question.

'No, don't get up there at all. There's only my mother there. I used to go up now and again for Christmas and see her. But I haven't been for years.'

'You should think about it sometime.'

'She always used to spoil me. The girls hated it. I got the best of everything, not that she could afford much. But she was good to me . . .'

As I took my hand away, he opened the pages.

  That was it. I'd had enough. I didn't see whatever was in that 
    book. I left without looking back, without The Stories of Frank Sargeson 
    and without my twenty dollar note. .
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Out in the sunshine, I was at a bit of a loss about what to do. I should have marched right back in there and got that book and my money — I needed that twenty dollars — but I couldn't make my old boots step through that doorway again. So instead I set out along George Street, in the general direction of the university.

I started feeling better, getting myself along that street, pretty good in fact. Walking with somewhere specific to go was a treat. When I looked at my reflection in the shop windows, I appeared to be someone who was busy. I grinned at my purposeful self bouncing along from window pane to window pane, and my purposeful self grinned back at me.

I thought about the courses I would sign up for at the university. Languages might be fun but this whole Frank Sargeson book thing had really got to me and I was leaning towards literature. I wondered if I could do a whole degree on New Zealand writers, or whether I would have to mix in some other authors and subjects. I was prepared to consider whatever the experts at the university suggested would suit me best.

A few blocks on, I came across a little park with an overgrown lawn, a statue of some sad angel and a couple of long wooden benches. The park was surrounded by tall hedges, which gave it a cosy back garden sort of a feel. Seeing that park made me realise how tired I was, so I lay down for a snooze in the warmth.

It turned out to be more than a snooze; when I woke up the sun had passed over and was starting down towards the west. Quite a group of people had gathered around the other seat with beer, wine and a few other things besides. When they saw me get up, one of them, an old Maori guy with a moko on his face, called out: 'Come over here, love, come and have a drink.'

I thought hard about this. Drinking in a park wasn't part of my plan, but then again everyone needs friends when they arrive in a new place. So I pushed my backpack under the seat, and went on over. It was too late to go to the university that day anyway, and there was always tomorrow.

Meeting those good people turned out to be a lucky break — they were all planning to go to university. We talked into the night, making arrangements for the year; drinking and smoking and getting excited about getting an education together.

One of the men, Guy I think was his name, was especially nice. He was big and quiet, and did a lot of chuckling when the others got carried away about the whole university thing. Like when the young one, Gina, described us all graduating together, wearing those batman capes over our old clothes. She jumped up, her ginger dreadlocks bouncing away, and she marched across the grass with her chin up high and a joint in her hand. I was laughing too; right then I could see us all lined up there at the ceremony in three years' time.

It must have been getting pretty late when I told Guy about wanting to study Frank Sargeson. He leapt up and gave me a big bear hug. I got a bit of a fright at first, this huge dark shadow coming at me in the moonlight, but in the end it felt nice to be hugged by someone so big and warm.

'Oh man, you and me both, girl,' he said, swinging me round in a circle so my feet left the ground. 'Sargeson. One hell of a writer. So what's your favourite story?'

I told him it was the funny one, the one called 'The Hole That Jack Dug'. He knew it, of course, though he disagreed with me about the humour in it. He thought it was a tragic tale, with poor old Jack digging holes for no good reason except to make him feel manly, seeing as he wasn't at war. But I reminded him that Jack ended up making lots of money digging holes for people to hide from the Japs in.

As for Guy, he liked 'An Affair of the Heart', where that arsehole Joe Crawley is spoilt rotten by his mother. Joe grows up and leaves home and never returns, but his mother waits for him every night at the bus stop. Guy said he liked the fact that the waiting gave Joe's mother so much pleasure, especially at Christmas because she would prepare a big feast for him. He reckoned it didn't matter whether Joe Crawley turned up or not.

I said Joe was a prick and didn't deserve to be waited for by anyone.

In the end, we agreed that there were different ways of looking at life, and didn't Sargeson know it. But all that drinking and talking about 'An Affair of the Heart' made me remember my twenty dollars. And that made me angry, and it's when I get angry that I end up in trouble. So I gave Guy a peck on the cheek and slipped away in the dark to sleep, before things got messy and out of control. .
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Now I know what you're thinking, in regards to what happened the next day. You're picking that I woke up with one hell of a sore head, and forgot all about education, and university, and Frank Sargeson: the whole deal.

Well some of that is true. It's correct that I didn't feel so great when I woke. It might have been summer, but the nights were still cold that far south. I'd passed out in just my old sweater and skirt and boots, and though someone had put a smelly old oilskin over me it had slipped off in the night.

So yes, I was cold and not feeling my best. But I was still keen on getting my money back. And I still wanted that book.

My fellow students had moved on, leaving a pile of empty bottles by the other park seat. My backpack was still under my own bench, and I rummaged through for my toilet bag and tidied myself up at a tap over in the corner of the park. Then, seeing as there was no one around, I nipped behind the sad angel and quickly changed into a cleanish tracksuit.

After that, I planned my day. Back to the bookshop, to pick up my book and my nineteen dollars fifty. Then, university. .

[image: Etiquette_for_a_Dinner_Party_03.jpg]

The feeling came down on me when I was still a block away from the bookshop. I had to wait a few seconds for a streetcleaning truck to pass in front of me, brushes swishing away on the road, but I had already seen.

The shop was shut. The lights were off, and the door was closed. It looked no different to any other shop on the street.

I crossed the road and tried the handle. It wouldn't move.

I peered inside: there was no one there.

I stepped back from the shop, and looked again at the front window. There it was: The Stories of Frank Sargeson, sitting back on its little grey stand. And the price was still fifty cents.

That old rage inside of me was just starting to simmer along nicely when I saw the little note stuck to the inside of the window. It was a page ripped out of a child's school maths book — the sort with squares rather than lines on it — and it said: Gone Home For Christmas. Closed Until Further Notice.

I thought about his mother, about how she might feel when he turned up. I hoped she would be pleased. Then I headed off to the bus station for a cup of tea.





FEE SIMPLE
   

  1

    He is selling his land today. They have finalised a deal, he and 
    the real estate agent. Soon the agent and the buyer will arrive with papers 
    to be signed. The buyer is bringing a lawyer with him, to witness the sale 
    and make sure everything is in order.

  He will also have a lawyer present, because his interests must be protected. But as he sees it, it is a straightforward thing he is doing. Selling his land.

A fair price has been negotiated, a substantial amount of money placed in his bank account. When the papers have been signed, the land will no longer be his.

He will have no land.

He is uncomfortable about meeting the person who will own his land. He would rather not. He has asked the real estate agent several times who this person is, but the agent is vague.

'I'm not exactly sure,' the agent keeps saying. 'It's all being done through the lawyers.'

The real estate pamphlet says his land is three hundred and ninety-five hectares of pasture, in fee simple, capable of carrying four thousand stock units. It is profitable, with uninterrupted rural views, a woolshed and a dwelling. Just two hours' drive to the coast.
   

  2

    The dwelling is his home, where he is now sitting, waiting for the 
    buyer and the others to arrive with the papers. He has lived in this house 
    all his life. The land was his father's, became his after he married. He does 
    not know how to describe how he feels about the land. He is not the sort of 
    person that can pluck from thin air the right word for a moment.

  The stock, Hereford cattle, have already gone. The uninterrupted rural views go for twenty-three kilometres. After that, there is a road. You would have to know what you were looking for by way of an interruption; a thin, grey, unsteady line in the distance, unconcerned with destination.

The real estate agent says that quite possibly the new owner will want to remove the dwelling. Thinking about this makes his heart beat fast. Where to? he asks. But the agent laughs.

'In this case, remove,' the agent says, 'means demolish.'

