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            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         A famous Russian writer once said of Realism literature: ‘We have all come out from under Gogol’s Overcoat’. Scholars have long debated who that writer was — some attribute the words to Fyodor Dostoevsky, others to Ivan Turgenev. Provenance aside, the assertion says much about the past and the future of the short story.
         
 
         The claim refers specifically to Ukranian-born Nikolay Gogol’s 1842 short masterpiece, ‘The Overcoat’. This simple tale chronicles the rise and fall of a poor Russian government clerk. The clerk needs a new winter coat. He subjects himself to extreme privation in order to buy one. He is immediately robbed of it, and dies of a fever in the harsh St Petersburg winter. The clerk returns as a ghost to rob citizens of their coats.
         
 
         ‘The Overcoat’ is celebrated as one of the first stories to chronicle the ordinariness of life — the first appearance in short fiction of the Little Man, as Irish writer Frank O’Connor put it in his 1963 book The Lonely Voice: A Study of the Short Story. O’Connor goes further, claiming that ‘The Overcoat’ revealed so much about the human condition that had it never been written, scores of stories by Turgenev, Guy de Maupassant, Anton Chekhov, Sherwood Anderson and James Joyce would not exist. Extrapolate the claim, taking into account the influence of all those writers on today’s authors, and one might wonder whether the short story could have survived at all without ‘The Overcoat’.
         
 
         This contention can of course never be tested. But no one would deny that the common man and woman have taken a firm grip on the literary subconscious. Mr and Mrs Average are the muses of the world’s best short-story writers. The less that appears to be going on in their lives, the deeper the writer probes, the more poignant the story revealed.
 
         The idea that all stories have come out from under Gogol’s Overcoat has pessimistic connotations too. Does it mean — if we agree with the statement — that nothing new, exciting and different will ever be written? Fortunately the idea, although specific on the matter of character, does not dictate language, structure and style. Today’s writers freely explore the minutiae of life and lives in their unique voices.
 
         This collection although inspired by those famous words has not been bound by them. The idea was to identify ten classic short stories and write a modern story in response to each, a story that tipped its hat to the original in some way. The purpose is twofold — to salute short masterpieces of the past, and to encourage readers to seek the stories out and read them.
         
 
         Choosing the classics was at once a joyful and desperate task. I had decided (with a couple of exceptions as discussed below) to focus on the modern, individual short stories from the era of ‘The Overcoat’ — the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Storytelling is universal, but certain writers of this period succeeded in elevating the genre of short fiction to the foreground of their cultural landscapes. Their stories concerned themselves with dignity, honesty, bravery, weakness and passion — the very same sensibilities occupying the twenty-first century writer.
 
         I began by reading dozens of old stories from all over the world, and, for a long time, writing nothing. This was a particularly stressful way of creating a work, but I wanted the new stories to develop organically — earn their existence without being contrived or manipulated to meet the criteria of connecting to the originals. Ten old stories eventually found their echoes naturally in the stories I wanted to write.
 
         I had chosen ‘The Overcoat’ as the raison d’être for the collection, but it was impossible to salute the modern short story without acknowledging another Russian writer, Anton Chekhov. ‘The Party’ gripped my imagination immediately. Moving west to France, I found Guy de Maupassant’s works equally germane and compelling. En route, I happened upon the Austrian writer Arthur Schnitzler, who is believed to have pioneered the interior monologue in his short story ‘Lieutenant Gustl’. This radical development in form — said to have greatly influenced James Joyce in the writing of Ulysses — is honoured in ‘George Clarke Junior’.
         
 
         No salute to storytelling would be complete without an Irish tribute, and no Irish tribute could ignore James Joyce. The vignettes in the collection Dubliners together form a complete world, but the final tale, ‘The Dead’, also stands aloofly to one side: a chilling, tender masterpiece.
         
 
         Across the Irish Sea, England had become a home away from home for two renowned expatriate writers of short fiction. American-born Henry James spent most of his writing years in England and was naturalised as a British subject in 1915. The tacit complexity of his long story ‘The Turn of the Screw’ demanded my attention. The second writer, our own Katherine Mansfield, would of course be present in this book; her stories of class consciousness offer inspiration for a re-examination of New Zealand society today.
 
         A final turn of the globe took me to the United States, where the modern short story had found a fertile, welcoming habitat. I read Ernest Hemingway, Herman Melville, Nathaniel Hawthorne, O. Henry, Edgar Allan Poe and many, many more. But in the end it was a simple little story of self-denial by Sherwood Anderson called ‘Death’ that haunted its way into my collection.
 
         Two stories fell outside the time period. I wanted to pay homage to the sublime Māori tradition of oral storytelling. ‘Recreation’ catches up with one of the Māori gods, reminding us of the perils of messing with nature. And I couldn’t ignore fairytales — the most beloved, widely read short stories of all time. ‘Once Upon a Time in the Antipodes’, a warts-and-all study of marital longevity, flips ‘Sleeping Beauty’ sunny-side down.
         
 
         The ten original stories touched me deeply and I can recall their substance without hesitation. Their observations are as fresh and honest today as they were the day they were penned. That is my justification for my choices; I happily concede another writer might choose ten different stories, equally excellent.
 
         The stories in From Under the Overcoat also stand alone; if the reader is not curious about the archetypal story that inspired each of them, he or she may read the book for what it also is — a modern collection of (mostly) New Zealand short stories.
         
 
         But I urge you to take the journey I took — seek out the classics at the heart of this collection, read them and marvel at their perennial beauty. ‘The Overcoat’ appears at the end of this book. The notes section will point you in the right direction to find the rest.
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            JOURNEYMAN

         
 
         ‘Home time?’
         
 
         David knows without looking up that it’s Neil standing over him. It’s the smell, although smell could never be the right word for Neil Crighton. Cologne? Fragrance? Utter, understated wealth: whatever that word is.
 
         The way Neil says home time makes leaving for the day feel like a cheating thing to do. David pulls tight the laces on his sports shoes and looks at his watch. ‘Twenty past five already. Traffic’ll be a nightmare,’ he says.
         
 
         Neil is perched on the edge of the desk, arms crossed and one foot tucked behind the other. The picture — the whole Neil package — reminds David of some advertisement he’s seen in a magazine for an impossibly expensive wristwatch.
         
 
         ‘Shame you’re off,’ says Neil.
 
         David folds his trousers and shirt carefully into the bag, hopeful for Trudy’s sake they’ll go another day. He looks again at his watch, then zips shut the bag. ‘Why’s that?’
 
         ‘We’re going to the Laybourne.’
 
         Neil might as well suggest a quick trip to the moon. ‘Thanks,’ says David. ‘But I’ve got to get going … Trudy’s been home all day with Jamie.’
 
         ‘Sure.’ Neil’s nodding. ‘It’s just … there’s something I wanted to sound you out on. Thought you might be interested …’
 
         ‘Can it wait ’til tomorrow?’
 
         ‘Yeah, yeah, no worries. At least I … actually, no. Don’t worry about it.’ Neil slides off the desk, makes for his corner of the room. ‘Not important.’
 
         ‘Neil …’
 
         ‘Seriously — forget it. Get on home, mate.’
 
         Nine months ago, they’d started on the same day. Sat in the cool white reception, making small talk, waiting for Mack Whitby to come and introduce them around the trading floor. They were both twenty-eight, David married with a child, Neil not. That was all they managed to share, before Mack arrived.
 
         The three men walked the big open room. ‘This is David Fowler,’ Mack said, over and over, to welcoming faces. ‘Neil you’ve already met.’
 
         David shook hands and tried to remember new names while Neil chatted on behind him. It turned out Neil had popped in the day before, when things were winding down, just to say hello to everyone. 
         
 
         ‘How about that?’ said Mack to David.
 
         ‘How about that?’ David replied, shrugging his shoulders.
 
         David had checked Neil out for signs of smug oneupmanship, for reasons to not like the guy. Keen to find something to hang the irrational irritation on, but there was nothing. It had been a good idea, to pop in the day before starting the new job. Simply, a good idea that Neil had had, and David had not.
 
         
             

         
 
         DAVID WEAVES HIS BIKE through the five-thirty traffic. It’s January and the air is heavy and hot, thick with a buzz. People are excited, leaving their offices and finding real summer heat so late in the day. The bars are filling up, doors flung open, patrons spilling out onto the street. Suit jackets hang over railings, high-heeled shoes are abandoned in piles under outdoor tables.
         
 
         David stares at the clusters of office workers on the pavements, at their sunflower faces following the sun. Long drinks sweat in the heat. He tries not to think about the scene at home, but it seeps like rot through the warmth of the early evening. The dark lounge, mountains of creased, stale washing. Dishes piled high on the bench. Trudy walking the room, shoulders stooped, Jamie screaming in her arms. That fleeting look of accusation as he walks in — it’s there, always — followed like lightning by gratitude at his arrival.
 
         David will do what he has done every day since they were finally allowed to bring Jamie home from the hospital. He’ll take him, place him gently in his cot and shut the bedroom door. Then he’ll hold Trudy as she cries into his shoulder.
 
         He blinks in the bright sunlight and pedals on. The city smells reckless, raunchy: hot tar clicking under the bike wheels, exhaust fumes, cigarette smoke wafting conversation through the close air. The sun heats David’s back, through his T-shirt, across his shoulders and down his bare arms. He pulls off his top, tucks it in his shorts. There’s a whisper of a breeze — he can feel it now — brushing his bare skin like a soft tongue. He allows himself the rare luxury of the old fantasy — he is of this pulsing city, not a guilty voyeur with empty pockets.
         
 
         What was it that Neil had said? Something I wanted to sound you out on. Thought you might be interested. David glances over his shoulder, signals left and turns the bike back towards the Laybourne.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         THE ARGUMENT IS WELL under way by the time David finds them. They’re sitting around a tall wooden table inside the pub, next to a wide, open window.
         
 
         Neil smiles when he sees David, waves. ‘Hey man, good effort.’ He moves over, making room for him. ‘Where’s your bike?’
 
         ‘Lassoed it up, round the corner,’ David says.
 
         ‘You got a pass out, David?’ It’s Louis King asking.
 
         David smiles.
 
         Louis continues. ‘Well, anyway. One good reason, Neil? Just one.’
 
         ‘You’ve never played golf in your life. How’s that for a reason?’
 
         ‘I can learn. What’s there to know? A few lessons, I’ll be sweet.’
 
         ‘It takes ages to learn, Louis. Years, if you want to be any good.’
 
         ‘I’d be a natural.’ Louis steps back from the table and takes a swing with an imaginary club. He looks out the window, his hand shading his eyes, then leans towards the drinkers. ‘Fall,’ he shouts at them.
         
 
         ‘It’s fore,’ says David, grinning.
 
         Someone hands him a beer — he bought one on the way in but it’s empty.
 
         ‘That’s what I said,’ says Louis. He crouches low, beside the table, teeing up a new invisible ball. ‘Fall. Like, look out dickhead, there’s a ball falling on your head.’
 
         ‘No, fore, as in before,’ says David. ‘Look before thee, dickhead, a ball about to fall on thy head.’
 
         The banter goes on.
 
         ‘That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, back at work,’ Neil says quietly to David.
 
         ‘What’s that?’
 
         ‘Golf. I know you play. Would you be interested in a golfing weekend?’
 
         ‘Oh man, would I. But there’s no way …’
 
         Neil says nothing.
 
         ‘Don’t get me wrong … I appreciate you asking. It’s just Trudy, and Jamie … you know he’s not well. He’s not … he’s got problems. It’s hard, for Trudy. I mean, really bloody hard …’
 
         Neil touches David’s back, a sympathetic gesture. ‘Yeah, I heard something. What is it, exactly?’
 
         David takes a deep breath. It’s the first time anyone from work has asked. He’s not sure how to put the nightmare into words. ‘They call it Hunter syndrome … an enzyme deficiency thing.’
 
         Neil nods. 
         
 
         ‘He doesn’t sleep, hardly ever. Then, when he does, we don’t  sleep — in case he stops breathing. He screams … for hours.  It goes on for fucking hours.’ David takes a big mouthful of  beer. ‘Basically, it attacks every cell in his body, shuts them all  down until …’
 
         Neil shakes his head, looks down at his shoes. ‘Jesus Christ.  You poor bastard.’
 
         ‘Yeah, well …’ David shrugs and lets the words hang. There  are too many other symptoms to start describing them all.
 
         ‘Can they treat it? I mean, are there drugs?’
 
         ‘Sort of,’ says David. ‘He’s on enzyme-replacement therapy.  It’s supposed to improve the quality of life.’
 
         ‘And does it?’
 
         ‘We don’t know, not yet. He’s only fourteen months. Too  early to tell.’
 
         They both drink again, for want of something to say.
 
         ‘Hey look, sorry about bringing up the golf,’ says Neil. ‘I  just thought, you know? An opportunity for you to get out  and take a swing.’
 
         ‘Don’t worry about it,’ says David. He licks the beer away  from his top lip. ‘And thanks, eh? For even thinking of  asking me.’
 
         ‘It is a great weekend — it’s a once a year thing, we go  somewhere different each time. It’s a bloody laugh, mate.’  Neil is relaxed now, in the comfortable territory of sport.  ‘We’re giving Coromandel a go, brand-new international  course. They’re pushing hard for business, charging peanuts.’
         
 
         ‘How’d you know I played?’
 
         ‘I met your father the last time I played Miramar. He told  me. He’s a proud old bugger, you know. Proud of you.’ 
         
 
         Oh, David knows. His father’s been the greenkeeper there for thirty years. Ron Fowler understands how things are for his son now, how Jamie has made it impossible to play. They never talk golf any more, but David knows his father discusses the shelf of childhood trophies with anyone who will listen.
 
         ‘So you got the Ron experience. Sorry.’ David can just see it. His father on his mower, old blue towelling hat pulled hard down on his head, bailing up Neil and his friends as they head for the clubhouse.
 
         ‘Not at all — it was great talking to him. Anyway, I never meant to put you on the spot. About the weekend, I mean. I sort of remembered back at the office that things were tough for you. As soon as I opened my mouth, I remembered.’
 
         ‘Don’t worry. It’s me that should be apologising, going on with family dramas …’
 
         It’s past time to go. David plans a quiet exit — buy the others a drink, then slip away. He is at the bar when he feels it: a spitting surge of anger. A deep, despicable pity — for Trudy, for Jamie, for the fortune they pay every month to prolong the agony, just to keep him alive. The whole crap deal.
 
         He orders the drinks and waits for the moment to pass. He should have gone straight home from work. Going straight home eliminates this shit. His hands are shaking; he lays them flat on the bar to steady them. The emotion feels deviant, like a virus attacking a weak body, taking its grip.
 
         Too late, he realises the barman has opened another beer for him.
 
         Back at the table with Neil, David drinks most of the bottle in one gulping, heady mouthful. Then he sends a text to Trudy to say he’ll be late.
 
         
             

         
  
         IT’S TEN O’CLOCK WHEN he gets out of the taxi. He’s ready for it. Ready for an argument. He wants one. He wants Trudy to come storming out the front door and go at him for all the things that are hard and unfair. For being late, for being drunk, for spending money on alcohol and a taxi (and losing the bike) and then, finally, in one big beautiful rage, for Jamie.
         
 
         The taxi drives off, leaving him in the silent street. The heat of the afternoon has gone but the evening is still. David leans against the streetlight outside their house, finding his feet. A sweet sound forms a backdrop. Crickets.
 
         He hasn’t heard the chirp of crickets since he was a boy. After his mother died, his father never noticed that he roamed the golf course late at night. He’d take a torch and collect balls abandoned by careless players. His flashlight swung in wide arcs across the fairways, picking up the gleam of the little white balls in the waterways and rough. The crickets flew into his head: a low fast thud against his face or a manic beating in his hair. He sold the golf balls back to their owners the next weekend, a dollar each.
 
         He’s stabbing at the lock with his key when Trudy opens the door. He listens for the sound of Jamie crying, but hears nothing.
 
         ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘Sorry ’bout this. Drinks.’
 
         ‘It’s okay,’ she says.
 
         The house is tidy, clean and calm. David doesn’t understand. ‘Jamie?’ he asks. He has a sudden, terrifying thought. ‘Is he alright?’
 
         Trudy’s exhausted, David can see that, now they are inside under the lights. Her face is pale; there are dark hollows under her eyes. 
         
 
         ‘Mum and Dad have taken him,’ she says quietly, not looking at him. ‘For the night. To give us time on our own.’
 
         He still wants the fight, it surprises him. He wills her to explode, lash out at him. ‘Why didn’t you phone me? I would’ve come home.’
 
         ‘I did. About an hour after you texted me.’
 
         David pulls his phone out of his pocket. There it is — the missed call a blur of grey markings on the screen.
 
         ‘Sorry,’ he says again.
 
         Trudy opens cupboard doors, pulling plates down. ‘You’d better eat,’ she says. She reaches for bread. ‘Toast? Or a toasted sandwich, cheese …’
 
         ‘Not hungry.’ David collapses in an armchair and points the remote at the television. ‘Hey, I’m going away for a weekend.’
 
         He says it as though it happens all the time, him taking off with the boys. As though Trudy does it too — packs a little bag and shoots over to Sydney with her girlfriends for shopping. As though that’s the sort of couple they are.
 
         Trudy sets bread and cheese in the toastie machine. David watches as she wipes the bench with a cloth. She rinses the cloth under the tap and wrings it out. This is it, David thinks. Here it comes.
         
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         ‘I’M SARAH,’ SAID THE woman doing the ultrasound.
         
 
         Trudy’s belly was smooth and round and white and in the darkened room it reminded David of a photo of the moon. The gel glistened in the faint green light of the screen. The handpiece passed over the tight skin, backwards, forwards, then across sideways in slippery waves.
         
 
         David held Trudy’s hand; a corny gesture he’d always thought, until he sat down next to her. Their hands had crept around, found each other independently. The baby’s profile was clear on the screen before he noticed how tight Trudy’s grip was.
 