The agent's top lip curls up and under when he talks. He looks like a dog that might be snarling or smiling.
  Even so, he will mention it to the new owner. He understands, 
    of course, that it will be the new owner's dwelling, once the papers have 
    been signed. To keep or remove, as he wishes.
   

  3

    At the supermarket in the town, he asked for cardboard boxes for 
    the packing. His wife would have had this sorted out, but she was dead.

  'How many do you want?' said the young girl with the uninterested face and black circles around her eyes.

'Enough to pack up a dwelling,' he told her.

She became even less interested.

'A house.'
  'I can give you seven,' she said. 'No more. It's the rules.'
   

  4

    He has no choice but to sell the land. The money is needed for other 
    things. He cannot always remember what they are, the other things.

   

  5

    The three men who have come to buy the land are not the new owners. 
    The new owner lives overseas. The three men are the new owner's representatives.

  'So who exactly is buying my land?' he asks them.

'The Blue Corporation,' one of them says.

He has never heard of the Blue Corporation. The three men are smiling: proud to be acting on behalf of an honourable enterprise. They tell him this over and over.

He becomes brave and asks the representatives about the dwelling. He is calm when he says it. 'Does the Blue Corporation have plans for the house?' He tries to make it sound like something he has just thought of.

The real estate agent snarls, or smiles.

'We are glad you have asked us about this. We would like to talk to you about this matter,' says one of the representatives. 'The Blue Corporation wants you to stay on, work the land on its behalf.'

'How will I know what to do with the land?' he asks. He cannot bring himself to say your land.
  'The corporation will instruct you,' one of the representatives 
    says.
   

  6

    His phone/fax machine is the size and shape of a small breadbin. 
    His wife bought it and sometimes faxed people. They needed it, she said, being 
    so far from civilisation.

  She would stand at the door, look down into the valley, shout 'Is there anybody out there?' He never saw her fax a single thing.

A telephone receiver is attached by cord to the body of the machine. The three representatives stand around the fax machine — touching, pressing, lifting it up to look underneath. He cannot understand the language they are speaking and he wonders why they speak English only some of the time. It is not possible to offend a fax machine, he thinks. And he would not be offended by anything they have to say about it.

'Does this function well?' one of them asks. He is the tallest of the men; he holds the telephone receiver to his ear, pushing buttons, listening and talking at the same time.

'I think so,' he says. 'As a phone it works. I've never faxed.'

'Do you know how to use a computer?'

'No.'

The representatives talk some more, then one goes out to the car in the driveway. He returns with a cardboard box.

'Here is your new fax machine,' he says. 'You will like it, it is a very good model.' He unplugs the old machine and nudges it out of the way with the toe of his shiny black shoe. Almost a kick.

Thin grey cords flick here and there — click, snap — and the new machine blinks and whines like an animal waking. One representative reads from the instruction manual; another pokes at the grid of numbers and letters on the smooth flat surface. A series of notes play out and then the machine sighs and settles. The blinking stops.

'There, sir. It's working now. Tell me — what is your telephone number?' The representative takes a small black notebook out of his pocket, and opens it to a clean page. He writes in shapes and lines, then small black numerals as he takes down the number.

There is more bowing and handshaking before the representatives and lawyers and real estate agent leave. The real estate agent's car flicks up gravel as the back wheels spin; he is first out the gate.
   

  7

    Three months later, he is jolted out of a deep sleep, discovers he 
    is standing naked in the cold black bedroom. He is panicked, lost as to what 
    is wrong in the night. The shrill rings are foreign. He follows the sound 
    through the dark house, stumbling, reaching out to feel his way along the 
    walls and doorways.

  He sees lights flicking across the face of the fax machine. In the dark, he watches. It is the first time, day or night, that the machine has made a noise since he sold his land.

The ringing stops and a different noise begins. A quiet sound, a hum and then a grind. He wonders if he should say something, whether the representatives have taught this machine to talk to him.

'Hello?' he says, leaning towards the machine, conscious now of his nakedness. His hands form a cup over his genitals.

A tongue of paper slowly appears from the front of the purring box. For a moment it seems to flick up towards him, licking, towards his protecting hands. Then it unwinds into the darkness and drops to the floor.

He picks it up and turns on the light. Across the top of the paper are unusual shapes and lines, similar to — possibly the same as — the ones across the paperwork of the land sale documents.

Underneath, in large dark typeface:

PLANT CAMELLIA SINENSIS. CHARGE COSTS TO ACCOUNT: 0047583922345740
  There are no markings that look like a telephone number on 
    the paper. He thinks now the markings on the paper could even be some kind 
    of decorative edging; they might not say anything at all.
   

  8

    One thousand tea bushes arrive. According to the yellow labels, the 
    shrubs will create a medium-sized hedge up to two metres tall. They should 
    be planted facing the north, in places protected from the wind. They are susceptible 
    to frost and wind burn.

  When the plants are five years old, they will each yield about one kilogram of leaves, which in turn will produce two hundred grams of dry tea. A spring harvest will produce the finest and most tender leaves.
  All this information fits on one tiny yellow label.
   

  9

    He has prepared the soil for the first of the shrubs. Now he digs 
    and plants, digs and plants. The little shrubs form a brave line across the 
    land; he tries to imagine how they would look to a bird flying overhead. It 
    is the first time he has thought about things in this way.

  The first tea bushes die as he prepares the soil for the next delivery of plants. They bend defeated in the wind that blows up the valley; fragile leaves withering to brown, then black. They crumble to dust in his hands. When the delivery truck arrives with the second thousand, he turns it away.

'What's the point?' he shouts at the driver, waving his arms wildly in the wind. 'Does your wife drink tea? Plant them for yourself .'
   

  10

    He looks for paper — the kind to write letters on — but 
    there is none in the house. His wife must have had some, in order to fax, 
    but he does not know where she kept it. He has had trouble finding things 
    since she died.

  So he uses the page that rolled out of the fax machine in the middle of the night. Turns it over and pushes it flat on the kitchen table. Writes, in his clearest, slowest hand: Tea bushes dead. Not suited to high country pasture. Please advice. He thinks later that advice looks wrong — maybe it is an 's' not a 'c' — but there is no paper to start afresh.
   

  11

    His wife would go on and on about going to the coast. 'Just two hours' 
    drive, and we'd be there,' she'd say. She went on and on about it. On and 
    on.

   

  12

    He sets his alarm clock for three o'clock in the morning, the exact 
    time that the Blue Corporation tea bush fax arrived. When the alarm rings, 
    he walks through the dark house and pushes his letter into the machine, into 
    the same thin slot it came from.

  It falls to the ground, so he picks it up and holds it there again, forcing it slightly as he presses the green button on the top of the machine. It makes sense to push the green button, he thinks, in his absence of knowledge about the fax machine. Nothing happens.
   

  13

    Twenty thousand avocado plants die, followed by fifteen thousand 
    banana trees.

  The land is pitted with empty holes and trenches ready for new plants and trees. Exotic foliage rots — he has pushed it into piles at the edges of the fields. He wonders how his land — the land — looks to the birds high above now.

He no longer gets out of bed when the fax machine rings in the middle of the night. The pieces of paper keep coming, but he does not place the orders.

The plants arrive anyway. Passionfruit. Bamboo. Mangoes. Rice. Coconuts. Mushroom spawn.
   

  14

    In the middle of the night a figure stands over him; for a moment 
    he thinks it is his wife, come back to ask him for one more impossible thing. 
    He rubs his eyes to wake himself fully, sees it is the fax machine. It has 
    feminine arms, and hands that sit firmly on its hips. Looking very much like 
    a woman annoyed at the way things have turned out.

  'Ignoring me is not an option.' The voice is sure of itself: not his wife's, but similar. It is the first female voice he has heard since he took his wife's body down from the rafters.

He sits up in bed, looks the machine up and down. It has two shapely female legs, untanned. He reaches out and touches one of the legs — they are soft, human. The feet wear his wife's old dusky pink slippers. How did the machine find the slippers? She was wearing them when she died.

The machine leaves the room, and he sees that the extension cord for the vacuum cleaner is trailing along behind. There is a sexy swing to its walk. When it reaches the door it turns, and speaks again. 'It's Angela, by the way. A-N-G-E-L-A. Not "You-Shit-of-a-Machine".'
   

  15

    He can smell breakfast. In the kitchen, Angela is dishing eggs, bacon 
    and toast onto a plate. She passes it to him.

  'Aren't you having any?' he asks.

'I ate earlier,' she says.

She walks to the end of the kitchen bench and bends over to pick up a piece of white paper on the floor. He looks at her underneath. It is an interesting surface of screws and holes.
   

  16

    In no time at all, Angela has the house shipshape. She cleans, cooks, 
    mends the holes in his clothes. After some weeks she starts to lose her sharp 
    edges; they blur one day, reappear the next slightly rounded.

  It takes a month, on average, for an edge to become a curve.

Angela finds all the lost things: toothpaste, matches, the wedding album, shoelaces, paper, condoms, odd socks, spare light bulbs, chocolate.

She has arms and legs and a place for sexual relations. But no head. Nothing to love and hate and argue with and kiss and punch and get worked up about.
   

  17

    Angela is holding the piece of paper up in front of her, level with 
    her touchpad and blinking lights. He sees fine hairs along her arms catching 
    the sunlight that comes through the kitchen window.

  'According to this, you have a golf course to build,' she says.

They will work together on this project, starting with the first hole and tee. He needs paper — long uninterrupted sheets — so Angela reaches up, as though to scratch her invisible head. She pushes a button. White paper comes out of her; she holds the button down.

'Say when.'

'When,' he says.

Angela kneels on one end, and he on the other. They each have a pencil, and together they draw a tee, and a fairway, and a green that sits up high on the ridge by the woolshed.
   

   

  18

    He works hard to contour the land, levelling the tee and green with 
    a blade on his tractor. When he has done all that is possible with big machinery, 
    he gets down on his belly and reaches wide to scrape the dirt smooth flat 
    with a long sewing ruler.

  He moves across the surfaces in the manner of a rolling pin: arms straight, hard up against his sides, so as not to ruin the fine job with his footprints.

Angela is inside, crafting golf clubs out of brass fireside instruments. She has unscrewed all eight bed knobs off the two beds in the house, and she whittles them into golf club heads, using the tiny nail files from his wife's manicure set. She attaches the heads to the shafts with very strong glue.

While he smoothes out the first hole's final imperfections, Angela tries her swing. She slices to the right, but he believes she could sort it out with practice.
   

  19

     'Are you bored?' he asks her one day, just testing. 'Do you want 
    to go for a drive to the coast?'

  'Oh no,' she says. 'What would be the point of that?'
   

  20

    At the supermarket, he carries a list. A full stock-up is in order, 
    Angela says. How he has survived for so long on canned fruit and frozen Hereford, 
    she has no idea.

  'Hey, mister, I remember you,' says the girl with the uninterested face and black rings around her eyes. 'You're not here for boxes are you? Because I already gave you seven. That's all you're allowed. That's the rules.'

He stares at the girl, wondering what she is talking about.

Angela has written: fresh fruit and vegetables, fax paper, cheese and ice cream. And vitamins for them both, to help them stay strong while they finish the golf course. Her handwriting is exactly the same as his wife's: the neat, sloping script, the tiny hearts she used for full stops.





A MATTER OF FAITH

It is hard being the guardian of the museum.

First, the entrance must be watched at all times, in case a visitor arrives. My desk is in the foyer, to the right of the door — it is a nineteenth-century oak rolltop with twenty little compartments useful for storing small items of documentation. This type of desk has been designed to sit hard against a wall but I have been obliged to turn its back towards the door. Thus when I sit at the desk attending to museum business, as now, I can also see the entrance.

The foyer is a cavernous area — there is no ceiling as such, only steel girders high above me, supporting the roof. The floor is bare concrete. The foyer becomes stiflingly hot in summer, due to the absence of windows. I chill to the bone in winter, sitting at the desk. I bring a little heater to work during the coldest months.

The museum building is a corrugated iron shed, on the rear half of a neglected piece of land in an industrial park. The front of this land also has a building on it. That building was once a warehouse, stacked to the rafters with brown cardboard boxes full of I know not what. But the boxes have gone, their contents sold, I presume. The front building is derelict; the windows are smashed and the door has disappeared completely. It is, most recently, home to drug addicts who come and go. They sleep, fight, and share their needles there.

The museum building has no sign to indicate its purpose, at the roadside or on the shed itself. It is unpainted, and rust is beginning to show in places. I see that the iron sheeting is disintegrating where it meets the woodwork of the window frames. The hinges on the grey tin door are also falling to pieces; one good wrench and the door could come completely off.

These matters are not the responsibility of the guardian. It is difficult enough to watch the entrance, without conducting building inspections on my way to and from work.

As if all this is not difficult enough, I must protect a collection that officially does not exist — make sure precious items from another time are never seen or touched or damaged. Doing my job is not an easy task. To do it well, I must be seen at all times to be not doing it at all.

I have created all manner of untruths to cope with being the guardian, and now I tell them without flinching, without even noticing that I am doing it. My work has turned me into a competent, compulsive liar.

As a person of the faith, I struggle with this daily. Of course, I must continue telling the lies in the course of the struggle. This leads me to question whether my claim to be a person of the faith is in fact the lie.

It is too much to be dealing with.

So.

From nine to five, Monday to Friday, I sit at my desk, watch for visitors, and attend to museum business. I also often come to work on Saturdays, if I am not busy. A visitor is as likely to arrive at the museum on a Saturday as on a weekday. .
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The museum is always closed on Sundays, when I attend church.

My place at church is in the third row from the front at the left end of the pew. It is the seat nearest the wall. From there I have an unfettered view of proceedings, and am not bothered by people moving to approach the altar.

This might suggest that I am an attention-seeker — that I need to be close to the front, where the action takes place. But this is not the case. Those that sit in the third pew also comprise the back row of the congregation. The same goes for the right-hand side of the church. There are only two occasions during the year when more than six pews are filled — Easter Sunday and Christmas Day. There are fifty-seven regular church-goers, and we arrive early on those days to ensure our places are not taken by others.

This might suggest we are a community of a sort, that we plan what happens at church. Not so. We do not meet each other outside the church service, or at least I do not meet any of the others. I cannot speak for them. Upon arrival at church on Sunday we are civil to each other; nod to say hello, and trade a handshake at the appropriate moment in the service. But that is it. From Monday to Saturday, I am too busy with museum business to participate in parochial activities.

There was a time when this was not the case. When I was a child, the church conducted its business in an entirely different way. It would be fair to say, looking back, that the services were primal — savage, almost — in nature. This was before we learned how to express our devotion to Him in more sophisticated ways. We are attuned now to the mores and expectations of the modern world. There are not many of us that remember.

From time to time, the size of our congregation decreases by one. A parishioner will be present one Sunday, absent the next. I see the gaping space on the particular pew where he or she used to sit and try to recall that person. Elderly, frail, stooped is what I always remember. Head down in supplication; pale, veined hands clasped together around the black prayer book. Maybe an uncontrolled spasm of the hands as he or she opened pages to the right place. Then, over weeks and months, the space on the pew slowly disappears. The gap is filled from both sides, extra centimetres stolen for hats, gloves, scarves, wider buttocks. Such is the nature of worship.