         ‘So, you see here, one leg, and the other.’ Sarah spoke softly, staring at the screen with a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. ‘And the feet! See? Toes, there … sorry, I forget … do you want to know the sex of the baby?’ She turned to David and Trudy.
 
         He couldn’t take his eyes off the screen.
 
         ‘Do we?’ said David, finally, looking at Trudy.
 
         ‘No, we don’t. Remember?’
 
         ‘No, we don’t,’ David repeated. It didn’t matter. He was pretty sure he’d already seen — he caught Sarah’s eye and smiled back at her.
 
         The handpiece moved on, over the tiny torso, the pumping heart. Around, gently, the head, then back again.
 
         ‘So amazing, just perfect, isn’t it,’ said David.
 
         Sarah lifted the handpiece and put more gel on Trudy’s belly. She placed it on her again. Over the belly, up and down, backwards and forwards, before moving it back to the baby’s head.
 
         ‘Isn’t it,’ said David again.
 
         One last time down the length of the foetus, slowly, then back to the head.
 
         
             

         
 
         IT HAD STARTED OUT as a discussion — discussion was the honest term for the words that were exchanged at the beginning. This was weeks later, after more scans and blood tests and an amniocentesis and God knows what else by way of invasive procedures that David believed would do more harm than good.
         
 
         The discussion took place in the car leaving the hospital, after they’d sat, stunned, in the obstetrician’s office and listened to talk about risk.
 
         ‘Fifty per cent, David,’ said Trudy. ‘One in two chances of bringing a terminally ill baby into the world.’
 
         ‘No,’ David said. ‘That’s not what he said.’
 
         ‘What did he say, David? That’s what I heard.’ Trudy’s head was down. ‘A fifty-fifty chance of the baby having a serious genetic disorder, of some sort.’ She was crying. Tears fell on to the top of her belly; they sat there for just a second before soaking into the fabric of her skirt. She smoothed the material flat, down over her bare legs.
 
         ‘He said that he didn’t know what the problem was, or even if there was a problem. He wasn’t sure about anything.’
 
         ‘And then he talked about fifty per cent. Didn’t he. He talked about one in two. Half half. It all adds up to the same thing, David. The same risk.’
 
         David looked at the ordinary world occurring outside the car. A woman hurried past, dragging a tired child by the hand. The little girl wrenched her hand free and crouched low on the footpath, picking at something on the ground. Chewing gum, probably. The woman grabbed at the girl’s elbow, pulled her up again, and muscled her down the street. A healthy child, David thought: one more healthy child in the world, one of the lucky chances already taken.
 
         Fifty-fifty. A clean split down the middle of a circle. 
         
 
         ‘I wish the risk was greater,’ Trudy said, as though reading his thoughts.
 
         The discussion turned into an argument, then a fight, then a screamingly silent ceasefire that lasted days. Late one night, Trudy stood in the bedroom doorway, her arms folded.
 
         ‘I’m having an abortion,’ she said.
 
         ‘No,’ he replied.
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         THE SMELL OF TOASTED sandwiches makes David’s stomach groan. He wants it again, the argument, the shouting, the accusation. He’s tired of wanting it, then not wanting it, then wanting it again.
         
 
         ‘It’s a golfing thing, a guy from work.’ The TV screen flickers in the dark room. ‘Freebie, more or less. Some new golf course in the Coromandel.’
 
         ‘You should go, David.’
 
         He listens for sarcasm, but Trudy is not a sarcastic person. She sits next to him, on the arm of the chair. She wraps her arms around his shoulders and kisses the top of his head.
 
         ‘It would do you good to go.’
 
         ‘Yeah … well.’
 
         ‘I mean it. How often do you do it? Take a break from everything … from Jamie?’
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         A FEW MONTHS AFTER Jamie was born, Trudy’s parents Ross and Vivian came for Sunday lunch. The dishes had been cleared. David noticed the looks between them: Ross nodding at Vivian, Vivian reaching for her handbag. 
         
 
         ‘We wondered … if you would have a look at this?’ Vivian took a pamphlet from her handbag, pushed it to the centre of the table.
 
         It was bright green. On the front a little boy was playing on a swing. David stared at the photo, at the features of the child: the pronounced forehead, the puff y eyes, the flattened bridge of his nose.
 
         Trudy was sitting next to him and he took her hand, under the table, and held it tightly. She too was mesmerised by the image of the boy: David watched as the word Jamie passed silently from her lips.
 
         Ross and Vivian sat across from them. Vivian was nervous, David could see. From the day Jamie was born his mother-in-law had been on hand to help. Careful, at the same time, not to interfere.
         
 
         David and Trudy read the pamphlet silently. It was for a drug, Prolaze.
 
         ‘It’s not a cure,’ Vivian said quickly. Her manicured nails drummed on the wooden table. ‘But they say it can help a lot. It’s brand-new, the only one available for babies. Replaces the missing enzymes and it can make a real difference. To walking … apparently … and other things, too, possibly … as time goes on.’
 
         Vivian faltered and Ross put his hand over hers. The drumming stopped.
 
         ‘Where did you get this?’ Trudy grabbed at the pamphlet. She turned it over, reading quickly.
 
         ‘Jeff Strange gave it to me, when I went in for a check-up last week,’ said Ross. ‘I’d already told him about Jamie.’
 
         Trudy’s gaze flicked back and forwards, between David and her parents. ‘Why didn’t the hospital tell us about this … this Prolaze?’ She said the word slowly, rolling it around her mouth like a stolen sweet. ‘If there’s something out there, why didn’t someone tell us?’
         
 
         Vivian hesitated before she spoke. ‘They probably didn’t discuss it at the hospital because it’s not funded,’ she said. ‘That’s what Jeff told your father. The government won’t pay for it.’
 
         ‘What does that mean?’ asked Trudy. ‘Can we even get it? If it’s not funded?’
 
         David heard irritation creeping into her voice. He took the pamphlet from her and held her hand again, threading their fingers so they locked tightly together.
 
         ‘Yes, yes you can,’ said Vivian. ‘You can get it if you can afford to pay for it.’
 
         From the bedroom came Jamie’s cry — a startled squawk that would quickly become a piercing scream. David thought Jamie had slept a long time but when he looked at the clock it had been ten minutes. Just the usual.
 
         ‘How much is it?’ David scanned the brochure, looking for a price. There was no mention of money. He looked at Vivian, eyebrows up.
 
         ‘It’s $8000.’
 
         ‘A year?’ Trudy asked.
 
         ‘A month.’
 
         There was just the sound of Jamie for a moment, then Trudy began to laugh, a strained, tight giggle that changed mid-breath into a choking sound, as though someone had put their hands around her neck.
 
         ‘You’re joking,’ she said. ‘Who can afford that? We can’t afford it. There’s no way we could find $8000 a month …’
         
 
         ‘We’ll pay for it.’ Ross spoke quietly. ‘We’ve got the money. We’ll do it for Jamie.’
 
         The words hung between them. Trudy pushed back her chair. She walked slowly around the table, as though she was sleepwalking. David watched as Ross stood and wrapped his arms around his daughter. She was crying. Jesus, she cried so much.
 
         ‘No,’ said David.
 
         ‘What do you mean — no?’ Trudy was frowning, staring at him.
         
 
         ‘We want to do it, David. He’ll be our only grandchild …’ said Vivian.
 
         ‘Oh really? The only one? When was that decided?’ David was relieved to find something tangible to be angry about. ‘Trudy? I don’t remember that discussion.’
 
         Trudy stepped away from her father. She put her hands on the back of a chair and stood quite still, with her eyes closed, leaning into it for support.
 
         ‘Oh God, I’m sorry,’ said David. ‘I didn’t mean no — it’s not what I meant, at all.’ What did he mean? He had no idea. ‘It’s um … look. It’s incredibly generous of you. Ross — Vivian — it’s a wonderful offer. For Jamie, for us … for everyone.’ David looked around the circle of confused faces, saw the mess he was making of it.
         
 
         ‘I can pay for it … for most of it. Probably quite a bit. I’ll work out how much. Then we can talk about the rest.’
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         THE LATE FRIDAY AFTERNOON drive east to the Coromandel Peninsula from Hamilton is easy at first — small hills giving way to the outer lip of the Hauraki Plains. But as the Range Rover crawls through the hairpin corners on the steep Hikuai road, David’s breakfast curdles in his stomach.
         
 
         He’s doing everything right — keeping his eye on the scenery, head up, focusing on the conversation. They’re talking about the last golfing trip, how the fourth guy — the one David has replaced — cheated. How they eventually pulled him up on it but still, he’d persisted. It had been funny, then serious, then too awkward to include him any more.
 
         It’s not all travel sickness. The moment he met Mitchell and Ciaran at the airport, David felt it; the familiar jolt. The guys were loaded. There were the obvious things — the top of the range travel bags, Majesty Prestigio golf clubs, clothes — and the intangible, the self-confidence that comes with knowing that all of life’s problems can be paid to disappear. It’s nothing new to David, but it sits there anyway, a tiny cold stone in the pit of his stomach. He slips into his silent habit — dividing the wealth of others by $7000. That’s what he and Trudy ended up putting towards Jamie’s monthly treatment, after weeks of humiliating negotiation with Ross and Vivian. It was thousands more than they could afford, but every time he and Trudy talked about it, the debate ended up at the same dead end: the potential quality of Jamie’s life versus every material good. Jamie won, of course.
 
         They’re nearly at the summit. Punga trees form a thick canopy over the road. Steam rises from the tarseal after a downpour. Full charcoal clouds drape over sharp mountains, waiting to burst. 
         
 
         Mitchell and Ciaran are from Auckland. They drove to Hamilton, picked up Neil and David at the airport. Mitchell’s an orthodontist. He’s driving. He’s talking about women who insist their children have braces, whether or not they need them.
 
         ‘Look at my bloody teeth,’ he says. He stretches his mouth wide and pokes his face into the rearview mirror, revealing a neat rectangle of crooked incisors and big gaps. ‘I tell them they’re wasting their money — that their kids’ teeth are fine. Do we all have to have American smiles?
 
         ‘I say this to them, and they say nothing, these women. They just stare at my mouth with their botox eyebrows halfway up their foreheads and this look on their faces.’ He pulls a condescending pout. Everyone laughs. ‘What can I say? The kid goes into the chair, the money meter goes on. Years of metal in their mouths for no reason.’
         
 
         ‘Why don’t you get your own teeth done?’ says Neil. ‘You’re not much of a poster boy.’
 
         ‘No way. That’s the point. I mean, it’s different if there’s an actual problem, overcrowding or whatever. But they’re fine, my teeth. They do the job they’re meant to.’
 
         ‘So what are you saying? You’re saying that these women put their kids through all the shit of having braces, all the expense, just for perfect-looking teeth?’ asks Neil.
 
         ‘No. I’m saying they put their kids through all that shit so they can be seen to be able to afford to put their kids through all that shit.’
 
         Halfway down the other side of the hill, David feels better. He can see, by the milky sky, that they are nearly at the coast.
 
         
             

         
 
          
         IT’S AFTER SIX O’CLOCK when they arrive. The course is closed for the night, the golf carts locked away. They make themselves known at reception, then decide to play just one hole, the tenth, while there’s still enough light.
         
 
         The pines along the fairway are fully grown and throw long arrow shadows back towards the tee. The beauty of the course takes David’s breath away. His father has told him about places like this — greens and fairways grafted onto magnificent natural landscapes — names like Banff Springs, the Teeth of the Dog in the Dominican Republic. David understands now, what the old man was talking about. He feels a sudden knowing, adult sadness for his father. How unhappy has he been, a widower bringing up a child?
 
         The tenth hole’s a par 4, 394-metre dogleg left. David tees up and takes another look at where the green must be, around the corner. His father spent months teaching him to draw the ball. The lessons began on a hole like this. He held David by his shoulders over the tee, gently manoeuvred him to an uncomfortable, contorted stance, his right hand too far over the left on the grip. David, the snarling teenager, glared at his father and repositioned himself correctly — shoulders down, right hand locked back in place, head over the ball. Ron said nothing, but stepped forward again and repeated the manipulation. David struck the ball hard, grimacing at the jarring, then watched in amazement as the ball soared and swung away to the left, to where it needed to go. It had landed on the apron of the green.
 
         Neil, Mitchell and Ciaran are quiet behind him. David looks down at the tee again and blinks. The ball’s gone; he’s already hit it. 
         
 
         ‘Jesus Christ.’ Neil squints, shaking his head, pacing in circles. Then he turns to David with a smile. ‘How the fuck did you do that?’
         
 
         ‘Bad habit,’ replies David.
 
         ‘Jesus …’ says Neil again.
 
         ‘Lucky the old hook cropped up on the dogleg.’ Ciaran’s grinning too. ‘And here’s me with a permanent hook I can’t get rid of.’ He shrugs his shoulders. ‘Let’s have a go.’
 
         Ciaran sends the ball too far to the left. It lands in the rough three-quarters of the way down the fairway. He swears under his breath.
 
         Neil and Mitchell tee off, making safe but short shots. The light is fading and a new breeze carries the smell of the ocean.
 
         ‘Your old man undersold you, David,’ says Neil, on their way to the green. ‘Stunning golf. Stunning. What do you play to?’
 
         ‘Haven’t had a game for ages,’ says David. ‘Played to a four handicap when I was younger.’
 
         It’d been so long since he’d held a club, but his hands meshed into the golfer’s grip as though he played every day of his life.
 
         
             

         
 
         IN THE COOL MARBLE lobby of the resort, they take out their credit cards and hand them to the girl behind the desk. She taps the details into the computer. While the others talk about handicaps, David glances down at the print out of his bill.
         
 
         He’s reading the numbers upside down. The figure he thinks he sees is $700. His eyes dart again to the number; he has read it correctly. A small bead of sweat touches his left temple. He brushes it away and leans forward over the counter.
         
 
         ‘Could you … could you tell me how much is going on the card, please?’
 
         ‘$700 sir.’ She doesn’t look up.
 
         ‘Per person?’
 
         ‘It’s per room. $350 per night.’
 
         ‘Is that um … some kind of bond, or …?’
 
         She looks up at David, puzzled. He tries to guess at her age. Twenty, maybe. Young, poorly paid, too many zeros on these numbers to render them meaningful to her.
 
         ‘Bond? No, sir. Just the two nights’ accommodation. That’s all we hold. We put the meals and incidentals on at the end.’ She smiles a vacant, hospitality-trained smile.
 
         ‘Of course,’ says David.
 
         What had Neil said at the Laybourne, that hot hazy afternoon? Peanuts — that was the word he’d used. They never did discuss the actual cost. The price of things never crops up in conversation with Neil.
         
 
         So why hadn’t he asked? Sure, it would have been awkward, but that moment at the Laybourne would have been just right — the moment when he told Neil about Jamie’s treatment — that’s when he should have spelled out the facts, established the cost of things. And $700 for two nights’ accommodation at an international golf resort might well be cheap. What would he know?
 
         David stands quite still, resting his elbow on the reception counter as the woman finishes her paperwork. He and Trudy budgeted $400 for the whole trip, scraped it together after Ross had gifted David airpoints for the flights. The prickle of sweat is gone, in its place a dull throb of pain pulsing across his brow.
         
 
         ‘David?’ It’s Ciaran, in his ear, hand on his shoulder. David shakes his head, focuses on what Ciaran is saying. ‘Dinner in twenty minutes, alright? Meet in the dining room at seven.’
 
         He sits on the end of his bed for what seems like an eternity, staring at the floor. The phone ringing on the desk beside him jolts him back to the present. It’s Neil, calling from the dining room, telling him to hurry up. He looks up at the mirror, addresses the idiot staring back. You selfish prick.
         
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         JAMIE WENT BACK TO sleep after Ross and Vivian went home from Sunday lunch that day. David stood over his bassinet. Jamie’s hands were closed tight, suspended in mid-air. His eyes made tiny movements under pale eyelids.
         
 
         ‘How do they do that?’ Trudy had slipped into the cool, darkened room. She stood in front of David, pulled his arms around her waist.
 
         ‘Do what?’ he whispered back.
 
         ‘Fall asleep like that, with their hands up. All babies do it.’
 
         ‘I never knew that. I thought it was to do with …’
 
         ‘It’s completely normal. Like little marionettes. Amazing.’
 
         She turned around to face David. Her eyes were shining and she smiled. She touched his cheek, ran her finger down his lips. ‘It could be the answer, David,’ she whispered. ‘This Prolaze.’
 
         Trudy took David’s hand, led him away from the bassinet. Their own bed was only a few steps away. She kissed him, started unbuttoning his shirt.
         
 
         ‘What about Jamie?’ It was the first time they’d turned to each other since Jamie was born.
 
         ‘What about him?’ Trudy’s dress fell to the floor. ‘He’ll wake up, or he won’t.’
 
         David held Trudy as she pulled him down onto their bed. Her hands crept over him, silently pulling his clothes away. He closed his eyes, ran his fingers down her stomach, between her legs. He kept his eyes closed as Trudy’s mouth moved down his body.
 
         He willed Jamie to wake.
 
         When he opened his eyes, she was lying on her back, staring at the ceiling. She was crying.
 
         ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered.
 
         ‘He’s sound asleep.’
 
         ‘But he’s bound to wake up, start screaming … just knowing that’s going to happen … I … it’s not you, Trudy. Honestly.’
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         THEIR TABLE IS SET apart from the others, in an alcove overlooking the sea. The entire dining room faces the Pacific, but this private room sits right out over the ocean: a cube above rolling breakers. The entire structure, including the ceiling and floor, is reinforced glass. Waves crash into steep black rocks at the bottom of the cliff below.
         
 
         Ciaran has booked the room for both evenings. At his request, the staff have lifted out a heavy mahogany banquet table and replaced it with a smaller round one. In the extra space, they’ve put two burgundy leather couches and a coffee table. 
         
 
         The four men look at the sea. Ciaran and Mitchell have stayed before. They point out islands and luxury holiday homes dotting the coast below them. David looks down at fenced tennis courts and swimming pools. He pulls up short of doing the arithmetic. The number, whatever it is, would sustain Jamie for several lifetimes.
 
         He takes his place at the table and looks at the spread of cutlery. Silver knives, forks and spoons form a two-handed salute to a black heavy menu directly in front of him.
 
         Inside, there is a single sheet of crisp, heavy white paper with rough edges. The words are handwritten in black ink and centred on the page. The first line is the date. Then, there is:
 
         
             

         
 
         WHITEBAIT
         
 
         PAUA
         
 
         CRAB
         
 
         CRAYFISH
         
 
         DESSERT
         
 
         
             
            

         
 
         There are no prices on the menu, no indication which are entrées, which are mains. David turns to the next page; it is blank.
 
         The chatter of the others surges and recedes around him. He sits back in his chair, his hands clasped between his knees, and looks down. It’s dark, but he can just make out the shifting sea and the waves churning black on the rocks below.
 
         He wonders, for a joyous moment, whether the meals might be included in the price of the room. They could be; that could be why there are no prices. Yes, it makes sense, the more he thinks about it. It might be some sort of a package deal, all inclusive.
         
 
         Then he remembers what the woman at reception said. Meals and incidentals go on at the end. He feels giddy, nausea rising for the second time that day. Still he is unable to draw his eyes away from the swirl of foam and seaweed far below the dining room.
         
 
         ‘What’s everyone having?’ he asks. The inside of his head feels strangely hollow; the thinking, rationalising functions settling like sludge. He wonders whether each of them might pay for his own meal. Then he laughs, just quietly, a little shrug of his shoulders as he stares down through the floor. As if. As if these guys would sit down at the end and, like careful students, tally up who had eaten what.
 
         ‘It’s a set menu.’ Ciaran’s flicking through a second folder, much thicker than the one in front of David. ‘It’s what they do. A single menu, a new one each night. They decide on it during the day, depending on what the chef can get hold of. The best ingredients on the day.’
 
         ‘Wow,’ says David.
 
         ‘He knows his stuff.’ Ciaran closes the thick menu. ‘White wine, with seafood? Everyone okay with Chablis?’
 
         Mitchell and Neil nod, barely breaking their conversation. David nods too. What does it matter? he thinks. Cheap accommodation costing $700, gourmet food costing God knows what. What does the wine matter now?
 
         The food comes in waves. Plate after perfect plate. A tower of whitebait — each tiny fish cooked in subtle seasonings, then stacked precariously to form a lacework pyramid. Exquisite pasta parcels filled with crabmeat, tossed in herbed butter; each mouthful singing of the sea. Crayfish slashed in half lengthways, delicate white flesh seared to perfection, drizzled with imported truffle oil.
         
 
         This is what David eats. What he tastes is thick, salty and sour; bile tainting every mouthful.
 
         The wine helps him through the meal — he fills his glass again and again, tasting none of the French grape but thankful for the numbing effect. The bottles keep coming; Ciaran making sure that no glass sits empty. The talk swirls around trading gossip and David is grateful, at least, that he can contribute without too much thought.
 
         Towards midnight there is dessert — something chocolate, David can’t define it any more specifically than that. Something rich and chocolate and no doubt sourced from the best ingredients available on the day.
 
         Sometime around one in the morning they push back their chairs and move to the couches around the coffee table.
 
         Four crystal bulbs of brandy are on the little table — David can’t remember anyone putting them there. He hates brandy; the harsh heat of it reminds him of sly teenaged drinking in an empty clubhouse in the early days after his mother’s death. He hates it but he reaches for the glass, throws the drink into the back of his mouth and gulps it down. The logic for why he might or might not drink something he hates, but must pay for, is too complex to contemplate.
 
         Mitchell takes a box of matches from his shirt pocket and David waits for fat, pungent cigars to follow. It would be enough, he thinks. Enough to push the nausea over the edge and send him heaving to the bathroom. But Mitchell opens the box and counts out twelve matches. He hands three to each of them, keeps three for himself.
         
 
         Spoofing. They will spoof for the meal. One of them — the last one left in the game — will pay for the entire evening’s indulgence. The other three will pay for nothing.
 
         David understands entirely and in the cacophony of men laughing about profit and loss, and rain hammering against the windows, he recognises the frightening mad mess that he has made of it all.
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         IT WAS ONE OF the first things they noticed, after they came home from the hospital. Before the vomiting started, before the pain in Jamie’s wrists made him scream through the night, tiny fists twisted and flailing. Around the time he started following them around the room with his dark eyes — it was at that traditionally golden parental moment they discovered he was deaf.
         
 
         David had come home from work early. He took his shoes off, unlocked the front door and tiptoed into the house, in case Jamie and Trudy were sleeping. He heard sobbing. He stopped at the door of the lounge. In the kitchen, he could see Trudy. She was sitting at the dining table, her head in her hands, her whole body convulsing. The noise drove a chill up David’s spine — he could think of it only as a wail, like nothing he had ever heard before. He recognised it, somehow, as a cry of grief.
 
         Jamie was in his pram. Trudy had wheeled it inside, as she often did if he was still asleep when they returned from their walk. The pram was right next to her. David walked through the lounge and looked at Jamie. Jamie smiled up at him, and David’s heart filled with joy at the rare expression of happiness. Then he realised that Jamie was oblivious to Trudy’s distress — that he could not hear a thing.
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         DAVID SITS FORWARD IN his seat, clutching the little white sticks in the palm of his hand. He presses hard on them, keen to feel their sharp edges, perhaps a splinter.
         
 
         He has played the game before — many times, business lunches and dinners — but always with the corporate credit card. It’s never occurred to him that it might be played with personal wealth at stake. He looks at Neil, hopeful for a glance saying Are you okay with this?, hopeful for any sign of connection. But Neil talks on to Ciaran, rubbing his matchsticks between his hands as though warming them up.
         
 
         The four men lean forward over the coffee table, each holding a clenched fist towards the centre. Some might have all three matches in their hands, some two, some one, or none. Twelve is the highest possible result, zero the lowest. Smiles all round, then Mitchell speaks.
 
         ‘Ten.’
 
         Ciaran is next to Mitchell. He looks quickly round the group. ‘Six,’ he says.
 
         David shakes his fist, as though juggling the matchsticks. ‘Nine,’ he says finally.
 
         ‘Eight,’ says Neil.
 
         They open their hands and count. Mitchell has kept all three of his matchsticks. Ciaran dropped his three, his hand is empty. David has two, Neil three. Neil has guessed correctly — he’s safely out of the game. 
         
 
         It begins again, this time only three hands in the middle. David looks hard at Mitchell and Ciaran, but there is no skill to draw upon. It’s a game of chance.
 
         ‘Four.’
 
         ‘Seven.’
 
         ‘Nine.’
 
         They open their hands. There are four matchsticks in total. David has won. He sits back in his seat and closes his eyes as the game continues without him.

         
             

         
  
         HE WAKES NEXT MORNING in a puddle of sunlight, his hair damp on the pillow, and squints towards the window. Seagulls swing low, white acrobats against the bright blue sky. He has no idea of the time. His head throbs as he tries to sit. The sunlight stops him opening his eyes so he feels for his watch on the bedside table.
         
 
         It’s eight o’clock.
 
         What arrangements did they make for the day? David recalls talk of a daylight start on the course and wonders whether the others are already playing. They might be, he hopes; they might have hammered on his door, heard nothing and decided not to wait.
 
         He lies back down and rolls to the cool side of the bed. His stomach heaves and he slides out of the bed and into the bathroom. He retches violently into the toilet.
 
         The grey tiles are cool against his skin. He slumps backwards against the wall, feeling the delicious chill of the marble work its way through the waves of nausea, through his body, cooling it down. The desire to go back to sleep is strong — almost hypnotic — but when he closes his eyes the room spins in grey circles.
         
 
         The night before comes back in snapshots. The rich food, the menu with no prices. The foul, burning brandy, the rain slashing against the glass cube. And the spoofing — the little white sharp matchsticks pressing hard into the palm of his hand. The spoofing. Christ. How had that finished up? David feels his skin prickle; hot, then cold, then hot again, and he puts both hands down flat on the floor to steady himself. Then he remembers. He won the second round, exited the competition. David owes nothing for the evening — for his meal or for anyone else’s.
 
         He lifts himself off the floor and into the glass shower cubicle. The copper shower head spits hot needles over him. He leans against the wall. It’s absolutely clear, through the fog of the hangover, what he has to do. He has to go home. He has to get out of the shower, pack his clothes, zip the leather cover back over his golf bag and say goodbye to Neil, Ciaran and Mitchell.
 
         Luck has been on his side, but he is not a lucky man. He must quit with total damage of $700 for the weekend, maybe just $350, if the woman at reception takes pity on him.
 
         His head thumps as he pulls on his socks. The conversation in the car on the way over the hill comes back — the talk about the fourth guy, the one he replaced. How he’d cheated with the scoring. David remembers the scorn at the man’s lack of form oozing through the conversation.
 
         How would it look if he appeared in the lobby and claimed a convenient emergency at home? After he had fortuitously escaped paying for an evening of extravagance? David feels himself blushing at the thought of it, imagining the car conversation next time around, about that guy who freeloaded the first night of the trip, then ran home. He imagines facing Neil at work each day — Neil, always pleasant, always fair.
         
 
         David finishes dressing and takes two painkillers. He sits on the end of the king-sized bed and looks around the room. Smooth, cool grey lines; uncluttered, clean, simple. Extravagance in terms of what is missing, not what is there: the detritus of family life.
 
         A life could be lived simply, like this, he thinks. Imagine that.
 
         He curses himself for not asking more about the trip before agreeing to come. He curses again, for not mentioning that the cost of Jamie’s treatment falls on him, not the government. For all of these failures, he curses.
         
 
         The paracetamol is working. The shirt he wore last night is on the floor beside the bed. David takes his cellphone from the pocket and dials home. The line is engaged. He sends a text to Trudy’s cellphone: Need excuse 2 come home. Ring me @ 11 with ‘emergency’.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         IT IS NINE O’CLOCK; the early morning golfers teed off hours ago. They’ve agreed on match play. The first hole is a 554-metre par 5 — a finger of land poking at the line where the Pacific meets the sky. To the left and right, the fairway drops away to the sea far below. At the very end, teetering on the edge of the sharp verdant fingernail, is the flag.
         
 
         The four of them are on the tee, staring at the impossibly thin fairway.
 
         ‘How would you play it?’ asks Neil. The question is directed at no one in particular but they all look at David. 
         
 
         ‘There’s only one way, straight down the middle,’ says David.
 
         Ciaran groans. ‘Thought you might say that.’
 
         David lines up the centre of the fairway and swings. The three wood is an extension of his arm and once more he feels the rush of pleasure, the anticipation of hitting the tiny white ball cleanly with tremendous force. It’s a science — he knows that — a complex combination of exact angles, strength and velocity, but it comes as naturally to him as walking and talking. The ball soars high against the open blue of the sky and drops in the middle of the fairway, halfway between the tee and the green.
 
         He stands in the shade of a tree as the others hit off. They behave as though they haven’t noticed the club David used, but then each takes the same one out of his own bag. Neil tees off next, hitting the ball well, but it lands well short of David’s shot. Mitchell moves towards his bag and reaches for his two wood, but changes his mind at the last minute. David smiles at this most primal expression of male ego, at the unwillingness to cede strength by way of a numeral scratched into a fist of wood. Mitchell’s ball lands short too. Ciaran’s shot veers off to the left, the ball disappearing over the edge of the cliff to the pounding surf below. ‘Fuck,’ he says.
 
         David’s hangover is coming off its abrasive crescendo. For the first time since he left Wellington, he is calm. They will be a quarter of the way round the course at eleven o’clock, having chosen to walk instead of take buggies. It’s just a matter of patience. Control and patience, hanging in there, seeing the morning out. Waiting for his phone to ring in his pocket.
 
         With each step, David feels the phone thud softly against his leg. He has set it to maximum volume. The loud ring will breach etiquette, make him a pariah in the clubhouse. Too bad — he won’t be there to hear the scathing remarks. One staged, panicked conversation with Trudy, one apology, and he will take his leave of Neil, Ciaran and Mitchell, of the luxury course, the spoofing, the spending of Jamie’s Prolaze money.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         THEY ARE STANDING ON the edge of a cliff, on the eighth tee, looking down into a ravine thick with manuka. There is a breeze from the sea. Insects drone above the foliage, a blanket of dark static just a few metres below. The vegetation is so thick it is impossible to tell how deep the crevasse is.
         
 
         The distance to the bottom is irrelevant; only a fool would attempt the vertical descent for a lost ball. On the other side of the gully is the green. The tee and the green are joined by a swing bridge, a spiderweb gossamer catching the slight wind.
 
         In the distance, there is the sea and behind them, the towering mountains. David is again awed by the refusal of the land to yield to the architect’s dominating hand. He knows this hole; he’s looked at it on the internet, late at night, between Jamie’s screaming fits, after Trudy has found an exhausted lonely sleep. The golfing writers call it The Epic Par Three.
 
         With his back to the others, David lingers by his trundler, choosing his club. He slips his hand into his pocket and looks down at his cellphone to check the time. It’s ten minutes to eleven — not long now.
 
         Then, he sees. In this isolated paradise there is no cellphone coverage. 
         
 
         It was a foolish plan, no thought given as to how he would  get back to Hamilton, how much it would cost to change his  flight to Wellington at such short notice.
 
         And, there is the golf — that glorious feeling of the club  in his hand. Of knowing he’s the best. Of knowing that the  others believe, unreservedly, that he is the best.
 
         The hole is 185 metres — an easy three iron from the tee  to the pin. David addresses the ball. He knows, at that still  moment, just before he lifts into the swing, what will happen.  He has never felt it before — the certainty runs through his  body like an electric shock. The ball soars over the gully and  drops onto the green. It rolls into the hole.
 
         The others are ecstatic, whooping and hollering like boys.  One after the other, they shake David’s hand, thump him on  the back. David knows that, should he be lucky enough to  play golf until the day he dies, this will never happen again.
 
         
             

         
 
         FOR THE NEXT FEW holes, Ciaran falls in beside David. David  watches him as he lines up his shots. A few connect cleanly,  and David murmurs his admiration loud enough for Ciaran  to hear. He says nothing about the airshots — humiliating  wild swings into the air, the taunting ball stationary on the  ground. He says nothing about the duff ed shots that dribble  on just a few yards, about the divots gouged from the fairway  and left behind by the enraged Ciaran, storming on to hack  again at the ball. David says nothing about any of this but he  is careful, after the conversation in the car, to mark all shots  taken on the card.
         
 
         David lingers and pushes the clods of perfect green back  into place. They are like the trickiest pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, uniform in colour but each slightly different in shape. Placed correctly in the ground, they will lose their seams and take root again.
         
 
         Not all of the carnage is Ciaran’s — Mitchell and Neil are ahead; the fairways are pockmarked with the evidence of their arrogance. The finest clubs, the best clothes, shoes: all these things are farcical props for three slapstick clowns. The last vestiges of envy — was it ever envy? — disappear as David watches them congratulate each other on their ignorant play.
 
         The day’s getting warmer. There’s no breeze. The air’s salty and heavy with the coconut scent of yellow gorse flowers on the cliff s marking out of bounds. David finds the smell nauseating.
 
         ‘How’s business at the moment?’ David recalls Ciaran’s involved with franchises, a string of businesses, a deal he got in on when someone else went bust. What was it? Furniture?
 
         ‘Pretty good. People always need beds.’
 
         That’s it. Beds. ‘How long have you had the outlets?’
         
 
         ‘About five years or so. I was a cop before then.’
 
         ‘Why the change?’
 
         ‘I’d just had enough.’
 
         ‘I can understand why you would. I don’t know how you do it, you guys, the doctors too. Don’t know how you cope with the terrible things you see.’
 
         Ciaran laughs.
 
         ‘No, seriously. You see the worst of it, I reckon.’
 
         ‘It’s true, I did. I saw some shit.’
 
         They are in step with each other. Ciaran’s smile has disappeared; his mouth is a thin, tight line.
         
 
         ‘It started to get to me in the end.’
 
         David sees a slight quiver in Ciaran’s left cheek, as though his eye might be twitching. He can’t tell, though, because of the sunglasses.
 
         ‘How could it not?’ David doesn’t know what else to say.
 
         ‘I brought it home. To Linda and the kids.’ Ciaran has not broken his stride towards his ball; David wonders now if Ciaran is talking to himself.
 
         ‘You’re married?’
 
         ‘Not any more.’
 
         They have arrived at Ciaran’s ball. It’s sitting cleanly on the open fairway. Ciaran stands over it, preparing for the shot. He swings hard and misses.
 
         David hesitates, then says it. ‘You’re lifting your head.’ It is his father’s voice, not his own: Keep your head down, son. Keep your eye on the ball. Never criticism, simply wanting David to know the joy of playing the game well.Ciaran says nothing.
         
 
         ‘You’re lifting your head, taking your eye off the ball just before you hit it. That’s why you’re not connecting.’
 
         Ciaran stands over the ball for a second time. His chin tucks deep into his chest and he stares at the ball. He lifts the club and swings slowly, fully. His head stays absolutely still. A textbook swing, it sends the ball soaring high and long towards the pin.
 
         ‘I started to see Linda and the girls as the victims.’ The club is still sitting over Ciaran’s left shoulder. He is looking at the ball, which has landed just off the green. David presumes it is a look of satisfaction, though Ciaran’s expression is immutable. He puts the club back in his bag, pulls the sock over the head and talks on. It’s almost as though he is in a trance, David thinks, delivering a soliloquy to the mountains and the sky.
         
 
         ‘Once you’ve taken your mind there you can’t get rid of the image. Somehow, somewhere along the way, I stopped seeing my family as people I love. They were victims. It’s hard to like victims. To respect them, David. Respect for victims is very difficult.’
 