It is at church, there, in His arms, that I am loved, excused of my failings, spiritually protected. Every Sunday we bow our heads and thank Him for the good things in our lives, and we ask Him for protection against the bad things that may be visited upon us. We thank Him for showing us the way, for helping us understand that miracles do not have to be witnessed in order to be true.

We pray that more people may see His light; that they might come through the doors and fill the empty pews. It is during this period of reflection and devotion that I also quietly ask Him to forgive me for the lies I tell. .
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I sit at my desk at the museum and attend to business. It is mid-summer and the air inside the foyer is thick and slow.

To the left of the entrance door is a black wrought iron coat stand. It has a capacity of eight coats and there is room, in the little basket around the bottom of it, for several umbrellas. It has a single coat on it, my grey windcheater. The only other thing in the foyer is the postcard stand. The stand, also constructed of some type of black steel, is a two-sided affair, each side holding sixteen stacks of postcards in two columns of eight. It swivels on its solid black base, so that one may see the full range of postcards without taking a step.

There is no reason to have a swivel base postcard stand. All the postcards are the same. They feature a black and white photo of the museum's exterior. The photo has been taken from a strange angle — almost an aerial shot, ten metres above the ground — and there is no sign in the photo of the building next door or the activity that takes place there. Some of the postcards at the front of the stacks are becoming yellow and curled around the edges; I am obliged, as guardian, to periodically take the front ones out and put them at the back of the postcard stacks.

There is incoming and outgoing correspondence. I have received a letter from the postcard company, asking whether I might consider having a new photograph of the museum taken and the postcard updated.

I draft a reply to this offer, explaining that we are still well-stocked with the previous postcard. I assure the supplier that as soon as I sell the final twenty, I will be in touch to reorder, or maybe discuss the idea of a new image.

As I write, there is a rattle at the door. Someone outside is trying to enter the museum.

A visitor.

I know that the door is locked, so I continue drafting my letter. But this person is persistent. I see the door handle moving up, down, up, down, jerking. The door's hinges, from this side, slide a little further with each tug of the handle.

This is a maintenance issue. Not my responsibility.

I walk to the door, unlocking it with one of two keys attached to a silver chain around my neck. I open the door to find a man standing on the step. It is difficult to focus in the bright daylight; I must be squinting at him because he asks me:

'Did I wake you?'

'No,' I reply.

'Is this the museum?' he asks.

I am seeing clearly now. I appraise his appearance. He is an older man, perhaps seventy. His clothing is typical of his generation: grey flannel trousers, sharply pressed; a white shirt under a dark green pullover with a v-neck. He wears black leather shoes polished to a shine.

'Yes it is,' I say.

'I would like to visit. May I visit?'

'No,' I say. 'I'm so sorry. The museum is closed at the moment. For inventory purposes. You will have to come back another time.'

The old man nods and begins to turn away.

'Wait a minute,' I say, remembering the letter I was writing. 'Would you like to buy a postcard instead?'

His face lights up, I can see he is pleased the visit has not been wasted.

'Yes,' he says. 'Yes I would, that would be lovely.'

I go inside and take one of the better postcards off the rack. I use my handkerchief to wipe the dust off, and take it to the man at the door.

'Thank you, thank you so much,' he says. 'How much is it?'

'Twenty-five cents,' I reply. This has always been the price.

He shuffles along the path towards the road, head down, looking at his postcard.

'I'm sorry,' I say again to his back, and I watch to make sure that he gets past the drug addicts safely. Then I return to my correspondence. .
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My first memory of church is clear. It was winter, and the church was still surrounded by countryside. The city had not yet crawled out to surround and suffocate it. Mother and I left home early on that Sunday morning, before light. She lifted me into the back of the old car, wrapped a prickly blanket around me to keep me warm until the heater functioned properly. Underneath, I wore my very best clothes — my ironed shirt stiff with starch, my pullover freshly washed, my black shorts and my long white socks with little garters made out of hat elastic. Nothing but the best for Him, Mother said. I drifted in and out of sleep as Mother drove into the breaking day, singing hymns to warm her vocal chords.

We had to leave early otherwise we would miss out on a good seat.

There were prayers and blessings, and then it started. One by one, hurt people made their way to the front of the church. There were walking sticks, crutches, even wheelchairs, pushed by people with tears in their eyes. I sat very still. Though Mother told me not to, I couldn't help but stare at the poor people dragging their sick bodies forward.

I tried to spot the exact injury or deformity of each person. One old man dragged himself along using a single crutch. He had one leg that had given up on him; muscle and bone wasted away and what was left trailing behind in his brown trousers like an empty, floppy sack. I stared especially hard at the sick children, because it was less impolite than staring hard at the adults. I stared at the problems they had, and then at their faces. I wanted to know what they thought about me and my fast-running legs and my strong, perfect arms.

When the last of the cripples reached the front of the church, there was a moment of silence. Then the singing began. Louder and louder, the voices of the believers rose into the roof of the church until it seemed to me that the windows might shatter with the strain of it all.

The pastor was singing too — his face purple with effort, eyes squeezed shut tight to close out all the evil of the world. His head rolled backwards and his arms stretched towards the roof. I took a quick look at Mother to check that she, too, was enraptured with Him, then I clambered up onto my seat for a better view.

It happened. The pastor shook and shuddered, as though he was a puppet connected with invisible strings to a big strong hand hiding in the roof above him.

'Come to us LORD,' he screamed it into the air. The words seem to shoot up above him like firework sky rockets; they hung invisible in the air for just a second or two, then boom! They bounced around the walls and ceiling of the church like the thunder that comes out of black balloon clouds before the rain.

'COME TO US LORD. HEAL THESE BODIES AS YOU HEAL OUR SOULS.'

The sick people threw away their walking sticks and their crutches — clatter clatter to the sides — and one by one they stepped towards the pastor, crying and laughing and shouting thank you. The man with the dead leg threw down his crutch and pulled the bad leg forward, balancing on it. Even the people in wheelchairs lifted themselves forward, slowly, then stood up on shaky nervous legs and took a step.

Just what took place next I could not quite see. There was still a lot of activity at the front of the church, but at that moment Mother finished her dialogue with Him and told me to get down off the seat immediately. It didn't matter. The best part was over.

We left the church, walking behind the people who had been cured by Him. It was acceptable to stare — everyone looked and hugged each other and all around, saying 'It's a miracle'.

I remember very clearly, that first time, looking back towards the pulpit. I wanted to see what the pastor was doing; I imagined he might be having a rest on account of being exhausted from curing people. I don't recall where the pastor was, but I saw an old lady appear from the back of the church. She collected all the walking sticks and the crutches and the wheelchairs and took them away. .
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I finish my letter to the postcard supplier. The foyer is stifling now, too hot to work in. I am obliged, however, to stay until five o'clock. This is stipulated in the contract between museum and guardian.

I find an envelope and fold my letter into three even parts. I address the letter and find a stamp in the sixteenth little compartment of my desk. Then I sit for a time and think.

For the second time this afternoon, my thoughts are disturbed by noise. The drug addicts are outside, at the museum door. I recognise them by their limited vocabulary. Expletives and blasphemy, mostly in imperative form. The door handle moves up and down again.

Maybe they saw the visitor arrive empty-handed, and leave in a state of satisfaction. Possibly they have discussed this, fantasised what opportunities for pleasure might be available here. This concerns me. This is a museum, not a drop-in centre for drug addicts.

They are walking around the building, talking. Someone is running a heavy object along the corrugated iron. The sound muffles, softens as it disappears to the far corner of the building, then builds to a crescendo as it travels back up the other side. They are circling the building. Looking for a way in.