         David hears it now, the anguish in Ciaran’s voice. It has been sitting just below the veneer of wealthy arrogance all along. He recognises the panic, the edge of feral contempt brought on by entrapment. It’s a voice he hears coming out of his own mouth sometimes, when everything about Jamie is too much to bear.
 
         ‘I didn’t trust myself. So in the end I had to move out.’
 
         ‘Jesus.’
 
         ‘Yeah, well. You do what you have to do.’
 
         ‘I know what you mean,’ David says quietly. They are walking side by side, their golf bags thumping behind them in the heat. David’s heart is pounding. Now is the moment. His opportunity to disclose the situation about the money, to apologise and retreat. Ciaran’s looking at him; he can feel the stare through the black lenses. ‘I’m married too. Family … well, one kid. A boy. Jamie. He’s … disabled.’
 
         David knows what Ciaran’s eyes look like, although he can’t see them. The dispassionate, calculating scrutiny of the cop interviewing the suspect.
 
         ‘The thing is, he shouldn’t have been born. I mean, we knew there might be a problem, from the amnio.’ 
         
 
         Ciaran nods slowly, releases David from the gaze and looks at his feet. He puts his hand on David’s shoulder, squeezes it lightly, then takes it away.
 
         The words gush now. ‘We had a huge argument about whether to terminate the pregnancy. It nearly finished us off.’
 
         ‘It’s pretty hard to fight the raging hormones, I guess. Women and that nesting instinct, when it kicks in.’
 
         No no, it was me, not her. But David says nothing.
         
 
         ‘So what happened? I mean to you two? Are you still together?’
 
         ‘Yeah, we’re fine.’
 
         David is very hungry. He notices this sometime after midday. Breakfast was the glass of water washing down the paracetamol back in his room — anything more would have sent him heaving to the bathroom. Now his gut is twisted. He craves plain, hot, salty food. He is too scared to say this. He dreads what the response might be to a simple request for something to eat.
 
         Two holes on, he sees a golf cart. It is tiny in the distance, just a speck of white. But it grows as it travels towards them, against the tide of golfers on the course.
 
         They are marking the card on the twelfth tee when the cart pulls in beside them. David recognises the driver as one of the waiters from the resort’s dining room. On the back of the cart there’s a small wicker basket.
 
         ‘Lunch,’ says the driver, with a wide, obliging smile, and turns the cart towards the nearby grove of tall, shady pine trees.
 
         Mitchell takes the driver to one side while the others eat sandwiches under the trees. David sees he is whispering, smiling. He hears the words hole in one. The driver’s nodding, grinning, looking back at David.
         
 
         ‘Congratulations … it’s a first for the course,’ he says.
 
         ‘Thanks. Bit of a shock — my first one too,’ says David.
 
         The talk over lunch meanders around the gossip of the night before, but drifts back, always, to David’s hole in one. They want to know everything: where he learned to play, the honours, the schoolboy trophies. Why he stopped.
 
         ‘You gotta get back out there,’ says Neil.
 
         ‘Maybe I will,’ says David. ‘Get out there with the old man.’
 
         ‘Fuck Miramar. Journeyman’s course. Join Heretaunga,’ says Neil.
 
         Journeyman. The word stings. Slogging his way round any golf course in pursuit of a professional ticket would be a dream. Heretaunga, with its gold-plated membership fee, is a joke.
         
 
         ‘I’ll be eighty years old before I get to the top of that waiting list,’ he says.
 
         ‘No you won’t. I’ll sort it. You’ll be teeing off next week.’
 
         
             

         
 
         THERE’S A TOUR BUS and a dozen cars in the carpark back at the hotel. It’s early afternoon. David, Mitchell, Ciaran and Neil leave their clubs at the golf shop, ready for the Sunday-morning game, and head for the lobby.
         
 
         The tour party’s checking in, other small groups of people are drinking and talking around tables.
 
         ‘Loser’s shout,’ says Ciaran. ‘What’s everyone having?’
 
         A middle-aged man is looking at them from behind the reception desk. While Ciaran’s at the bar, he comes over.
 
         ‘Which one of you is David Fowler?’ 
         
 
         ‘That’s me,’ says David.
 
         ‘Very pleased to meet you, David. Ralph Simons. Manager.’
 
         He puts his hand on David’s arm. From somewhere, a microphone appears. ‘Excuse me everyone, could I have your attention for just a few minutes. I’m proud to tell you that today this beautiful course reached an important milestone. Our first hole in one.’
 
         Ciaran and Neil and Mitchell are grinning, clapping. David’s face burns red. He smiles vaguely at the sea of faces.
 
         ‘Congratulations, David,’ says Ralph, and a camera flash goes off.
 
         ‘Thank you. Thanks a lot.’
 
         ‘They said it couldn’t be done, the architects. Not on this course.’
 
         David laughs, looks at his shoes.
 
         ‘Well, we all know the rules, don’t we, David.’ Ralph beams at David, slaps him on the back. ‘Hole in one shouts the bar.’
 
         David can not look up from his feet. He can not lift his head.
 
         ‘But on this special occasion, the pleasure is mine.’
 
         David’s heart stops thumping. He looks up at Ralph. ‘Thank you,’ he says.
 
         ‘Your account’s been settled too,’ Ralph says quietly to David, as people move towards the bar.
 
         ‘By who?’ David thinks, for a horrible moment, that Neil and Mitchell and Ciaran have paid his bill. That they have finally recognised the imposter among them.
 
         ‘On the house. It’s all good publicity for us, David. Every person here will go home talking about the course. About the guy who got the hole in one.’ David thinks his arm might dislocate, if Ralph Simons keeps shaking it with such vigour.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         THE AFTERNOON ROLLS ON in a blur of congratulatory backslaps and questions. Someone puts a glass of wine in David’s hand. No matter how much he drinks, the glass is never empty.
         
 
         The four men settle down into two couches in the corner of the lobby. Food arrives from the bar — plain breads and dips, French fries — David’s ravenous and eats until the platters are empty. He looks out the window, across the immaculate fairways towards the mountains. The view takes his breath away every time.
 
         An urge to sleep washes over him, and he rests his head against the high back of the sofa and closes his eyes. Sleep is, of course, out of the question but for a moment he lets himself relax. Has it been only twenty-four hours since they arrived? This time tomorrow he will be touching down at Wellington Airport. Then home, to Trudy. And Jamie.
 
         David sits quietly, eyes still closed. The hum of loose talk swirls around him. It’s moved on from his hole in one — the others are discussing dinner. Mitchell’s muttering about some gorgeous woman on the other side of the room.
 
         He wants to open his eyes; he would like that very much.
 
         When the guys say Jesus, she’s coming over, he tries to open his eyes, but he can’t.
         
 
         He can’t, because if he does, he will cry. So he keeps them shut, feigning sleep.
 
         Then there is the shuffling of bodies moving, and the boyish guff awing of Neil and Mitchell and Ciaran. Would you like a seat … can I get you a drink … 
         
 
         A poke in the ribs, Neil’s voice in his other ear. Wake up, dickhead. She’s hot.
         
 
         With his eyes closed, there is only the smell. No, not a smell — fragrance. The fragrance of a woman, and the warmth of a thigh close to his on the sofa. A woman’s voice, laughing, tinkling like ice in a glass, close to his other ear. Tell me about that hole in one, sleepyhead.
         
 
         David breathes in and out, slowly. He can’t open his eyes, not just yet. 
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            THE OPEN HOME

         
 
         A great brouhaha was not necessary in order to sell one’s house. That’s what my mother told the real estate agent Claudia Button, when Mrs Button came to see her that very first Saturday afternoon.
         
 
         I was at the bottom of the stairs, round the corner from the big lounge, trying to find out what was going on. Earwigging, Mum would call it. Brouhaha was a new one to me. Weird, even for my old-fashioned mother. I tried it out in my head first, then said it quietly to myself. Brouhaha. Brou — haha. I giggled and missed hearing what Mrs Button said. She must have disagreed, because the next thing Mum said was, ‘Poppycock, Claudia.’ 
         
 
         On my mother went. ‘I know of people who have sold recently, without a For Sale sign in cooee.’
 
         ‘Unlikely, Martha,’ said Mrs Button.
 
         ‘Oh yes,’ said Mum. ‘It is likely. In fact, a certain person told me that a complete stranger actually pulled up outside her house, walked up the path, knocked on the door and offered to buy the house there and then. Name your price is what the stranger said, apparently.’
         
 
         ‘Really.’ This didn’t sound like a question. ‘Who is this certain person, Martha?’
 
         Mum gave that never-you-mind laugh of hers; I could picture her Doris Plum lipstick creasing into the corners of her tight little smile. ‘Well, I’m sorry, Claudia, but I can’t disclose that. I was specifically asked not to mention it to anyone in real estate. But believe you me, it’s the truth of the matter.’
 
         ‘And did the sale go through?’
 
         ‘Yes, it did. For a very good price, by all accounts. It was a price made better by the fact there was no agent’s commission to pay.’
 
         ‘Lucky vendor,’ said Mrs Button. I was impressed with her patience. ‘Have you tried this method yourself, Martha?’
 
         ‘Method?’ asked Mum.
 
         ‘Yes, this method of selling whereby you just sit and wait for a wealthy person to drive by your house, fall in love with it and march right on up your path to offer you an amazing amount of money to take it off your hands.’
 
         I wondered what Mum would say to that.
 
         ‘Yes, yes I have.’ She spoke quietly. ‘I’ve been waiting for just that to happen.’ 
         
 
         There was a moment, then, when neither Mum nor Mrs Button spoke. I was tempted to peek around the corner. But Mum got her second wind.
 
         ‘This is by the by, Claudia. Not the point at all.’
 
         ‘Fine,’ said Mrs Button. ‘Fine. Let’s start again. Is your house on the market?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ said my mother. ‘For the right buyer.’
 
         ‘Alright then.’
 
         ‘But I don’t want people to know.’
 
         ‘You won’t sell it if no one knows.’
 
         Silence from Mum.
 
         ‘Are we talking about the neighbours here, Martha? Is that what you’re worried about?’ said Mrs Button. There was this fluffiness in her voice, followed by a shuffling-of-chairs noise. Then one of them blew her nose. Mum. Even the sound of that was antique.
 
         ‘Well, it’s none of their business, what’s happening. Unless they want to buy it, which is hardly likely.’
 
         ‘You mean because of work that needs doing.’
 
         I heard Mum take a big breath. She held it. Then let it out.
 
         ‘Oh for goodness’ sake. No, that’s not what I mean. Have you looked out the window, Claudia? Have you seen the sort of people who live in this part of Karori now? If they pooled all their savings — every last scraped-together cent — they wouldn’t come close to being able to afford it.’
 
         Mrs Button changed her approach. She was good. Really good. ‘What do you think the house is worth, Martha? Have you had a valuation done?’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘Well, let’s get that under way. I’ll sort it out.’ 
         
 
         Another gulpy breath from my mother, then, meekly: ‘Discreetly, of course.’
 
         ‘Of course,’ said Mrs Button. ‘Meanwhile, if someone comes along looking for … something like this, I’ll give you a call. It won’t hurt, will it, if someone comes along, just to bring them around and show them through.’
 
         Mrs Button walked right past me on her way out. ‘Look after your mother, Katie,’ she said, without looking at me. But when she got to the end of the hallway, she turned and came back. She sat next to me on the step.
 
         ‘How old are you now?’ she asked.
 
         ‘Thirteen,’ I said. She had nice green eyes.
 
         ‘Do you like this house?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ I replied.
 
         Mrs Button sighed.
 
         ‘I love it,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to shift. My mother will mess you around forever. That’s the sort of thing she does. God. The amount of people’s time she’s wasted over the years. Write that down.’ I tapped the folder in Mrs Button’s hand.
         
 
         She started to smile. ‘The house is too much for her, Katie. It’s too big, run down …’
 
         ‘We can’t leave.’
 
         She hugged me. I felt a lump in my throat but I swallowed it down.
 
         ‘It’ll be alright, you know.’
 
         Mrs Button was the same age as Mum but she seemed years younger. Her strappy high-heeled bronze sandals matched her tanned legs, and she wore a cool denim skirt. Her face was tanned, too, and her blonde hair looked as though someone had tousled it up in fun. My mother had an obedient brown bob which never looked tousled. Not surprising, given the total absence of fun in her life.
         
 
         You might not know this if you don’t live in Wellington, but there’s a certain way that women in Karori like to dress — a blouse with the collar turned up, tunic sweater, tartan trousers or skirt and flat shoes. My mother never bought into this. She considered the Karori look somewhat agrarian. She wore a blazer, shirt and knee-length pencil skirt, plus her office heels every day, regardless of whether or not she was going in to her secretarial job. I’d heard people call her a classic beauty, with her English rose complexion and her freaky lingo. She was that sort of a woman.
         
 
         Mrs Button’s sandals clicked in a snappy way on the old tile floor in the kitchen, then she was gone, out the back door. I watched out the window as she kicked her way through the dandelions, past the broken gate at the bottom of the garden, right on through the park to her black Volkswagen two streets over, where my mother had told her to park.
 
         
             

         
 
         OUR HOUSE WAS A two-storeyed wooden villa. It stuck out among the modern townhouses on our street. It was built in the early 1920s and was a heritage property.
         
 
         The colour was dark green, with yellow windowsills and a matching front door. The front porch was painted in the same yellow — Karitane yellow is how my mother described it — a name that meant nothing to me but to give you a better picture, it was the same yellow as a very ripe banana.
 
         There were two chimneys on the roof, which were a great mystery to everyone because there were no fireplaces, upstairs or anywhere else. You had to stand right out in the middle of the road to see them — two red and white brick stacks, which as far as we could tell had never puff ed out smoke. Possibly the very first owners had chimneys. Maybe someone, at sometime, bricked over the fireplaces, then covered them with the same fancy wallpaper that was used in the rest of the house. Who knows?
         
   
         Once when I was younger, the chimneys made me cry at Christmas. What if Santa can’t slide down them? I imagined the big guy stuck, unable to crawl back up again with that enormous sack on his back. Mum said I was a nincompoop but Dad took me downstairs and showed me how he planned to prop open the yellow door for Santa.
         
 
         By the way, that is one of my favourite memories of my father, but I’ll get on to him later.
 
         When I said the house was green, I wasn’t being strictly honest. It had been green, but the heat of the sun had blistered the dark paint. It bubbled up, then a good heavy downpour would split the surface and the paint would peel away. You could slip your fingernail under one of the cracks and flick off a big slice of green. The bits underneath were a pinky shade, about the colour of smoker lollies. You’re probably getting the picture of a dark green and yellow house with pink splotches. If so, that’s exactly it.
         
 
         The answer to this problem of the peeling house was to repaint it. Obviously. A lighter colour that reflected the sun, rather than absorbed it. A few years ago, just after Dad went away, Mum realised this. She went to the hardware store on a mission to buy paint and to hire someone to come and do the job. She came back quite excited — for her — with a small piece of cardboard that was a grey-blue colour.
         
 
         ‘Sea-mist,’ she announced, fanning the card in my face. ‘Our house will be this sea-mist colour. We could even call it that, put a little plaque on the front door.’
 
         I liked the idea a lot. It didn’t matter that we lived inland, where no sea-mist would ever drift. I had secret hopes that this development might lead to some more modern improvements, such as Sky TV.
 
         But two days later, a man and a woman came to the front door and asked to speak to my mother. The man was wearing too-short jeans that sagged in the backside and a shabby navy sweatshirt. The woman was agrarian Karori, head to toe. I stood behind Mum as they introduced themselves as members of the local Heritage Committee.
 
         ‘What’s that, when it’s at home?’ asked Mum.
 
         ‘It advises the council,’ replied the man. ‘About our lovely heritage properties.’
 
         ‘Oh yes,’ said Mum, looking them both up and down.
 
         ‘Can we come in for a moment?’ asked the woman.
 
         ‘I’m just going out, sorry,’ said Mum. I didn’t know this, and I wondered where. Then again, the visitors’ clothes would have been enough to justify a fib, as far as my mother was concerned.
 
         ‘Oh. Well, it’s just an enquiry,’ said the man. ‘We understand you’re having your house painted.’
 
         Mum’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. ‘Heavens to Betsy, you understand, do you? And in what way is that anyone else’s business but mine?’
         
 
         Neither of them answered. 
         
 
         ‘Are you aware your house is heritage listed?’ asked the woman.
 
         ‘Yes, of course.’ Mum smiled her old money smile: understanding but all-knowing.
 
         ‘The thing is, you are obliged to keep to the original colours of the house, Mrs Des Moines. It is spinach green, that you’ve chosen?’
 
         I was behind my mother, so I couldn’t see her face. But from the back she grew, like the Incredible Hulk during his transformation. Her hands flew to her hips.
 
         ‘Excuse me? Spinach? Would you like to come and have a look at what burnt spinach looks like?’
         
 
         ‘We know how hard it is, Mrs Des Moines,’ said the woman. ‘The upkeep of these heritage properties. But …’
 
         ‘Are you offering to pay for the paint job?’ Mum interrupted.
 
         ‘No,’ said the man. ‘I’m sorry. There is provision in the bylaw to provide funding for restoration, except when the owners are able to meet the expense themselves.’
 
         ‘Well, let me assure you, this owner isn’t.’
 
         ‘But have you not already ordered paint?’ said the woman.
 
         ‘Yes, I have ordered paint.’
 
         ‘Well, then,’ said the man.
 
         ‘I’ve ordered long-lasting, heat-reflective, inoff ensive seamist. I will not pay for wilting spinach.’
         
 
         ‘I’m afraid if you are going to paint the house, it must be in spinach,’ said the man. The agrarian woman nodded at him and Mum with one of those Hey, what can you do? expressions on her face.
         
 
         ‘For crying out loud,’ said Mum. ‘If that’s the case, I won’t be painting it at all.’ And she shut the door.
         