They are back outside the door. I hear voices, His name being taken in vain. I hear references to myself, to what I might be offering people who come to the museum on a quiet afternoon. I am saddened and sickened by the suggestions.

I watch the door handle. It is moving sideways. The extent to which it moves frightens me severely. It is clear that the door will soon be open, that the maintenance issue is now one of urgency.

I again take the silver chain around my neck and unclip it. My hands are shaking. The second key slips off the end of the chain into the palm of my hand. I finger its sharp edges, remembering the day Mother died, the moment when she asked me to lift her head from the pillow so I could undo the clasp at the back of her neck. I remember how she smiled as I put the chain and its precious trinket around my own neck and fastened it.

The key slips easily into the lock of the internal door that divides the foyer and the museum proper. I turn it to the right. My skin is anticipating the cool darkness of the undisturbed air on the other side. It prickles with a cold sweat that begins at the back of my neck and ends on the tops of my hands.

It has been a long time — years — since I have entered the museum. On the last occasion, I moved through the space carefully, quietly, feeling my way in the dark. Stopping to pick up the beloved objects, run my hands along their smooth cool surfaces, feel the indentations made by their former owners.

Now I step forward into the black space, and lock the door behind me. My arms are stretched out in front of me; I am blind in the darkness. I am feeling for the edge of the first table; my memory says it should be three steps away. My fingers touch rough timber; I feel the corner of the bench. My hands move slowly, carefully, along the flat surface. Very soon, I should be touching the first item in the collection.





JUDITH

Judith was a looker, there was no denying that. Dark chocolate hair with honey streaks that played the light. Doe eyes that said come hither, if you dare. A beard the colour of full cream milk beneath her dainty jaw, as splendid as a linen napkin.

But it was her necklace that made her special.

It was thick and white and sat snug around her elegant neck, as though handcrafted exclusively for her. In the middle was a tiny black square and, to one side, a smart silver buckle — a feature that contrasted nicely with her brown coat, she believed.

Judith drove the billy goats crazy; they had never before encountered such élan. She could take her pick from the mob simply by flicking that pretty head, with its stunning necklace, towards a nearby manuka bush.

'Come on,' she would say to young Jimmy, or Granger if she was in the mood for more mature companionship. 'Let's dine alone.' And with a kick of a petite hind hoof, she'd sashay into the bush, billy strutting behind.

But there was more to Judith's allure than good looks and ostentatious jewellery.

She had turned up in the steep hills behind Coromandel township sometime in March. The scrawny, wretched goat renegades had evaded the third and final Department of Conservation kill for the season. Summer is stubborn in those parts — there was still heat in the day. They were sheltering from the sun in a thick pocket of native bush when she appeared.

She refused to share her life story and, as for questions about the necklace, she would drop her long-lashed eyelids to half mast, lift her chin to let that lovely beard catch the breeze, and walk away. There were rumours circulating that she was not wild South Pacific goat at all, but farmed Angora. That would certainly account for the regal air. But who really knew? She was, quite simply, an enigma.

The billy goats found all this intriguing, even without taking into account the necklace. But the nannies saw things differently. Respect turned to envy as Judith bewitched the billys, one after another.

Queen of the mob Nadine was herself a natural blonde, but being with Judith made her feel like a washed-out showgirl. For the first time ever, she noticed her own beard was thinning and, quite frankly, a disgrace. Someone had suggested plaiting it, but this had made it worse.

So she had it out with Judith, face to face.

'Ok. What's the story?' It was a warm afternoon and they were fossicking among the ferns, picking out the tasty new ponga and pikopiko shoots, ringbarking a rimu or two, just for fun. They knew they would get away with it, now that the hunters had given up the chase.

'What,' said Judith. It was neither a question nor an answer. It was a what. She was like that.

'The necklace. Where'd you get it?' Nadine took a few steps closer and lowered her head to one side, the better to look at Judith's neck.

'It was a gift from a friend,' said Judith, munching on. You wouldn't have called her unfriendly, as such. Just mysterious.

'A human friend,' she added. That was as much as she was prepared to say.

The goats moved slowly through the bush, up and down steep hills and cliffs, feeding at leisure. Now and then, they would come across a treat — clothing, a box of rubbish — left behind by the hunters. Whoever spotted it first would race over and tuck in. Finder's keeper was the general rule, but there was nothing to stop one goat starting on the sleeve of an old shirt while another came at it from the collar. They would meet, generally, at the shirt tail and finish it with a round of hearty belches.

Life was good. Until the day the hunters returned.

The mob was resting on a rocky outcrop when the two men burst through the bush. Each had a rifle to his eye and a finger resting on a trigger.

The men fired quickly, leaving no time for the goats to scatter. Nadine was first to take a bullet — she cried out 'run' as she tumbled first forward, then sideways. But it was as though her collapse had immobilised the others. One after another they fell. There was a feeble round of farewells. Then, silence. Not one had escaped.

Except Judith.

She stood still among the dying goats, blinking slowly at the carnage. One of the men moved towards her and she shivered. She closed her eyes, waiting for the bullet, but it did not come. Instead, he gathered her up in his arms, stroked her head, and whispered. 'Good girl. Well done.' .
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The mind can block out bad memories after a nasty shock, they say. Possibly this is what happened to Judith, because the next thing she knew, she was sitting in the front of a Toyota Hilux between the two hunters.

They bounced along a rough metal road in the bush. She leaned into their shoulders as the truck swung round tight corners.

'Shit mate, that was a good score. Got the lot.' The driver had a cigarette hanging out his mouth and a hand as big as a ham on the steering wheel. And, Judith thought, eyebrows that could do with a good pruning. She resisted the urge to lean over and nibble.

'Yeah. Did ya' see the bloody damage they're doing in there. Mongrel bastards . . .'

'Oath mate. You did well, taking out the big nanny first. Stunned the lotta' them.'

The man in the passenger seat had his arm around Judith now, and was gently scratching her ears. Cheeky, she thought. Though it did feel good.

'She's a little beauty isn't she? A bloody darlin'. Ya' know, I was never sure she'd find them. But she didn't muck around, did she. Feed her up, and send her back in, eh?'

  The truck left the bush and travelled along a single lane road, 
    past paddocks of grazing sheep. It turned into a driveway, clattering across 
    the cattle-stop. The driveway led to a corrugated iron building that had lost 
    most of its brown paint.

Now you wouldn't describe Judith as a thinker, not in the usual sense of the word. But she knew an opportunity when she saw it. As the truck doors opened, she leapt across the knees of the man in the passenger seat and scrambled out the door. Her back hooves slipped as the man threw himself on top of her, grabbing her around the neck. 'Oh no you don't. You ain't goin' anywhere. Not with that around your neck.'

He led her to a metal post sticking out of the ground and clipped a long metal chain to the buckle on her necklace. Then he stooped to run a fat, filthy finger over the little black square in the middle of it.

'Technology eh? Bloody magic,' he said.

'Thanks,' she replied. She watched the men get back in the truck and drive away.

Judith made a second bid for freedom; it lasted as long as the chain. Then the necklace cut into her throat and she landed on her back. Her hooves kicked skyward in an unbecoming manner. She stood up and quickly looked around, then stretched that long lovely neck and wondered why the tastiest plants and flowers were always just beyond her reach.

She chewed the foliage to the roots before moving on, slowly, one step at a time. After a while, she found herself tight against the post, with only a couple of centimetres of chain left.

A sparrow circled above her, chirping and singing. 'Your grazing has produced a beautiful koru pattern in the grass, like the smallest, most tender ponga shoot,' it called to her.

'Thank you,' she called back, in a manner that suggested she had created the pattern intentionally. She tried to flick her head coquettishly but nearly strangled herself on the tiny length of chain. 'Would you like to see my necklace?'