 
         That’s how our house came to be in such a state. My mother refused to touch a thing after the row on the front steps with the people from the committee. She seemed to take a pride in abandoning even the inexpensive maintenance. I’d watch her kick her way down the front steps every morning, holding her good skirt close to her so it didn’t get snagged in the overgrown rose bushes along the front path. She left the broken gate swinging, and headed off to work.
 
         The lawnmower sat unused in the shed, the handrail fell away from the broken concrete steps leading up to the revolting yellow porch. I was getting lots of bee stings from all the clover. I offered a few times to mow the lawn.
 
         ‘Ah!’ said Mum, waving me away as though I was a fly hanging around her on a hot day. ‘Don’t bother! What’s the point!’
 
         Most of my friends lived in the townhouses that my mother described as deplorable. I’d visit them and marvel at the developments in modern living: taps that didn’t shake when you turned them on, proper heating, that sort of thing. I’d go home and tell Mum all about them. I asked if we could get Sky TV and she said no, because we weren’t allowed a satellite dish on our roof. A lot of the time, I thought she wasn’t listening to me. But she must have been quietly thinking about it, because eventually she rang Mrs Button.
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         ‘HOW’S YOUR MOTHER, KATIE?’ Mrs Button half-whispered, as she came through the back door on her second visit. She stopped to pick the mud off the heels of her stiletto sandals. 
         
 
         ‘Fine,’ I replied. ‘I think, you know, normal.’
 
         ‘Oh good. Has she said much about it? Selling the house?’
 
         ‘Not a word, Mrs Button,’ I said.
 
         ‘You know, Katie, you can call me Claudia.’
 
         ‘I couldn’t, sorry. It’s impolite.’
 
         ‘I wouldn’t say anything to your mother. You must be the last kid on earth who still says Mrs.’
 
         ‘Doesn’t matter. I still couldn’t. Sorry.’
 
         Mrs Button said that was fine. She started off down the hallway, towards the big lounge, and I followed behind. Halfway, she stopped to look at the old photos hanging on the wall.
 
         There were two of them; they were my English grandparents, Mum’s parents — I’d never met them. Black and grey photos of black and grey people — serious people.
 
         ‘Mum says they talk to her,’ I told Mrs Button.
 
         ‘Pardon?’ Mrs Button turned to me, smiling.
 
         ‘The photos. She put them up after Dad left. She put them up one Sunday night, and the next morning, when she walked past them, one of them spoke to her. That’s what she said.’
 
         ‘Wow, cool,’ said Mrs Button. ‘I mean, creepy, but cool.’
 
         I nodded.
 
         ‘So?’ said Mrs Button. ‘What did they say?’
 
         ‘Told you so … stuff like that. She says they never forgave her for running away with a no-hoper from New Zealand.’
         
 
         ‘Hmm,’ said Mrs Button. ‘Do you believe her? About the talking photos, I mean?’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         ‘Good.’ 
         
 
         It was still unclear to me whether our house was actually officially for sale. Certainly, as far as I knew, nothing had been signed. Nor had I heard any talk of a price. Mum hadn’t told me anything. Then again, there was nothing unusual about that.
 
         Mrs Button joined my mother in the big lounge, and I took my place on the stairs around the corner. They exchanged pleasantries, as Mum would say, then my mother got down to business.
 
         ‘Did you get many calls, Claudia? I was surprised not to hear from you this week.’
 
         ‘Not a single one, I’m afraid.’
 
         ‘I find that astounding. I thought heritage properties were always in demand.’
 
         ‘Hardly astounding, Martha, considering.’
 
         ‘Considering what?’
 
         ‘Considering there is no visible evidence, anywhere on this planet, that your house is for sale.’

         Silence from my mother. I was enjoying this. Mrs Button knew her stuff, when it came to real estate. I leaned forward to concentrate.
 
         ‘So no one rang.’
 
         ‘No one rang. Did anyone wander in off the street with an offer, Martha?’
 
         Mum, on the ropes again.
 
         ‘No.’
 
         There was a pause in the conversation then; it was hard to say whether it was one of those so-called companionable silences, or an awkward one. But when Mrs Button next spoke, you could tell she meant business. 
         
 
         ‘If you want the house to be sold, you have to let me sell it. That means signing an agreement, and putting a sign up on your front fence.’
 
         This time, the silence seemed to go on forever. I would have liked to have seen my mother’s face as she thought about Mrs Button’s tough words. But by showing myself, I would never get away with earwigging again. So I sat quite still, and waited, and listened.
 
         ‘Martha, forgive me, I have to ask. Are you actually able to sign the papers? Do you own the house?’
         
 
         Mum laughed. It sounded like a seagull hovering over left-behind fish and chips.
         
 
         ‘Oh yes. I’m it,’ she said. ‘One careful lady owner. Eric was the one who insisted we buy it, all those years ago, but a couple of years after he … he signed it over to me. Not that I had a choice … the papers arrived in the post, no return address for him.’
 
         I listened to the slight scratching sound of Mum’s fountain pen — the one she used for all important paperwork — moving across paper. Across, it turned out, the page of the sale agreement.
 
         The next day, a white van pulled up at the front of the house. A man got out, and nailed a large FOR SALE sign to the broken-down fence. I waited until he was gone, then I went out onto the street.
 
         The sign was the most solid part of the entire property. It seemed to hold the whole place together. It was huge, and the features of our house were all listed. Heritage property! A rare opportunity! Original features! Reluctant vendor moving on! Underneath, there was a little photo of Mrs Button, and her telephone number.
         
 
         I went inside, looking for Mum. She was in the laundry, folding washing. I got to the point.
 
         ‘How come we’re selling the house?’ I asked her.
 
         ‘Why.’ She kept folding, flicking a towel snap into the air and wrestling it into sharp creases.
         
 
         ‘I want to know. I’ve got rights, you know.’
 
         ‘Why are we selling the house, not how come we are selling the house.’
         
 
         ‘Alright then. Why are we selling the house?’
 
         ‘Because we cannot afford to restore it, and we’re not allowed to modernise it. You know that as well as I do, Katie.’ Another towel, flicked into submission.
 
         I started to cry. I hated crying in front of Mum and usually I didn’t. I had a strategy. Do you know that if you keep your head completely still, and your face looking straight ahead, and you look upwards moving only your eyeballs, you can stop the tears coming? You try it sometime, it’s true. However, this time I left it too late.
 
         Mum didn’t cope with me crying, ever. The folding got faster. She said nothing. I decided that seeing she was already annoyed with me, I’d just say it.
 
         ‘If Dad comes back, he won’t know where we are.’
 
         ‘I’ve told you before, Katie, he won’t come back.’
 
         ‘How do you know that for sure?’
 
         ‘I just do.’ The folding never faltered, not for a second. ‘You have to take my word for that.’
 
         I stopped crying. I had one more question to ask, so I got it out.
 
         ‘If we’re selling the house, how come you’re being so awkward about it, with Mrs Button?’
         
 
         ‘Why.’
 
         ‘Why are you being so awkward?’
 
         ‘What makes you think I’m being awkward?’
 
         I remembered just in time that I wasn’t supposed to have been listening on the stairs. ‘Making her park her real estate car two streets away and walk in her nice sandals through the mud.’
 
         ‘That’s not being awkward. It’s a nice walk through the park.’
 
         ‘Pathetic,’ I said. ‘Are you going to keep making her do that?’
 
         ‘Probably,’ said Mum. ‘I just don’t want the whole world knowing our business, that’s all. This is a special property, Katie. In cases like this, deals are done quietly, without a great fuss. That’s exactly the sort of deal I would like to do.’
 
         ‘Well, where will we live?’
 
         ‘We’ll worry about that when the house sells.’
 
         That night, I lay awake until eleven. When I was sure Mum was asleep, I tiptoed downstairs and out the front gate. I crouched in front of the real estate sign. The clouds were covering the moon, making it hard to see. I waited until my eyes got used to the dark. Then I took the black permanent marker from my dressing-gown pocket.
 
         I’d decided earlier which number to change, when the sign first went up. With two careful, fat, curved strokes, the 3 in the telephone number became an 8.
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         THE INSIDE OF OUR house was not quite as much of a disaster as the outside, but not far off.
         
 
         Downstairs was sort of okay. There was the big lounge, where for some unknown reason the wallpaper had managed to stay stuck to the walls in most parts. Then there was the dining room and the kitchen, with its old coal range that we weren’t allowed to remove. My mother got around that by having a second stove put in next to it, and a microwave on the bench. The bathroom looked good — one of those old clawfoot baths, gold taps and stuff — but when you turned on any of the taps, there was a huge clatter in the pipes before the water came spurting out. Sometimes you got hot water, sometimes you didn’t.
         
 
         Right throughout the house, except for the kitchen and bathroom, was blood-red carpet. Apparently it was the original carpet, which is why no one was allowed to replace it. In some places, like the big lounge, it had stayed red but elsewhere it faded to a dusty brown.
 
         Upstairs were the two bedrooms. That’s where the wallpaper was the worst. Layers peeling away. I don’t know why it was so bad up there, maybe different people who lived in the house had decided to renovate, started taking wallpaper off, then got nailed by the Heritage Committee and had to abandon their projects.
 
         One of the bedrooms was Mum’s. The other one was mine. If you walked into my room, all you saw was books. There’s a bookshelf that ran the whole way round the room, except for the doorway and windows of course.
 
         
             

         
 
         WHICH BRINGS ME TO my father, and what I think I remember.
         
 
         Dad was a writer. He never went to work. He had stayed home with me when I was little. He wrote books, though I’m not sure that any of them got published. I’ve never seen one. 
         
 
         During the day, Mum would go off to work in her accountancy office and Dad would work at the table. He used to get me to draw the pictures for his stories.
 
         We had parties — big gatherings of proper writers and musicians, Dad’s friends — and Mum glowed and laughed in the middle of things. Yes, you read that right. My mother glowing and laughing. I can hardly believe I’m describing the same person, but back then she liked associating with important people, so it makes sense. I’m pretty sure I’ve remembered that correctly. I have a picture of it in my mind, it must have come from somewhere.
 
         It wasn’t all good times. There was fighting, usually about money. Mum screamed at Dad about bills and the bank, and Dad just smiled and hugged her and said things like Don’t worry, it’ll all be alright, Martha.
         
 
         Every night, I would choose a book, and Dad would read it to me in bed. All our favourite books — his and mine — were on the shelf in my bedroom. This is my main memory of him; I can remember going from picture books through to chapter books. The last book on the bookshelf was Collected Stories of Katherine Mansfield. It was dark blue, with gold lettering and lines on the cover. It was one of Dad’s books. His favourite story, he told me once, was ‘The Doll’s House’. He said the story had originally been called ‘At Karori’ and he made me promise I’d read it when I got older. Which I will do, although I’ll have to get another copy because when he went away, his books disappeared.
         
 
         I was five, or four maybe, when he left. It happened one night, while he was reading to me. The usual rule with the big books was one chapter a night. But Mum had a lot of pressure at work, and she had started going back to the office after dinner, so sometimes Dad would just read on.
         
 
         That night, Mum came to the doorway. She was still in her work suit, but she had freshened up her lipstick and brushed her hair. I could smell her perfume, Chanel. I was surprised that she would waste it on work. Her most precious thing was her Chanel. So yes, I was surprised about the wastage of the Chanel, for sure.
 
         ‘I have to go back in,’ she said to Dad.
 
         Dad acted as though he hadn’t heard her. Maybe he didn’t. Maybe he was too caught up in the story.
 
         ‘Eric, I’m going. An hour or so.’
 
         Dad read on. I sat up in bed — I’m pretty sure I would have — and reached out to Dad, to the book. ‘Dad, she has to go to work, okay?’
 
         ‘Don’t go in tonight, Martha. I’m asking you not to go.’ He definitely said that. I remember, because his voice sounded weird, tight, as though something had gone down the wrong way.
 
         ‘I have to,’ she said. ‘He wants me in there.’ And then she was gone.
 
         Dad kept reading. He read to the end of the chapter, then he started on the next one. I fell asleep.
 
         The next day, he was gone. Mum had dark circles under her eyes, and her actual eyes were puff y and red. I remember asking her where Dad had gone, and she said she wasn’t sure. I asked when he was coming back, and she said she didn’t know. I asked her why he had gone away, and she didn’t know that either.
 
         That is what I believe to have happened. I am reasonably sure that it went something like that. Sometimes, when I let the evening run through my head again, it turns out differently. It’s a little bit like the Santa and the chimney memory. Sometimes I’m not sure whether it ever happened at all.
         
 
         The perfume smell is different. That, I remember for sure.
 
         
             

         
 
         OF COURSE, I ASKED Mum again, many times, about my father’s disappearance. She always had the same reply. She didn’t know. She wasn’t sure.
         
 
         Some kids at school started saying he was in jail for theft. When I told Mum, she laughed.
 
         ‘Poppycock,’ she said. ‘Absolute rubbish. Tell them to mind their own business.’
 
         The next rumour was that he had gone away to live with another woman. When I told Mum that one, she said nothing at all.
 
         Of course, I asked again, many times. As I got older I tried to put the questions in other ways. I’d try to trick her, casually build them into other conversations.
 
         The replies were always the same. She didn’t know. She wasn’t sure.
 
         I asked her if he ever tried to contact me. ‘No,’ Mum replied, and I felt so angry with him, I never asked that question again.
 
         We had no relatives, and most people I knew had arrived in the neighbourhood after my father left. Besides, it’s not really the sort of thing you ask other people. Excuse me, just wondering, do you happen to know where my father is? I think, looking back, I just decided the best thing would be to simply wait for him to come back. 
         
 
         Over time, people stopped talking about us, about my father’s absence. Oh, now and again, something would happen — a mother who’d lived in the neighbourhood as long as we had would be talking to me and I’d see her look at me strangely. She might go to say something to me, then stop. And I’d know that she’d remembered there was something odd about me, about my situation.
         
 
         But lots of my friends, those who lived in the townhouses that annoyed my mother so much, had just one parent. Mum never realised it, but aside from the house, we were a pretty normal family. She started talking in that strange old-fashioned way. She closed off her old life, like the ending of a story, and turned herself into a mysterious, private snob living in a grand mansion, surrounded by agrarian women and townhouse peasants.
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         ON HER THIRD VISIT, Mrs Button meant business. You could tell. She stomped in through the back door without knocking. She was carrying her sandals, one of the heels had snapped right off. She was holding it in her other hand.
         
 
         ‘That bloody back path,’ she said. ‘The heel went down a crack, I nearly went right over. Where’s your mother?’
 
         I pointed towards the big lounge. ‘She’s in there already.’
 
         She threw both her sandals in the corner of the kitchen and marched through, calling Martha. I kept out of the way until I knew they were settled, then I went to the stairs.
         
 
         ‘The first open home will be on Saturday,’ Mrs Button was saying. ‘Between eleven and twelve, when there’s plenty of sun around the back.’ 
         
 
         I won’t be having open homes, thank you,’ said Mum.
 
         ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to, Martha.’
 
         ‘Any old Tom, Dick and Harry poking around the place.’ Mum was carrying on as though Mrs Button hadn’t said anything.
 
         ‘Open homes are all part and parcel of the selling process. It would be highly unusual not to have open homes.’
 
         ‘Highly unusual, but not unheard of,’ said Mum.
 
         ‘Think about it this way. Would you buy a home without looking through it?’
 
         ‘I most certainly would. If I got the right feeling about a place, I would.’
 
         ‘And how would that right feeling come to you, do you think?’
 
         ‘Oh Claudia, don’t tell me you’ve never had a gut instinct about something. You see it, you just know. You just go for it.’
 
         ‘I see. So we’re back where we started, whereby the passerby falls unconditionally in love with your house and buys it, interior unseen.’
 
         Silence.
 
         ‘The first open home will be this Saturday. Have a good clean-up, put fresh flowers on the table and do some baking just before. The smell enhances the appeal, attracts buyers.’
 
         Mrs Button laughed and, to my total surprise, Mum laughed with her. Then Mrs Button collected her sandals and the broken heel from the kitchen and left via the front door. She walked down the path, out the front gate, and turned left to start the two-block walk to her car in bare feet. I watched, holding my breath. She didn’t stop to read the for sale sign. 
         
 
         Did my mother clean and tidy the house before the open home? Did she buy fresh flowers and bake nice-smelling buyer cakes? Of course she didn’t. She made no particular effort at all. She got up that Saturday morning, got dressed and went in to work. The house looked the same as it did every other day — a shambles, in Mum’s language.
 
         Did I do anything to enhance the appeal of our house? I am proud to say I didn’t. In fact, I spent the days between Mrs Button’s visit and the open home thinking up ways of putting buyers off. These included importing ants into the kitchen, stuffing sour-smelling milk cartons behind the hot-water cylinder and emptying black food colouring into the water tank.
 
         When Saturday morning came, I walked around the house, trying to see it through the eyes of strangers. It was a ruin. I couldn’t imagine anyone would want to buy it. But I hadn’t counted on the amazing spruce-up powers of Mrs Button.
 
         The open home started at eleven, but she arrived at eight-thirty. Mum had left, and I was eating breakfast in the kitchen.
         
 
         ‘Katie! You’re still here,’ she said. She had come in through the front door; Mum must have given her a key. No more backdoor slinking for Mrs Button.
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said.
 
         ‘You are going out, aren’t you.’ Another of Mrs Button’s orders disguised as a question.
 
         ‘I thought I would stay and watch,’ I said.
 
         ‘It’s not a TV show, Katie. I’m sorry, but you can’t stay.’
 
         ‘Why not? It’s still our house.’
 
         Mrs Button sighed. ‘Because it’s upsetting, sometimes. And for the buyers, it can be … you just can’t stay. It’s not real estate sale practice.’
         
 
         ‘Alright then. Can I finish my breakfast?’
 
         ‘If you hurry,’ Mrs Button said.
 
         I watched as she got to work. She started on the kitchen. She scrubbed, scoured, mopped, wiped. She turned the oven on so warmth came out, and sprayed something out of a can. She grinned at me. ‘Banana cake fragrance. Real estate agent’s secret weapon.’
 
         On she went through the house. She picked up, vacuumed, polished, arranged, rearranged, straightened. She moved furniture to cover the wallpaper problems. Mirrors sparkled, dust disappeared. Rugs I had never seen before appeared over the worst of the red carpet. She ran water through the taps, unlocking the air bubbles that made them shake. She muttered about the colour of the water, but she didn’t guess what I’d done.
 
         When she had finished inside, she went out to the garden shed. She dragged the old lawnmower out. It took her twenty minutes to mow both the back and front lawns. The random bits of junk she piled inside the shed. She went out to her car, and came back with a toolbox. It took her ten minutes to put the gates back on their hinges.
 
         I felt a lump in my throat. Mrs Button was right; it wasn’t a good idea to stay. It already wasn’t our house any more. It belonged to people who cared about what others thought. That’s how it felt to me. I did the eyeballs-up thing, and managed to stop the tears.
 
         I made a big deal about saying goodbye to Mrs Button, and I left half an hour before the open home. 
         
  
         
            [image: ]
            

         

         ON THE OTHER SIDE of our back gate, in the park, was an  enormous oak tree. Its roots were so close to our boundary  that they had grown under the fence, lifting it slightly off the  ground. The tree had millions of branches thick with leaves.  Some of them hung over the fence, into our property.
         
 
         I’d left our house through the front door. Then, checking  that Mrs Button wasn’t watching, I raced to the end of the  road, round the corner and into the park. I climbed the oak  tree.
 
         From the highest branches I looked into our house. I had  never seen it from this angle. I watched through the leaves as  Mrs Button walked around outside to the back of the house.  She had a screwdriver in her hand, and I wondered what she  was up to.
 
         She stopped outside the first set of downstairs windows  and poked the screwdriver in between the woodwork. She  prised and pushed until they opened up and folded back.  They weren’t windows, I realised. They were big opening  doors. I’d never even noticed.
 
         Mrs Button put the screwdriver down on the lawn, and  pulled the doors again. They opened right back, on both sides.  You could see everything inside our house — into the big  lounge, the little table and chairs. Light flooded the rooms.
 
         On she went with her screwdriver. More doors sprang  open, this time revealing the kitchen. The tiled floor, the old  coal range, and Mum’s modern stove sitting next to it. It  looked like a doll’s house — one of those old-fashioned ones  with the whole side of the house opening up. 
         
 
         Mrs Button disappeared back inside. She next turned up at my bedroom window. I knew that one couldn’t be a door — there was no balcony. I could see her pushing hard from the inside, then the window popped open. She pushed it right back. Then she did the same in Mum’s room. You could see everything in the two rooms; they were at the exact same level as my branch. I pulled back into the leaves of the tree, in case Mrs Button saw me.
 
         
             

         
 
         IN A LITTLE WHILE, people started to walk through our house. Just a few at first, but soon there were lots. From the tree, I watched as they moved in and out of our rooms. It was as though the house had been sliced open. You could follow the progress of these strangers as they wandered around.
         
 
         I thought I would feel funny — upset — but I didn’t, not at all. This tidy, spick and span, shiny house that had been opened up for the world to see wasn’t ours. That wasn’t the way we lived. And I knew that once these strangers worked out that the house was falling to bits, they’d leave and we could get back to normal.
 
         I tried to keep an eye on the ones who went round twice, who might be serious about buying. What I would do about them I wasn’t sure, but it was important to know who they were.
 
         There was another reason I was watching. I wondered whether my father might come. I kept expecting to see one of the little toy-sized men turn around and be him. It was a stupid idea and I knew it wouldn’t happen, except I kept thinking that it would.
 
         
             

         
 
          
         IT WAS NEARLY TIME for Mrs Button to close up our house. A  man arrived. I could see clearly into the kitchen, where Mrs  Button had laid out her paperwork on the table. She was just  gathering it all up to put in her bag when he walked in.
         
 
         He was wearing a suit but it made him look scruff y, not  sophisticated. You had the feeling that he could have been  a rich businessman once, but he had gone to seed, as Mum  would say. His shoulders were stooped and he had quite a  belly on him. He looked as though things had got on top  of him.
 
         He shook Mrs Button’s hand. They talked for a while. I  wondered whether he might be a friend of hers. Mrs Button  waved her hand at him, as if to say Go on ahead, then she got  back to the task of packing up.
         
 
         The guy disappeared. I wondered which room he would pop  up in first. He appeared in the main lounge, walking slowly  around, stopping to look at the photos on the mantelpiece. I  thought this was a bit rude, but to be fair, he might have been  checking the wallpaper.
 
         Then he appeared upstairs, in my bedroom. He didn’t spend  long in there at all. He probably had no kids.

         Finally, he stood in the doorway of Mum’s room. He looked  like the little man doll off a wedding cake, stiff and formal,  hands by his sides. I felt as though I could reach out and pick  him up with two fingers. He stood there for ages, then he  walked in and closed the door behind him.
 
         You wouldn’t believe what he did next. He picked up  Mum’s Chanel from her vanity table, walked to her big bed  and sprayed the perfume on her pillow. Then he laid down  on it. 
         
 
         He was only there a minute or two. Finally, he stood up, smoothed the bed down, and turned the pillow over. He left Mum’s room.
 
         I felt dizzy; I’d stopped breathing. My lungs hurt. I took quick, sharp suck-ins of air, as though I’d just run a race. I wasn’t close enough to the window to smell Mum’s perfume. But I definitely could. Heavy, sweet, suffocating. Straight away, I remembered the night Mum and Dad had argued about her going back into work; the night Dad disappeared.
 
         I climbed down the tree as fast as I could and ran around the block. I rushed along the street to the front of our house.
 
         By the time I got there, Mrs Button was loading her stuff into the car.
 
         ‘Oh hello, Katie — good timing. We’re done for the day,’ she said.
 
         Who was he? I went to ask but the words stuck in my throat. ‘Is the house sold?’ I said instead.
         
 
         She laughed. ‘No. It doesn’t happen that quickly.’
 
         In the distance, a car disappeared around a corner.
 
         The open homes carried on. At each one, I took my place in the oak tree and watched. I didn’t think the sad man in the suit would come back, but he did. Not every time, but when Mrs Button got another real estate agent to do her open homes. He must have parked and watched, waiting to see who was in charge. He slipped past the agent, not bothering with the kitchen, and wandered in and out of the rooms. Every visit was the same as that first one; a whizz around the house, then into Mum’s bedroom, closing the door carefully behind him. Then, the perfume on the pillow. 
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         SOMEONE DID BUY THE house. Not the weird guy, and not straight away, but nearly a year on. After heaps more open homes and torture sessions between poor Mrs Button and Mum.
         
 
         When Mum and I packed everything up, we found some portraits of the original owners of our house. They were big people: stiff, formal. There were two kids in the photo too. My mother was triumphant, holding those photos in one hand, the photos of her own parents in the other.
 
         ‘You see, Katie. This was a grand house in its day. Owned by people of great gravitas. Of very high standing in society.’
 
         I realised I had never known exactly why our house was heritage listed. You don’t care about things like that when you’re a little kid. I thought about asking Mum then, as we bundled our stuff into boxes. There were lots of things I could have asked her about, including perfume-man. But by then I had some of my own secrets to hide, some of my own plans in the pipeline. And I guess I’d given up on question-asking as a waste of time. The trouble with specific questions was that they got specific answers. No more.
 
         I found some photos of my father in the bottom of an old packing case. There was one of him reading to me at night — Mum must have taken it. I never mentioned those photos to Mum. I felt panicked, looking at them, frightened that my real memories of him were fading so fast I wouldn’t recognise him again.
 
         I ended up not keeping a lot of my own stuff. It felt as though one part of my life — my kid years — were over and a new start was just around the corner. I had no idea what the new start was actually going to be, but when Mum and I locked the yellow front door for the last time and walked down the garden path, the photos of my father were in my bag.
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            WORMS

         
 
         On the way back from the Easter surf trip, Jack Cleveland wrote off his old man’s new Beemer. It was on the tight bend at the start of Pukehina Beach Road, where it meets the main highway back to Te Puke. There’s that old gravel dump on the bend. Cleveland overtook Cru Davis right there, lost it in the loose metal and rolled the car down into the river.
         
 
         Cleveland was okay because of the airbags but Kyle Henry, who was in the back of the car, got smashed up. His longboard was on the roof and it got munted. Snapped completely in half.
 
         The first I knew much about the crash was the next day, when school went back. The guys on the surfing trip weren’t there that morning. They’d gone to see Kyle in Tauranga Hospital. But everyone else was talking about the accident.
         
 
         Someone whose father was in the fire brigade said it’d taken half an hour to cut Kyle from the wreck. The rescuers had to go super slow in case his back was broken. Or he had internal injuries.
 
         Our house is on the main road. I’d heard the sirens both ways. The ambulance went past just after eight o’clock and didn’t come back ’til after ten. It would have been more like an hour to cut him out, I said to a few people, reciting the ambulance times. I liked having a definite fact to contribute. At interval I met Ryan Mishefski at the tuck shop. Ryan was my mate. He and his aunt had shifted to Te Puke a year earlier, at the beginning of year ten. His parents were dead — another car accident — so there was just the two of them. They lived down the road from us.
 
         ‘You hear about the accident?’ I said. ‘About Kyle?’
 
         ‘Yeah,’ said Ryan. He was kicking a McDonald’s hacky sack. He was a quiet kind of guy. I think probably because of being an orphan, being sick of explaining what had happened to his family.
 
         ‘Sounds like Kyle’s pretty smashed up,’ I said.
 
         Ryan was standing on his right leg, holding his arms out from his sides for balance. His left leg was suspended out straight in front of him, the hacky sack in the hollow between his left shin and the top of his shiny black school shoe. He could hold that pose for as long as he liked. Like some sort of skinny origami bird.
 
         ‘Kyle’s not the only one who’s going to suffer,’ he said.
 
         ‘Meaning?’ 
         
 
         ‘We’re fucked, too, now, aren’t we.’ The hacky sack flicked off the toe of his shoe, over his head. His eyes followed the ball skywards. He swung his leg backwards and somehow caught it behind him, in the crook of his knee. He was the man at hacky sack. ‘That’ll be the end of the Easter surf trips.’
 
         ‘Bullshit, man. One accident’s not going to change anything,’ I said.
 
         ‘You wait and see. Cleveland’s stuff ed it up for everyone. The school’ll get involved and it’ll be called off by the parents.’
 
         ‘Nah,’ I said. ‘They’ll get over it. The next one’s a whole year away.’
 
         ‘Bet you,’ said Ryan. He shoved the hacky sack in his pocket.
 
         
             

         
 
         THE SURFERS HAD GONE to the hospital in a minibus arranged and driven by Brian Cleveland, Jack’s old man. Brian was the big-shot real estate agent in town. The guys scuff ed back in through the school gates at lunchtime with their heads down, hands in their pockets, not saying much.
         
 
         During the afternoon, though, details started filtering out around the  school. One of the guys would talk to one of the senior girls and she’d  go off and tell her girlfriends. The girls met in huddles, had little  hugs — you know how girls do that for no reason — going Oh my God and having a cry about the precious new sliver of information.
         

         The main story had already gone around. It was to do with Kyle being in the back of the car when he was the only passenger — that was the first thing everyone asked about. Brian Cleveland told some of the other parents this the night before, straight after the accident. 
         
 
         Brian said the reason his son had lost control on the bend was that Kyle had been wrestling him from the back seat.
 
         Brian Cleveland’s version of events was that while the other guys had been packing up at the camping ground on the Monday afternoon, Kyle had decided to drink all the leftover booze from the weekend. He’d sat on an upside-down chilly bin and got shit faced. Including half a bottle of mezcal with the worm still in it.
         
 
         Kyle had drunk the worm. The words flew round the school like a virus, faster than anything else about the accident. They ripped through our year eleven classes, everyone gasping and going Holy crap and shaking their heads, half stunned and half smiling, as though recalling their own experiences of worm drinking. Okay, I admit, I did it too. I had never drunk a worm, or even had mezcal, but I’d heard stories. Anything — the worst things — was possible after you’d drunk the worm.
         
 
         Everyone was feeling sorry for Kyle, and for Jack Cleveland too. How do you keep a car on the road, when you’ve got someone strangling you from behind? An out-of-it moron who’d drunk the worm?
 
         But once the surfers came back from the hospital, the rumour started to mutate.
 
         Candice Johnson went out with one of the guys. Candice was deputy head girl. She was the kind of chick that everyone liked, teachers included; she’d got some sort of award for the spirit of leadership.
 
         Candice came out of one of those girl huddles all staunch. She started putting it out there that all the guys finished off the booze, not just Kyle. They’d packed up their camping gear and taken the last of the piss down to the beach. They’d watched the left-hand break and talked about one final surf, but the boards were on the roofs of the cars by then and the wetsuits packed away. There was just a mouthful of mezcal left in the bottle which Kyle did happen to drink, but there was no worm.
         
 
         ‘Tell everyone that,’ Candice said to me. She stopped me in the hallway in D Block, grabbed me by the jersey. ‘What’s your name? Paul, eh.’
 
         I nodded. She knew my name. The way she was pulling at my sleeve made me go … you know … well, it was awkward. I could feel the warmth of her hand through the wool. I tried to concentrate on what I had to tell everyone.
 
         ‘There was no worm, okay? Someone else already drank the worm earlier.’
 
         ‘Sure. I’ll tell everyone,’ I promised. I would have promised her anything.
 
         ‘Or there might not have actually been a worm in that bottle.’
 
         I nodded, frantic, uncomfortable.
 
         ‘There’s not always a worm. Not in every bottle.’
 
         Later on, more information oozed out. The texts were flying and a lot of phones got confiscated, but it still spread quickly.
 
         Kyle had been loading gear into the back seat of Cleveland’s Beemer when Cru Davis had dared Jack Cleveland to a race back to Te Puke. Apparently Cleveland jumped in the car, revved the engine and took off. Kyle was hanging out the back seat, still shutting the door when Cleveland hit Pukehina Parade. The camping ground’s right at the beginning of the parade, so they were off there, onto Pukehina Beach Road, more or less straight away.
         
 
         The beach road’s okay at first, reasonably straight, but then, as you approach the main road, the curves are pretty sharp. And what did Jack Cleveland do? Well, here’s what he didn’t do.
 
         He didn’t overtake Cru on the metal dump corner, like everyone first thought. He’d actually driven on the wrong side of the road all the way from the camping ground to the highway turnoff. That’s about four ks. He’d actually been racing Cru neck and neck, right next to him. With his headlights off.
 
         Though some of the guys did say the last bit was bullshit.
 
         
             

         
 
         IT WASN’T LONG BEFORE everyone knew about the visit to the hospital. Kyle was conscious, but drugged up. He had a broken hip and a fractured skull and bruising around his spine. His head was wrapped in a bandage.
         
 
         The word was that Kyle had asked straight away whether his longboard had survived the crash. No one knew what to say. Old Man Cleveland launched in, saying the longboard was fine, so one of the things being said was that the Clevelands were replacing Kyle’s board with a new one.
 
         Kyle told the guys he didn’t remember the accident. The only thing he remembered was tying his board onto the roof of the car, pulling the straps down hard, checking there was no movement.
 
         On the way home from the hospital, Brian Cleveland told the guys that it was pretty normal for someone in an accident not to be able to remember the actual moment. It was the brain’s way of coping with trauma, he said.
         
 
         The story went that the whole minivan trip from the hospital to the school had been awkward. Brian Cleveland kept whistling, then casually bringing up little things like how Kyle had always been trouble, though not trouble, but that Kyle never knew when the joke had gone too far, when to pull his head in. And stuff like how the guys shouldn’t blame Kyle for the accident, because it could have been any of them skylarking around, wrestling Jack from the back seat. Apparently, when he said that, it went deadly silent in the van because no one actually knew whether there was any wrestling going on or not. Other than Jack, of course, who said nothing.
         
 
         The guys told the girls that it was as though by saying it, over and over, Brian Cleveland was forcing the wrestling to be a fact. Most of them were already in the shit over the alcohol. The whole thing was a mess, too hard to think about. They reckoned it was just easier to sit there in the minivan, say nothing, let Old Man Cleveland rave on.
 
         The only bit that really freaked them out was when Jack, who was sitting in the front next to his father, tried to change the radio station. He was reaching over, fiddling with the knobs, and Old Man Cleveland said Leave it alone, you little fuck. It was the way he said it. He just added it on to whatever he’d been saying beforehand. He never took his eyes off the road, never even raised his voice.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         JUST BEFORE SCHOOL FINISHED for the day, the final rumour started.
         
 
         Drew Bristow told Kelly Donalds in biology. Kelly was so blown away she just got up crying and put her books in her bag and walked out. Mr Tennie the teacher was saying Excuse me, what’s wrong? and Get back here now and shit like that — she just walked. Everyone looked at Drew but he had his head down, pen in his hand, working. It was the last period and by the time the bell went the text had gone around and the whole school knew.
         
 
         During the hospital visit, Drew had been standing at the foot of Kyle’s bed drinking a cup of tea. Someone had knocked his elbow and he’d spilt the hot tea on Kyle’s right foot, which was poking out from under the sheet. Kyle didn’t even look in Drew’s direction. Drew had pulled a hankie out of his pocket and wiped the tea off Kyle, off the bedding.
 
         Kyle hadn’t felt a thing.
 
         Everyone down that end of the bed was freaking out. There was a conversation going on about missing school and a fair bit of laughing too, and, Drew said to Kelly, they all just kept talking, staring at Kyle, pretending there was absolutely nothing happening to Kyle’s foot while the mess was being wiped up.
 
         
             

         
 
         IT WENT ON FOR weeks. Maybe in other places, cities, it’d be different, but in Te Puke nothing else happened to replace it for conversation. The stories kept coming, changing just a little here and there, a fact left out of one account, replaced with an assumption by someone else and hey presto — a whole new version of events. It was like that game we played when we were little, Chinese Whispers; the rumours kept feeding themselves.
         