But the bird had gone.

It was nearly dark when the two men came back. The one who had been driving earlier stared at her, arms crossed.

'What do you reckon? Stick with her, or try another one?' he said.

For a second, Judith thought about the scene in the bush — goats dying all around her, the sounds they made. But only for a second. Then she visualised the necklace, her necklace, sitting around another nanny's throat. She moved closer to the other man, who had come over to untangle her chain. She gently nudged against his legs. He was unsteady on his feet and stumbled.

'Bloody silly nanny,' he said. He smelled of cigarettes, and something else. Judith was partial to cigarettes as a snack, and nuzzled the chest pocket of his black and red checked shirt.

'Ah mate, look at her. Na, we'll send her back in. First thing tomorrow,' he said.

And so, the next day, Judith found herself back in the bush. Delicate entrées at her feet, tasty main meals at head height, vines and bark for snacks in between. There was only one problem — she was alone, and lonely.

Sometimes she would find a pool of still, clear water next to a stream. She would seek out the closest flat rock then, very carefully, kneel down and lean forward over her reflection as far as she could.

'Yes, Judith,' she would say to herself. 'You are indeed a beauty.' Then she would be glad she'd kept the necklace.

Luckily for Judith, it was only a few days before she found company. One morning she wandered into a clearing and saw that the ground had been stripped of new growth. What was left was trampled. Bushes and seedlings had been chewed down to their roots, or tugged from the earth and discarded. Tall trees wore new belts of raw white timber.

Judith hurried on, following the trail. She burst through a stand of totara, and there they were. Five billys and three nannies.

'Would you like to see my necklace?' she asked.

  When the hunters came, Judith was nowhere to be seen. She had 
    sensed their approach and quietly slipped away. The men burst through the 
    bush, rifles firing, and her recently acquired friends fell quickly. She stood 
    nearby, her back to the bloodshed, and nibbled at a fern as she waited to 
    be picked up. .
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The man with the big hands and the eyebrows was Bryce; the other, with the gentle touch and cigarettes, was Kingi. That much Judith ascertained that night, as she sat leafing through a pile of magazines in the old brown shed.

The interior walls were rough timber, adorned with the drying skins of dead goats. Judith recognised Nadine, Granger and Jimmy. Some of the other patterns on the coats were familiar too, but she couldn't recall the names. Besides, she was engrossed in an article on introduced pests in Conservation Monthly.

'Bloody mongrels,' she muttered, tutt-tutting and shaking her head in a fed-up sort of a way. She sighed and rearranged herself on the warm, soft blanket that the men had laid down for her in the corner.

Bryce and Kingi sat hunched over a low, dirty table; the same table they'd used for cutting up the goat carcasses.

They'd done their best to clean up before starting the card game. Bryce had even dampened a dirty towel with water from the outside trough and wiped it over the table. A bottle of Johnnie Walker whisky sat between them, with two grubby tumblers. A single bare bulb threw a white light over their dealings.

Judith got up, stretched, and wandered over to the table. If she put her front hooves up on Kingi's chair, she could just reach one of the whisky tumblers. Kingi snorted a big, gormless laugh and held the tumbler down low, so she could drink from it.

'Cheers, Kingi,' she said.

She went back to her little corner and fell asleep on her magazine. When she woke later, she found someone or something had eaten most of it. .
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Bryce and Kingi decided there would be one more trip into the bush for Judith. They put her in the front of the truck between them, fastened her seatbelt, and they were off. The truck rumbled its way along the black ribbon of a road, the silhouettes of Kingi, Judith and Bryce clearly visible through the back window. You would have sworn they were a happy little family, on some kind of outing, if you'd been driving along behind them.

Judith nudged Bryce, who was driving, and nodded at the rear vision mirror in front of her. He reached up and swivelled it so Judith could see her face and neck.

'Thanks mate,' she said.

'No problem.'

They drove out of Coromandel, heading north over the hill towards the tiny settlement of Papa Aroha. Kingi lit a cigarette for Bryce, then one for himself. The men sat in silence, drawing hard on the tobacco and taking in the blue of the Pacific and the green islands. Judith nuzzled Kingi's shirt pocket until he passed her a cigarette too.

'You're costing me a fortune, girl,' he said.

They parked at the motor camp and locked the truck, then started the walk up the hill to the edge of the native reserve. Judith trotted along behind them, no longer on a chain. They reached the summit and sat for a moment listening to kaka calling through the canopy. Judith tilted her head to one side, her new appreciation of native birdcalls heightened by her recent reading. Bryce and Kingi had one more cigarette each, then farewelled her.

'Go on girl, in you go. You know what to do,' said Kingi. He smacked Judith on her behind.

Off she went into the bush. She could hear the two men talking as they wandered down the track. About her, no doubt. .
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It was Bryce that took the call, mid-morning, towards the end of June. He was doing nothing at the time, which is what hunters do at times of heavy rain and poor visibility.

'Maitland Donovan here, Hamilton DOC office.'

'Yep.'

'You guys gotta Judas in the bush at Papa Aroha?'

'Yep.'

'Well go and pick her up, will ya? She's been hanging around that new resort building site for days, annoying the hell out of everyone.'

'What resort?'

'I don't bloody know, do I? How many can there be in Papa Aroha? Get up there and pick her up.'

Bryce took his rifle out of its case and a box of bullets from the drawer. He pulled on his waterproof gear and dashed through the downpour to the truck.

They didn't talk much during the drive up the coast. The cab kept fogging up; the demister had never worked properly. Their rifles sat hard against their shoulders on the back of the seat.

  They arrived at Papa Aroha and pulled up at the only building 
    site in the village. It was going to become the Peninsula International Resort, 
    according to intermittent flashes of information through the windscreen. Squeak, 
    thuck. Squeak, thuck. The wipers could not outsprint the rain.

'You needa get those wipers fixed,' said Kingi.

'Yep.'

The Peninsula International Resort would, the signage further claimed, provide Exclusive Gated Living squeak,thuck and Luxury Unparalleled In squeak, thuck The Southern Hemisphere.

'Let's see what the story is.' Kingi pushed open his door.

They trundled through the rain and knocked on the door of a grey prefab building. Three men sat inside, drinking tea. The kettle had just boiled and steam rose from the spout. There was a large table covered in building plans.

'G'day,' said Bryce. 'Bryce Jones, and this is Kingi Walters. DOC.'

One of the builders stood up and held out his hand.

'G'day, mate. Trevor Jenkins, foreman. Bloody lousy weather eh? Come in, have a cuppa.'

'Ah thanks, but we won't, mate . . . in a bit of a hurry. I hear you guys gotta goat hangin' round here?'

Trevor laughed.

'Yeah, she's around the back,' he said.

As they walked, Bryce loaded his gun. .
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The sparrow was sitting on Judith's back, lamenting the weather, when Bryce and Kingi appeared. It took little jumps along the ridge of Judith's spine until it sat close to her right ear.

'Oh dear,' the bird whispered. 'I don't like the look of this.'

Judith was munching on the trunk of the tree she was tied to. It had been kind of her new friends to tether her to her food source, she thought. She looked up, and saw Bryce and Kingi.

'Oh — how lovely!' she said. 'My ride home. And about time too!' Then she lifted her chin, and showed them how well she had looked after their necklace.





BAGGAGE

Ernest waits outside the restaurant. The woman walks towards him, smiles and says 'Excuse me, are you Ernest Wright?'

'Yes I am,' Ernest says.

'I'm Clare. Clare Bentworth.' Her voice is soft; Ernest hears a hint of an American accent.

Ernest shakes her hand. This a blind date, for want of a better phrase, although Ernest did specify 'companionship' on the agency form. They are both in their fifties. Ernest has been married before. He knows that she has not.