 
         Part of it was because of who was involved, I reckon. It wasn’t like it was the town losers, you know? These guys were the school heroes, the ones who would go on to university, to better things. Even when the guys themselves had had a gutsful of talking about it, their parents wouldn’t let it rest. It was like the person who had the last say would be the one to record the official version of events.
         
 
         You would have thought that the Clevelands, Jack and his old man, would have backed off, once Jack’s story was put into doubt. But when any adult talked to Brian Cleveland about it, he just closed his eyes and shook his head, with one of those boys will be boys looks. It was natural, he kept saying, for all the guys to close ranks around Kyle, make up a story to protect him. Heck, he would have done the same thing himself at that age.
         
 
         In the end, it was never really cleared up. The cops interviewed a few people but no charges were laid. Some of the other parents brought up the question of whether Jack Cleveland had been breath tested at the scene of the accident. Just among themselves, though, and they backed away from that one when they realised there’d been heaps of piss drunk by their own kids that weekend.
 
         Maybe the cops just got fed up with chasing their tails trying to work out what exactly had happened. Cru Davis couldn’t help. He said it was dark, his eyes were on the road, and all he knew was that the Beemer had appeared on his right-hand side, then disappeared over the bank. It didn’t help that Kyle couldn’t remember the accident.
 
         Or maybe it did. Kyle ended up okay. The feeling came back to his foot once the swelling around his spine went down. His leg mended, but he was stuff ed for running and the doctors wouldn’t clear him to play rugby. They said another serious knock could cripple him. Kyle didn’t care too much about the rugby; he could still surf. Everyone sort of forgot about the accident, except when Kyle was tired, or pissed. Then his limp would be really obvious. He said he got headaches sometimes, but nothing worse than a hangover.
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         THAT WINTER THE SURF AT Pukehina was awesome. Massive storms hit the East Coast, lasting three or four days. Then the wind would die away and turn around to an off shore. The swell rolled in, the waves were like mountains — big tubes, perfectly formed, breaking 100 metres or so off the beach. The wind seemed to lean back into them, holding them up, inviting us to see each ride through to its punishing end.
         
 
         Pukehina’s steep. The sandbank drops away at the water’s edge and the waves dump onto the beach. A few people have drowned there, giving it a name for being dangerous. Which, from a surfer’s point of view, is a good thing because you don’t have to watch out for nuisance swimmers and boogie-boarders.
 
         You’ve got to be patient to surf Pukehina. You have to paddle right out the back, past the dumpers, then wait for the wave. You can sit out there for a couple of hours and only get a few decent rides — even down at the mouth of the estuary, where the break’s more reliable.
 
         That winter, though, it was like one of those all-you-can-eat smorgasbords. Ryan and I gorged on that surf until we were salt-crusted, red-eyed zombies, so knackered we could barely carry our boards back up the beach. Even then we wouldn’t come in until it was dark.
         
 
         I got my restricted licence and the use of my brother’s ute. He was away doing his OE. Ryan and I kept our boards permanently on the back. Around four-thirty, Ryan would clatter up the metal driveway on his old bike. Mum and Dad were always still at work. Ryan put his bike down the side of the house and climbed onto the back of the ute. He slipped under the cover to hide from the cops. The cops had a thing, for a while after the accident, about stopping you as you drove out to the beach. They’d wait to pounce at the golf course entrance. Check your licence, whether you had a mate hidden on the floor. They never thought to look under the tarpaulin on the back.
 
         We were greedy when we first hit the water, barely turning to paddle back out before grabbing the very next ride. Maybe we were conscious of how little light there was, smack in the middle of winter. After July came and went, though, it started getting lighter, a few minutes every day. After the first frenzy, we’d settled down into a quiet rhythm of sharing the waves.
 
         As the light started to fade, we could just make each other out in the water, dark smudges against our white boards. One of us would give the signal to finish up and go in, but then we’d turn and see the perfect wall of water looming behind us. How could we not surf it? Eventually, we’d call it a day. I drove back to town, Ryan under the ute cover, me blinking hard to stay awake in the oncoming car lights, still caught in the quiet cold magic of being inside a wave.
 
         Hanging with Ryan was like being alone in a lot of ways. I mean, you don’t feel the need to talk to yourself, do you. That’s how it was. It was okay just being, when you were with him. There was a lot of stuff going on that year: the usual school dramas; all the noise around NCEA and teachers and girls; a lot of information that you had to try and manage in your head. You’d get told about something important, like a sports meeting you had to be at, and some other crucial thing would give up its spot in your brain. It would slip away and you’d end up in trouble for forgetting.
         
 
         Ryan never talked much. I said before it was shyness, but I’m not even sure it was that. It was as though he didn’t need anyone else. When he first turned up at school, the girls all thought he was hot: long blond curly hair, blue eyes, long eyelashes, all that shit that chicks get off on. But he ignored girls completely. This made them even more interested in him. For a while, anyway. Eventually they just decided he was a freak and they ignored him back.
 
         I don’t know why he hung out with me — whether I was just a ride to the beach, or a decoy to him being labelled a complete loser. I didn’t care. I didn’t need to analyse the waves, talk the big talk. I just wanted to ride them. I liked what I got from Ryan, the uncomplicatedness of him. I liked surfing with him. Sometimes, I’d be paddling back out and he’d be coming in, and I’d find myself staring — at the way he totally owned the wave, dominated it.
 
         I never once went round to Ryan’s house. From the first day, that’s how it was. He never asked me, not that you asked people to come round or anything, but stuff like that just eventually happens usually. Normally I suppose I would have just turned up at someone’s place, someone I’d known for a while — and maybe that was it. I’d lived in Te Puke all my life; Ryan had just arrived. But there was something else which made casual calling-in impossible.
         
 
         It happened on the day he and his aunty moved in.
 
         I was fifteen and it was the beginning of year ten. It was a really hot day at the end of January, no wind, the sort of day where the heat sucks every bit of energy out of you.
 
         I was walking back from the dairy and I saw a U-Haul trailer outside the empty house a few doors down from our place. I watched as this woman carried an armload of stuff up the front path. She wore cut-off denim shorts and a bright yellow singlet. Her hair was long and black and it sort of fluttered around her face. Her arms and legs were brown as.
 
         I watched as she dumped the stuff inside the doorway. She bent over slowly. Her shorts went right up her. She had no underwear on, or maybe she did, maybe one of those thongs you see strippers wearing in the movies.
 
         She turned around, came back down the path for more gear.
 
         She looked like she was in her thirties; her face wasn’t pretty but there was something about it. This immediate picture got into my head; we were in bed and she was showing me the things she knew. I could see her face as she did things to me.
 
         I’d never had these thoughts before; well, not like this. They were vivid and hot. There were plenty of pretty girls at school — sure, I’d thought about them but not in this way, not this intensely. I was inside a movie, not walking down the street in Te Puke.
 
         Next thing, I’m blinking in the hot sticky sunshine and she’s staring back at me. Take a picture, she said. 
         
 
         She was looking me up and down slowly. Her eyes were  like a deer’s, with dark make-up around them. They travelled  down to my shorts, then they stopped. She smiled and looked  me in the face again.
 
         Take a picture, why don’t you, she said again. Her voice was  unbelievably soft. I walked off, my face burning.
         
 
         I didn’t see Ryan that day, which was just as well because I  wouldn’t have coped with the embarrassment. I would have  just ignored him. I met him on the first day of school, about  a week later. I was walking along the footpath and he came  out of their place in front of me.
 
         We said hi to each other. I’d seen a surfboard under his  front porch so I asked him how long it was, whether it  was a fishtail. We talked surf, east coast versus west coast,  and further down the road I got brave enough to ask: How  many in your family? My heart was thumping hard against  my ribs, so hard it ached. He told me then about his parents  both being dead. I live with my aunty, he said. My mum’s  younger sister.
         

         
            [image: ]
            

         
  
         AT THE BEGINNING OF the following summer, the sea storms  let up, and the surf went back to being its usual unreliable  self. You’d get maybe one or two days a fortnight when there  was a decent break that would hold up ’til late in the day. But  usually the onshore wind came up and flattened everything  out, or chopped it up messy. The good surf never seemed to  happen in the weekend.
         
 
         A whole lot of us were eating lunch one day in the quad,  just before end-of-year exams started. The girls were having a full-on debate over whether or not hummus was fattening. They talked about eating constantly, but never actually ate anything. When they did it was a couple of mouthfuls and then Oh my God, I’m SO full.
         
 
         By then I was sort of going out with Amelia Drysdale. By that I mean I sat next to her when we were in a big group, and we’d go to a movie now and then, when there was no surf. She’d nestle in to me in the dark cinema, reaching for my hand. I kissed her. It was nice, but every time it was the same story. I’d think of Ryan’s aunty, her bending over with her back to me. Amelia would morph into Ryan’s aunty and I’d get such a shock, I’d pull back. Amelia took it that I was respecting her, which was fine by me.
 
         Anyway, that day in the quad, Ryan as usual was ignoring the girls. It was hot as, I was leaning back against the wall with my eyes closed, letting the sun soak my face.
 
         ‘You two interested in the Easter surf trip next year?’ Cru Davis had wandered over and was standing in front of me.
 
         ‘For sure,’ I said. I always thought we’d be asked, being year twelve next year. Still, it was good to hear the words. ‘We are, eh, Ryan.’
 
         ‘Choice,’ said Cru.
 
         ‘Yeah. Choice. Sweet as,’ I said.
 
         ‘So it’s still on, then.’ Ryan had his head down, studying his sandwich.
 
         ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’ said Cru.
 
         ‘You know, after the accident and that.’
 
         ‘Course it’s on,’ said Cru.
 
         ‘I thought the parents might have banned it.’

         ‘Nah, they’re cool about it.’

          
         ‘They still might, it’s a while ’til Easter.’
 
         I looked at Ryan and wondered what the hell he was on about. Mentally I told him to shut the fuck up. He was still totally absorbed by his sandwich. The others were right; he was definitely weird. I rolled my eyes at Cru.
 
         ‘I’m in, mate. For sure,’ I said. I nodded towards Ryan. ‘He will be too.’
 
         ‘Sweet as,’ Cru said.
 
         Straight after exams we got a few weeks of mean surf. School was finished; we could go out to the beach whenever the waves were good. I’d broken up with Amelia — she told a few people that I was addicted to surf, that she could never rely on me to turn up anywhere if there was a wave. I was cool with the rumour. The shit in my head that turned Amelia’s sweetness into porn involving Ryan’s aunty had got to me.
 
         Ryan and I were on our boards one day, waiting for a set. It was a scorcher. White Island in the distance billowing smoke. There were days when you couldn’t see the volcano, others when you’d swear the mother was about to blow once and for all.
 
         I looked over at Ryan. He was staring out to sea but there was nothing coming for the moment. He must have felt me looking at him.
 
         ‘What?’ he said.
 
         ‘How come?’
 
         ‘How come what?’
 
         ‘How come you don’t want to go on the Easter surf trip?’
 
         ‘Who said that?’
 
         ‘No one, but you’re pretty negative when it comes up.’
 
         ‘Crap, man.’ 
         
 
         ‘It’s true. You keep talking about the parents banning it. You’re the only one saying it.’
 
         ‘That’s bullshit.’
 
         ‘No it’s not. It’s not bullshit. And the more you keep saying it, the more likely someone’s parents are going to decide that banning the trip’s a good idea.’
 
         ‘What, so you’re saying that parents would be taking any notice of what I think?’
         
 
         ‘They won’t give a shit what you think. But sooner or later, someone will go home and say Is it true the Easter trip’s been banned because of the accident? And some parent is going to start thinking about it and decide it’s not a bad idea.’
         
 
         Ryan didn’t reply.
 
         ‘And then they’ll get together and do that whole It’s a joint decision thing, so that none of the weaker ones will be picked off by their kids.’
         
 
         Ryan ignored me.
 
         ‘So is that what you want?’
 
         He leaned forward flat on the board. He looked like a sleek seal in the sun, all shiny black. ‘Okay, if you really wanna know, dipshit, I couldn’t care less about the Easter surf trips. I can’t stand those guys.’
 
         ‘What, you mean Kyle and Cru and them? They’re okay.’
 
         ‘Nah, they’re not. They’re not okay. They’re babies. They’ll come out here with all their piss and their fantasy talk about mezcal and worms and who they’re fucking, a bunch of douche bags. Why would anyone want to go on a trip like that?’
 
         The wind played across the water, the sun warmed the back of my neck. Above us, a seagull stalled, like a kite on a string, then dived into the water after a fish. It surfaced with an empty beak. It soared and was gone.
         
 
         I blinked salty water out of my eyes. I’d assumed Ryan felt the same way about surf as me. Not the company of those particular guys, but that he’d leap at the chance to just fall out of a tent if the waves were good and go for it. To eat and drink when he felt like it, to surf from dawn ’til dusk.
 
         I looked across at him. He was still belly down on his board, staring out at White. His chin jutted out. I squinted at him in the sun. He looked older, his forehead creased, mouth a thin grim line. I wondered what he thought of me, wanting so desperately to go on the trip. I felt silly, like I was a sulking kid not allowed a bag of lollies. Then I felt angry at him, for his silence, his unwillingness to share anything of himself with me, his stupid selfish refusal to be a part of anything. Everything.
 
         ‘What’s wrong with just doing things the way we do them now?’ he flicked his right hand through the water, kicked his feet, and his board turned towards me. It was as though he’d read my thoughts. ‘What’s wrong with just driving out here, enjoying the sea, then leaving it be? Heading back to town? It’s like, if you want to belong to a team, go play rugby, or basketball or something.’
         
 
         ‘Just once, it’d be alright though, I reckon … you know, for a change. I mean, we can still come out as usual, before and after Easter … that side of things doesn’t have to change.’
 
         An idea rushed at me then; if I’d thought about it, I wouldn’t have opened my mouth. But there it was: out.
 
         ‘Is this about your aunty? Won’t she let you come … is that the problem?’ 
         
 
         It was the first time I had mentioned his aunty to him. Ever. I still didn’t know her name. But now that the words were out, it was as though she was there in the surf with us, lying on my board in front of me.
 
         I fell forward on my board. Ryan’s top lip curled up in a sneer and he laughed, and right then I felt as though there were years and worlds between us, gaps that would never close.
 
         He was about to say something, but he stopped himself. For a moment, he looked as though the whole world sat on his shoulders. He looked like an old man — not one of those gnarly cool old surfing guys, but a really old man.
 
         ‘The worm does nothing to you, by the way,’ he said. ‘It’s a marketing gimmick. Moth larva off the agave plant.’

         He switched paddling hands, edged himself back to face the waves.
 
         How did he know this stuff? I wanted to ask him, but there was a nice set coming in. In a flash he was on his feet, crouching low, disappearing into the O of the perfect tube.
 
         
             

         
 
         IN THE END, THE tension over the Easter surf trip sorted itself out. Ryan left Te Puke just before school went back in the new year. His aunty had got another job in Auckland.
         
 
         When he told me they were on the move, my first thoughts were about her, not him. About a week earlier, I’d had a dentist’s appointment in town. I was going past Ryan’s place, purposely looking the other way, when there’d been a tapping noise. I’d glanced at the house and right there, at the window nearest the footpath, was Ryan’s aunty.
 
         She was mouthing something through the glass, but I couldn’t make it out because of the reflection. It didn’t look as though she was shouting or anything, just as though she was having a normal conversation with me. I stopped, looked behind me to see whether she might be talking to someone else. I closed my eyes, my face hot. When I opened them again, she was gone. I wondered whether I’d imagined it.
         
 
         The morning they left, Ryan biked down to say goodbye. We said we would text. I told him he could come back anytime he felt like a surf and stay. He said Yeah, sweet as and rode away on his bike. That was about it.
         
 
         That weird day out on the water had changed things between us anyway. Early on, our friendship had felt full of possibility: the silences representing beaches we might discover together, breaks we would conquer. Well, that’s how they felt to me — and I’d assumed Ryan felt the same way. By the end of that summer, those quiet times had become awkward opportunities for disagreement: over the Easter surf trip, over other silly little things that seemed to scream out I was still a kid and he somehow older than me.
 
         More of the surfing guys were getting their restricted licences. I was hardly ever out at Pukehina on my own. At first I hated all the hype — their hollering and high fiving and cutting in on each other. I imagined Ryan there, rolling his eyes, surfing further along the beach on his own. But I got used to it, joined in even. It was a laugh.
 
         The parents did get together to discuss the Easter surf trip. They decided to let it go ahead. But there were new rules: no passengers in any of the cars. Either you had to drive yourself out to the beach and back, or you had to be dropped off and picked up by a parent. And no alcohol, which everyone planned to ignore. I think the parents knew it, but felt obliged to say it anyway.
         
 
         I thought about Ryan, how he’d hidden under the tarpaulin all those times. One thing we’d never discussed was what would happen if I got caught driving him out there. Other guys had a thing where if you got sprung with passengers on your restricted, you’d share the cost of the fine. I wasn’t so sure now that Ryan would have coughed up.
 
         
             

         
 
         I DEALT TO THE Easter homework on Thursday night, worked through till eleven to finish it. The olds had started coming down hard on me about good grades and university; it was easier to do the work, keep them happy. Good Friday morning was bright and clear and still. I threw my board on the back of the ute, a bag of clothes and a sleeping bag in the cab, and drove out to the beach to meet the others.
         
 
         The camping ground gave them the same spot every Easter — right in the back corner, away from any brave families still keen at that time of the year. By the time I got there, there were four tents up in a wide circle. Jack Cleveland told me to chuck my gear wherever I liked.
 
         The surf was flat, but there was rough weather out at sea and the forecast was for an off shore wind later in the day. We pulled our boards out of the bags and waxed them up. The promised swell came up just after three. We surfed hard out ’til last light.
 