He is tall, too thin for his height. He has an air of anxiety, he knows; it comes across in the way he leans forward when he walks, accentuated too by his eyebrows forming a French circumflex above the frames of his glasses. Clare is shorter than him, slender, with shoulder-length brown wavy hair that shows streaks of grey. Her eyes are brown and her nose turns up at the end. She wears a black cardigan and a red skirt which flares out from her hips. On her feet are black flat shoes with little straps.

She carries a green handbag. It is made of some delicate fabric — possibly raw silk — and it is full. Ernest can see the outline of objects pressing from within. He carries nothing. His wallet is in his pocket.

Ernest takes her elbow in his hand, in the old-fashioned way, and they go into the restaurant. He pulls out her chair for her; she says, 'Thank you Ernest.' They put crisp white napkins in their laps.

'Would you like wine?' he asks her.

'That would be nice.'

'Red or white?'

'Oh, white, please, always white. Red gives me a migraine.'

'Shall I choose?' he says.

'Please do,' she replies. 'Something dry, if that's okay.'

While they wait for the wine, a waiter brings two menus. They pick them up and read silently, from top to bottom. Ernest finishes before her, but he keeps his eyes down until the waiter returns to take their orders.

She orders a tomato mozzarella salad to start, then veal. Ernest orders shrimp cocktail followed by fish of the day. The waiter says it's snapper.

'So,' Clare says. She folds the menu and hands it back to the waiter. 'It's nice to meet you, Ernest.' Her hands are clasped together in front of her, between them. Her nails are clipped and clean.

'Mmm,' he replies.

Everything in the restaurant is white. Ernest feels his face going red. He had things ready to say, but he's forgotten them. This is his first time and he already believes it to have been a mistake. It is too soon, he thinks.

'This feels kinda strange, doesn't it,' she says. It is Canadian, her accent, not American. She takes a sip from her glass. 'Why don't you tell me about yourself?'

Ernest coughs, clearing his throat. 'I'm not much of a talker,' he says.

'I know, they said already.'

'Who? Who said already?'

'The agency. They said you were a shy gentleman.'

'Mmm,' he says again. He can't think of the right words to express his annoyance at her unfair advantage.

'We can't sit here all night and say nothing, can we?' She is smiling at him, not unkindly. He thinks she might be a therapist.

'No,' he replies, just managing a laugh. 'Of course not.'

'Well then,' she says. 'What say we share one thing each about ourselves. Take turns.'

'That sounds fair,' he says, cringing at the concept. 'Okay.'

'You start,' she says.

Where to start? How far back? He really doesn't know. So instead he says: 'I like your bag.'

He looks down at the floor, at the rather beautiful overloaded handbag. There is movement within it: the sharp line pressing hard against the fabric slides away, the rounded curve of something else takes its place. He blinks, looks again. The bag is, of course, still.
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Ernest and his wife had a lovely set of suitcases given to them as a wedding gift. Ernest believed that to call them a set of suitcases did not in fact adequately describe them. They were not a cheap collection of cardboard-interior bags, stapled together in a shoddy manner then painted over to conceal the defects. You could be seduced by such a set, in the window of a chain store, fooled by the unbelievably good price. Then you're in public somewhere and the confounded bags split open and all your personal belongings spill out in front of everyone. It might be the seams, or the cheap zips which pop at the first hint of pressure. Those around you snigger and stare at what you have and have not.

These bags were not that type. They were the finest quality bags. Luggage was a better word to describe them. When you ran your hands around them, they were sleek and cool and hard; seamless to the edges. It said on the labels they were made from a new product called polycarbonate which had been tested under extreme conditions. It had given Ernest comfort reading that. It was good to know that other people, experts in their field of science, had taken prototypes of this luggage away and given them the what-for. He had a degree of certainty in regard to these bags: they were going to last the distance.

Ernest had forgotten who'd given them the bags. But it was a group of people. Just one of these bags would have cost an enormous amount of money and there were seven of them — a bag for every occasion.

They were all a beautiful deep green, a colour very close to black. The largest bag was almost too big to manage. It was light, of course, being empty, but cumbersome. One person alone would never fill that bag; it was definitely a two-person suitcase or maybe even designed for a family. Then the sizes decreased — the next two suitcases were exactly the same, you could imagine heading off on a two-person holiday with them. After that there were two cabin bags — still hard and sleek, mind, durable enough to take the knocks — and the sixth bag that was shaped more like a briefcase. The seventh bag was tiny. How would you describe that little bag? Well, it was almost like a handbag — made of the same durable material as the rest of the set. But it had a slightly different shape; triangular, with a wide base and sides that tapered off to a narrow, elegant silver edge at the top clasp.

He and Esme were sitting in a sea of golden paper, unwrapping their gifts and exclaiming over their good fortune. Ernest leaped to his feet before his brand-new wife with that bag in his hand. He minced his way towards her in the fashion of a catwalk model.

It was not behaviour typical of him. She was nevertheless delighted by his tomfoolery. 'It's for make-up and toiletries, Ernest. It's a vanity bag,' she said. She opened the bag and showed him all the little compartments for bottles.

They'd laughed, marvelling how those bags, between them, could accommodate all their current and future possessions. .
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'That doesn't count,' says Clare.

'Pardon me?' Ernest blinks again, startled to find himself in a restaurant, sitting opposite a woman.

'Liking my handbag. It doesn't count as something about yourself.'

'I suppose not,' Ernest says. He takes another look at her bag. It is still and he feels better.

'Do you have children?' Clare asks, and Ernest remembers this about North Americans, how they just come out and say things.

'No,' says Ernest. 'My marriage didn't last . . . it didn't last long. And you?' He knows the answer to this already, but he can't think of another appropriate question.

'Yes,' she says.

She must be tired, he thinks, not concentrating on the conversation. She has not been married. It said so on the form.

'Well, not married as such. But I was with Peter for a long time, nearly fifteen years. We had a son, Abe.'

The back of Ernest's neck begins to itch. He feels the prickle of sweat high on his forehead and he breathes deeply, slowly. He specifically asked, at the agency, for someone who had not been married. Specifically. Ernest thought it was a given that an unmarried person would be childless. He had not read on down the form. He had not seen the box pertaining to dependents. He realises now there would have been a tick in that box on the form of Clare Bentworth.

Ernest takes a handkerchief from his pocket and pats at his forehead. He looks up at her. Perhaps she lied to the agency? Maybe she purposely left the boxes unticked, so as to attract more interest? He searches her face for evidence of deceit. But it is calm, relaxed.

The entrées arrive. Her salad is an orderly affair, alternating rounds of cleanly cut tomato and mozzarella cheese. Tiny sprigs of basil, picked from the tips of the plant, sit equidistant down the rows of red and white circles. Ernest watches as she eats. She works her way down the lines without letting the red of the tomatoes bleed into the pure white cheese.

Ernest's cocktail is a mess, a tumbled heap of pink shrimps dripping in a matching sauce. He watches as a shrimp, teetering on the top of the pile, falls to one side. He wonders whether it could be alive.

When he looks at her again, there are tears in her eyes. He quickly returns to his food. Perhaps there had been an error at the agency. Quite possibly, the mismatch hadn't been her fault at all.

'You have a lovely voice, Ernest. You shouldn't be shy to talk. What do you do as a job?' .
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It was 1958 and Ernest had just arrived in New Zealand from England with his family. He joined a class full of robust, tanned teenagers who spoke a version of English he barely recognised. They revelled in coercing him to speak, then ridiculing him for it.

Esme Robinson was the only one to refrain from taunting him. She would sit at her desk, her hands cupping her heartshaped face, and listen to him talk. Sometimes she closed her eyes — as though she had dozed off — and he would stare unashamedly at her, frantically maintaining his banter.

Ernest was delighted when, at the end of his schooling, his accent and advanced word stock (derived not from superior education, but from a loner's appetite for literature) led to an offer of employment at the telephone exchange.

'Operator. Number please.'

He would know when it was Esme. The little red light above 729 on the switchboard would flash.

'Is that you Ernest?'

'Yes, Ernest Wright speaking. How are you today, Esme?'

'Very well Ernest, all the better for talking to you.'

'Likewise, Esme, likewise. Who would you like to call?'

'Maureen Delaney thanks Ernest.'

'181. Putting you through now, Esme.'

One day, Ernest was slow to flick off the operator's switch. He overheard Esme telling Maureen how his voice turned her legs to jelly. He kept this information to himself for three days, then he put a call through to 729 and asked Esme to a movie.

Ernest was terrified at the thought of intimacy. Fortunately, Esme made no demands.

'Tell me a story, Ernest,' she would say, as he slowly drove her home in his father's car. 'Tell me a long, long story.' And she would close her eyes, rest her head back against the seat, and listen to his only asset. .
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'I'm in telecommunications,' says Ernest.

Their entrée plates have been cleared. He reaches for the wine bottle and pours them each another glass. There are others in the restaurant now and he is comforted by the low hum of conversation. Clare is pushing tiny breadcrumbs together with her fingernail. They form a little mountain in front of her. Ernest sees that her tears have gone. He is relieved that she has pulled herself together. As he puts the bottle down, he sees it again. Just out of the corner of his eye, shapes shift inside her bag. He knows this cannot be happening. Perhaps Clare moved it with her foot? Yes, that must be it. He looks straight at the bag: again, it is still.

'Oh? What sort of tele . . . ?'

'I only ticked companionship, you know.' Ernest blurts it out. He says it loudly, and as the words tumble out he feels his face burn again.

She frowns, still smiling. 'Pardon me?'

'On the form, at the agency. The boxes. The one I ticked was companionship.'

She reaches across the table and takes his hand. She holds it, waits while Ernest closes his eyes then opens them.

'I'm so sorry,' he says. 'How rude of me . . .'

'That's okay Ernest,' she says. 'I ticked companionship too.' .
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Ernest and Esme took two of the bags on their honeymoon — the identical pair, second to largest. Esme, for whom the destination was a surprise, was worried that there would not be room for souvenirs. But they spent the week in a little country cottage not far from town, and the contents of their bags upon return were identical to those they took away.

They settled down to the routines of life in their modest home. Ernest returned to the telephone exchange. Esme, who had been caring for an elderly aunt before they married, continued to visit her each day.

Ernest's job, perfect for his sonorous BBC enunciation, did not pay well enough for far-away trips. The bags remained in the cupboard under the stairs. Esme rolled her eyes when he talked about them. She walked out of the room when he suggested they save for another little trip to the country.

One day he was spring-cleaning, accumulating quite a pile of things on the floor beside him. There were photo albums and soft toys that they had treasured in their respective childhoods. There were birthday cards, jigsaw puzzles, their marriage certificate and the manual for Ernest's first car, with a set of spare keys still taped to the inside cover.

Ernest gathered the pile and carried it to the cupboard under the stairs. He was about to deposit everything in the far corner when it occurred to him that the suitcases would be perfect storage units. Being solid and secure, they would repel dampness and deter vermin. He pulled out the biggest bag and put the keepsakes inside.

Over time, he returned to the bag to pop something or another inside. Their first joint electricity account (Esme misinterpreted this for sentimentality, but he pointed out that invoices of this kind must be kept for a certain number of years, lest the taxation authorities wish to see them). Other bills and receipts made their way into the big bag, along with wedding anniversary gifts and birthday cake candles.

Esme seemed resentful, at first, at this use of these fine suitcases. But after a time she also started to store things inside them. Soon the biggest bag was full. As they had no trip planned, they started to fill the next two bags. .
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The restaurant is full now, the air alive with conversation and the clatter of cutlery. Ernest is relieved when the waiter sets their food down before them. He cannot believe he has made such a mess of the evening. Another hour, at the most, he thinks. Another hour and it will be over.

He picks up his knife and fork and cuts into the fish on his plate. It is perfectly cooked, delicious, and he tries to remember how long it has been since he shared a meal with someone else. He looks up and Clare is chewing her food, smiling at him.

He remembers they are supposed to be sharing information. 'What do you do, Clare?'

Clare puts her knife and fork down, and dabs at the corners of her mouth with her napkin.

'I'm a cartographer.'

'Is that what brought you to New Zealand?'

There. He's done it. He has spoken the words necessary to carry them through the rest of the evening in a civilised manner. Ernest is relieved — no, more than relieved — he is proud to have achieved this. Not long now, and they can say their goodbyes.

Clare continues with her story. In spite of his resolve, his pique at the misleading information on the agency form, Ernest finds himself listening..
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Esme was, irrefutably, enamoured with the sound of Ernest. But his physical presence provoked in her feelings of ambivalence which, over a period of time, turned to disdain.

She had wrongly assumed his cultured tone was the harbinger of hidden family wealth. Ernest, in turn, compensated for his lack of means the only way he knew how — by talking. From the moment he woke, till he left the house for work, he chatted on to her. How did she sleep? Was she well? He was well, he told the responding silence, more than well, he was happy to be alive, ecstatic to be sharing his life with her.

What did she have planned for the day? Have a good day, Esme . . . how was your day, Esme? Are you tired? Are you ill? Can I fix you some dinner? On and on he talked, whether or not she was listening. He even had little conversations with her when she wasn't there. He pleaded and wheedled, thankful that the deep pitch of his voice disguised his desperation to make her happy.

  Ernest arrived home from work one day and Esme had gone. He 
    walked from room to room, looking at empty corners and the outlines of her 
    favourite ornaments on dusty shelves. The evidence of her presence in his 
    life had already taken on a past tense.

He could not accurately recall the exact events of the days that followed. He remembered telephoning work to say he was ill. Eventually he dragged himself from bed and sat in his pyjamas on the back steps of the house. It was approximately one week after Esme had left. It was sunny and warm. Ernest drank black tea, unable to lift his face to the sun.

At some point, he thought of the suitcases. He put the cup down on the cold concrete step, shuffled back inside the house and opened the door to the cupboard under the stairs. It was cold in the little room and he shivered. The suitcases were still there. Ernest lifted the biggest one, expecting it to be light and empty, but it was heavy in his hands. The only bag missing was the little vanity case. It was empty, and Ernest had no use for it. But it left a gap in his luggage set. .
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'You don't mind, do you Ernest?'

'Mind what?' Ernest has pushed his plate to one side. The fish is cold. He is no longer hungry.

'Mind me talking, like this. It's so nice, to have someone to talk to.'

Ernest doesn't mind. She has talked now for how long? He has no idea. He keeps a wary eye on her bag but there is no further movement. It is as though it too has settled, drawn into her story. He has given up wondering about the bag, for now anyway.

'No,' he says. 'Go on. Please, go on.'

Clare is crying again as she talks about her son. Ernest leans across the table and wipes the tears away from her cheeks with his thumbs. He wonders at the beauty of his hand doing this, at how right this feels. As he pulls back, he touches a tear on his own face. This is what it is, he thinks. Listening. Talking and listening. It is the exchanging of gifts.

Clare, it seems, is done with talking. 'I'm sorry,' she says. 'I'm so sorry. I know this isn't what you wanted . . .'

Ernest calls the waiter over. 'Could we see the dessert menus please?'

He looks at this woman, at this Clare Bentworth who has asked him to listen. Then he begins.

'My wife and I had a lovely set of suitcases given to us as a wedding gift . . .'
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