         
             

         
 
         THAT FIRST NIGHT WAS still and black and cold and then the moon came up: a fat silver disc pouring a snail trail of light onto the water. The waves crept in to shore, making no noise at all, then thumped hard onto the beach, like fast hands in a rowdy game of snap.
         
 
         We’d dragged a big pile of wood up past the high tide mark before we went surfing. Cru lit it. It was so hot you had to keep shifting your body, warming one side then another like a kebab on a barbecue. Half of you was always freezing, the other half burning. There were two big chilly bins in the shadows, away from the fire. Jack and Cru and I had carried them down. They were full of beer, mezcal, bourbon and whisky. We’d all put in thirty dollars and Cru’s older brother got it for us.
 
         Mezcal. After Ryan dissed it, out surfing that day, I hadn’t given it another thought. But I got out of the water before the others that afternoon, got back to the camping ground first. Alone in the tent, I was bored. I lifted the lid off the chilly bin, and pulled the mezcal out for a look.
 
         It was by far the smallest bottle. Skinny — just five hundred mils — and the liquid inside was a pale gold colour. The cap had two cheerful-looking worms hanging over a silver twig. Dos Gusanos (Two Worms) Mezcal was printed in red on the yellow label.
         
 
         The two creatures floating in the bottom looked like maggots. I shook the bottle and a bit fell off one of them.
 
         
             

         
 
         I’D WONDERED HOW KYLE would handle the weekend, but he didn’t seem bothered. His surfing was just the same as before the accident, except he’d changed to goofy foot to make standing up easier. As we walked down the sand dunes, he’d tackled Cam, another first-timer like me, round the ankles. They wrestled in the sand, Kyle jamming sand down Cam’s jeans, Cam swearing at him, calling him the manic cripple. Kyle just laughed and shoved sand in Cam’s mouth.
         
 
         The lid came off the chilly bin. Someone passed me a beer. I tipped my head back and drank from the bottle. I felt the burn of the fire against the skin on my neck, and the chill of the beer in my throat. I looked around at the guys, all yellow in the firelight. These were faces I’d been looking at my whole life — crouched furiously over a construction site in the sandpit in kindergarten, over group painting projects at primary school. I was warm and thirsty and the beers kept coming and I felt good.
 
         Josh McQuinty dropped down in the sand next to me. He pulled a joint out of his top pocket and lit it. He drew hard, then held it out towards me.
 
         ‘I’m okay,’ I said. ‘Send it round the other way.’
 
         I’d only tried pot once, at a first fifteen party the previous winter. It spun me out and made me throw up. The rugby guys had given people shit if they didn’t have a toke, but these guys were cool about it. I watched as the joint made its way round the circle; a tiny red satellite tracking through the shadows and the sparks and flames from the fire.
 
         ‘Who’s going first?’ asked Josh. He had a big loppy grin.
 
         My head was light from the beer, I was onto my third one. I didn’t know what he meant by going first.
 
         ‘Go on, Jack,’ he said.
 
         ‘Nah. My turn tomorrow night. I’ve got a good one. A true one.’
 
         The older guys — the ones who had been on the trip before — cracked up. Kyle pushed Jack backwards, rubbed sand through his hair. Jack kicked out at him and they scrambled around together, swearing and laughing.
         
 
         ‘It’s true, man. You just wait,’ said Jack, sitting up again. He pulled his sweatshirt close around him, shuffled on his arse closer into the fire. He’d stopped laughing; the smile was gone. Jack was staring at the top of his sneakers, picking at the laces. ‘I’m not kidding.’
 
         He looked up, around the group. He looked at every one of us. Hard in the face, challenging each of us to wind him up, to laugh. The other guys looked at each other, sniggering, then back at Jack. Jack met every gaze. ‘I mean it, you arseholes. I’m not joking.’
 
         ‘What’s he talking about?’ I whispered to Josh.
 
         ‘Story time,’ he said. ‘The best story of the weekend wins you the worms.’
 
         ‘What?’ I said.
 
         ‘The worms. The mezcal worms. If you tell the best story, you get to drink the worms.’
 
         ‘What kind of story?’ I asked. Maybe Ryan was right about these guys, about them being a bunch of dorky kids. ‘Like, a ghost story or something?’
 
         ‘No, dipshit. A true story, something that’s happened in the last year.’ Then he spoke up, so everyone could hear.
 
         ‘Alright then, I’ll go first. This happened to my cousin, at the Big Day Out.’
 
         The wrestling stopped. Cru jumped up and grabbed a bottle of bourbon from the chilly bin. He unscrewed the lid and flicked it away into the sand dunes. He took a big swig from it, then passed it on. We moved in close to the fire.
 
         ‘My cousin Liam and his mates were at the Big Day Out,’ said Josh. ‘It was the first time they’d been allowed to go.’
         
 
         ‘Lucky,’ someone said, on the other side of the fire, and we all agreed. None of us had been yet.
 
         ‘Yeah. It’s easier if you live in Auckland, no driving. You just get the train. Anyway. It was in between a couple of the big acts, I forget who now, and they were wandering around, checking out some of the smaller bands. There are all these little venues, you know, like little stages and stuff. And they came across this group.’
 
         ‘Who was it?’ Jack asked.
 
         The bourbon bottle was one-third empty. I’d just had my turn on it; the sweet, sticky liquid stung my throat.
 
         ‘I dunno. Liam said he looked at his programme, checked out the timetable, and he couldn’t see this band mentioned anywhere. They went all the way through the schedule, then they started asking people standing around them. Everyone was checking out their programmes … no one could work out how who these guys were.’
 
         ‘Doesn’t sound that organised,’ said Jack.
 
         ‘Shut up, Jack,’ said Cru.
 
         ‘Anyway. There was a crowd gathering, and this band is mucking around with its gear, guitars and mikes and stuff. Tuning up. Or that’s what Liam thought.’
 
         I passed the bourbon to Josh. He stopped talking and drank two big gulps. He didn’t flinch at the burning.
 
         ‘The crowd was pretty out of it, heaps of E and shit, you know,’ Josh went on. He leaned in close to the fire, prodding it with a stick. We all moved forward with him.
 
         ‘And so the band’s warming up, playing a few chords, doing the old one one, two two into the microphone.’ 
         
 
         ‘Never worked out why they say that. Why they don’t actually test it by singing.’ Jack again.
 
         ‘And then the lead singer says Thanks everybody. And walks off the stage. And the rest of the band puts down their instruments and walks off too. Like, that was it. The warm up was the gig.’
         
 
         We were all silent. The fire roared.
 
         ‘Is that it?’ said Jack. ‘Is that your lame story?’
 
         ‘No,’ said Josh. ‘It’s not it. The band came back out. The crowd’s going What the fuck and the lead singer’s standing there in the middle of the stage. Apparently he looked like that old guy our parents listened to, you know, the dude that ate live chickens on stage.’
         
 
         ‘Ozzy Osbourne. Prince of Darkness,’ I said.
 
         ‘No, Alice Cooper. The skinny one with the runny black shit under his eyes. And the band starts pissing around with their instruments again, and the singer just speaks into his microphone. He leans right forward, Liam said, and says just one thing. You will never know us; you will never forget us.
         
 
         ‘The band carries on tuning up, and the guy just stares at the crowd. The crowd’s getting really pissed off now, starting to give the guy a hard time. And slowly, the guy looks across the audience, slowly, at every individual face and starts to smile.’
 
         It’s so quiet now. Josh looks around at all of us, shaking his head at what he is about to tell us.
 
         ‘Liam’s standing there, and he’s overcome all of a sudden with this need to crap.’
 
         We all crack up, then fall quiet again. Josh is still shaking his head, smiling. 
         
 
         ‘It’s like, not just a need. Next thing, he’s totally lost control of his bowels. He’s standing there in the middle of a crowd, and he loses it. He’s in a panic, freaking out, and he looks around.’
 
         Josh stops talking. ‘Give me that bourbon,’ he says, and drinks from the bottle again. I take it off him and drink too.
 
         ‘Liam looks around the crowd, and everyone else is in the same situation. Everyone’s holding themselves, walking off towards the toilets, holding their stomachs. The chicks are crying, screaming, rushing away. In the panic, the band disappears off the stage. Gone.
 
         ‘Heaps of people didn’t get to the loos. It was pretty ugly. Later on in the day, the word starts to get around. The band had looked like it was warming up, but it was playing the Brown Note.’
 
         ‘What the …?’ said Cru.
 
         ‘The story goes that if you put out a sound at between five and nine Hertz, it’s only felt by the body. It can’t be heard. But it makes you sick, this note, makes you shit yourself.’
 
         ‘Bullshit, man,’ someone said.
 
         ‘Nah, it’s true. That’s what happened. It’s been used by Japanese police, and the French military, apparently, according to Liam. When he got home, he Googled it.’
 
         ‘So who was the band?’
 
         ‘No one knows,’ said Josh. ‘The organisers were going through the crowds, asking everyone questions, trying to find out. They were never on the programme, never part of the official line up for the day. Security was all over it, those guys jumped up on the empty stage, shot out the back, trying to find them. They might not even have been musos. They just got on the stage in between acts, played around with the gear, and disappeared.’
         
 
         No one said anything. My head was spinning from the beer and the bourbon. I fell back onto the sand and looked at the sky. Then someone said What a load of shit and everyone cracked up.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         AT THE END OF the second day, we all agreed that the surf had been the best we’d ever seen at Pukehina. We couldn’t believe it. Massive clean waves, and that nuisance of an afternoon onshore wind hadn’t arrived to chop up the water. No one took a break until about five o’clock, when starvation drove us out of the water and down the road for takeaways.
         
 
         I’d gone through moments during the day when I’d missed the silence of Ryan’s company. That was the trouble with surfing with so many people — at any given moment, someone would be making a noise. And these guys treated dropping in on each other as a game, not a breach of the surfing code. So you’d wait and wait, and finally take a wave, and then some dick would cut in. Mostly though, the day was great.
 
         That night we stoked up the fire, got the flames roaring. I put on all my clothes to stay warm. The night before, I’d fallen asleep and woken up frozen by the burnt-out fire some time in the early hours. There’d been a couple of the others still there, too, out cold. I stumbled up to the camping ground with a sore head and a raging thirst, finally finding my sleeping bag.
 
         The second day put us all on another high. We’d already cracked into the beer with our burgers, most of it was gone. The spirits came out of the chilly bin, the lids chucked away.
         
 
         ‘Did you ever get such good surf, out here with Ryan?’ Jack clinked bottles with me, cheers, and we took a swig from the whisky bottles at the same time. Jack was looking at me as he swallowed, waiting for an answer.
         
 
         ‘No,’ I said. ‘That was it, today, for sure. The best.’
 
         Jack grinned. ‘Do you hear from him much?’
 
         ‘Nah, nothing,’ I said. ‘Pretty freaky guy, looking back.’
 
         It felt like we were getting pissed really quickly that night. Maybe it was the hard-out surfing, we were pretty tired. And, like I said, we were all on a high too. We were mucking around, winding each other up, making a fair racket probably, then I noticed that Jack had gone quiet.
 
         ‘What’s up?’ I asked him. I was sitting next to him.
 
         ‘I’m just wondering whether I should tell you guys this story,’ he said. He was looking down at his feet, the whisky bottle in his hands, hanging between his knees. He wouldn’t look up at us.
 
         ‘Go on,’ I said, and the others agreed. Get on with it, Jack.
         
 
         He looked around at us all. We were laughing. I prodded him. Jack shook his head, breathed in sharply, as if to begin talking. ‘Nup,’ he said.
 
         That was it. We were all on top of him. ‘Okay, okay,’ he said. He looked around the whole group. At everyone, except for me.
 
         ‘You know how the old man sells real estate,’ said Jack. ‘Well, he does rentals too. He actually rented the house out to Carla Mishefski. Ryan’s aunty.’
 
         Everyone was quiet. I looked around, and all eyes were on me, not Jack. I stared into the fire. The guys would have been wondering how I’d handle a story about Ryan, but it was learning her name that had stunned me. Carla. I’d passed on the whisky bottle I’d had earlier, otherwise I would have taken another big drink.
         
 
         ‘So, anyway. One of the things that a real estate agent has to do with rental properties is go and inspect them every now and then, make sure the place isn’t being trashed. You’d be amazed what people do to rentals … like, this one guy —’
 
         ‘Focus, Jack. Hurry up,’ someone said.
 
         ‘So the old man goes around to this place the Mishefskis are renting, and guess what he finds.’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         Everyone’s leaning in, listening. I looked at Josh; he was grinning. He knew already he wouldn’t be drinking the worms. My head was pounding.
 
         ‘Dad walks through the house, checking it all out. Clean and tidy, he said, well looked after. All just great.’
         
 
         Hurry up!
         
 
         Jack’s grinning the biggest grin you ever saw. He’s looking straight at me.
 
         ‘All just great. But there’s only one bed in the place. There’s Mishefski and his aunty living there, in a two-bedroom house, and one of the bedrooms is empty. Not a thing in it. And in the other bedroom there’s a king-sized bed.’
 
         No one said a word for ages, it seemed. Then, Fuck, no way, freak …
         
 
         I stared into the flames. My face was burning; I couldn’t tell whether it was the fire or the rage coming up in whisky waves from the pit of my stomach. I stood up, unsteady on my feet, and stumbled over to the grassy dunes and threw up.
         
 
         I went back to the fire. Jack was leaning back against one of the chilly bins, his face smug in the light from the fire.
 
         ‘Did you know, Paul?’ someone said. ‘You must have known.’
 
         ‘What did Ryan say about it?’
 
         ‘Is that, like, incest?’
 
         ‘Yeah, I knew,’ I said. ‘Worked it out the first time I went round there.’
 
         I laughed. Stood with my feet apart and my arms folded. The heat from the fire was burning my shins through my jeans. The raging inside my head was giving way to something else. ‘I knew, alright. And guess what,’ I said, grinning round the group. ‘Ryan wasn’t the only one getting it from her.’
 
         And I told them. I told them everything I had done with Carla Mishefski. Every dirty, horny little detail. Including all the things she’d shown me. She was thirty-two, I explained. She’d been around. I told my story calmly, slowly, and no one interrupted.
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         I LAY ON MY board and watched the dawn. For a few seconds, White Island was black, trimmed with orange fire. As the sun rose, the water changed from grey to blue. A nice set of waves was forming not too far out, so I turned the board to face them.
         
 
         The best break was always here, on the sandbar at the mouth of the estuary.
 
         I’d woken in the dark, got up quietly and loaded all my gear onto the ute. The others were still out cold. I was going home. I pulled out onto Pukehina Parade, but turned left instead of right. Just a quick look at the estuary. I wasn’t sure when I would next come out for a surf. Or whether I would ever come out again.
         
 
         There were thoughts crashing around in my head, making a hell of a noise. It was as though someone had grabbed a television remote, and was channel surfing at speed. Carla, Ryan, empty bedrooms, a mother of a king-sized bed with sheets tangled up … a bed I’d never laid eyes on, so how come I remembered it so clearly?
 
         Jack Cleveland’s face, telling his story, the look of triumph. Totally convinced he had the competition nailed, until I stood up and trumped him. Each of us daring the other to make the accusation: liar.
 
         More stuff — vague images from later on — Kyle stumbling around by the fire, shouting that he remembered what happened the night of the accident. He’d remembered all along, he said. He’d told his father, expecting him to pass the information on to the cops. But his father had said it was just best to let some things be.
 
         Kyle stumbling over to where Jack was sitting, throwing himself on top of him, punching him in the head. Jack punching him back: blood, a massive fight.
 
         How had that ended up? I had no idea. The final memory of the night was the furry gagging feel of two mezcal worms catching in my throat.
 
         Noise noise noise.
 
         Set after set of waves rolled in across the bar. They weren’t like the waves that broke on the beach. There was no thump, no crash of white water. They broke silently. 
         
 
         You could sometimes see sharks in the walls of water at this time of the day. Ryan and I used to grin at each other when we spotted one. Sharks meant no swimmers, less surfers. We always made sure we told lots of people about the sharks when we got back to Te Puke.
 
         I looked hard at each breaker, hoping to catch a glimpse of a long grey shadow. It would mean something, to see a shark just then. What, I wasn’t sure. I was hungry for something true. Anyway, there weren’t any.
 
         I let the first wave in the set go; the best one was always the third. I could see it forming out the back, taking its perfect curved shape, dragging me in like a claw, the edge of it white like a woman’s painted fingernail. 
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            SCRATCHY

         
 
         Edna Carson is in the car, in the fancy-pants driveway of Seabreeze Bed and Breakfast, keeping an eye on Henry. An old girl dozing off in the late afternoon sun, she’s guessing that’s how it looks. But her eyes are open just enough for between-the-lashes surveillance of her husband.
         
 
         She can smell her hairspray, decades of it embedded in the grubby grey velour of the headrest. Hairspray never stopped her getting bed hair when she fell asleep on car trips — even short ones — but at least it’s her dirt she’s sniffing. Not like poor Coral Dawkins, who brushed her face against her own car seat one evening last winter and caught a whiff of her husband’s harlotry with skinny Molly Devoy. 
         
 
         Forty years of Wella, twenty of them right there under her cheek. You can tell a Wella woman by the way she wears her hair… Edna hums that little tune, knows it’s going to stay with her all night now, drive her crazy when she’s trying to sleep. She should have changed brands somewhere down the line, before her head started taking Wella for granted. Before Wella retaliated with the bed hair.
         
 
         Over on the doorstep of the B and B, Henry presses the bell again. He looks anxiously towards the car, towards Edna, who stays quite apparently-asleep. That little-boylost expression used to charm her to bits. It startled her out of the grief at losing Graham Burling, all those decades back. Not any more. The neediness of that particular look has become suffocating in recent times. She has resisted comparing Henry with Graham, who had the unfair advantage of dying tragically at twenty-two, at the peak of manly perfection. Nevertheless, annoying things about Henry keep cropping up.
 
         It has, for example, just this minute occurred to her that he doesn’t ever throw anything out. Through eyelash prisms, Edna contemplates his back view. That old plum sweatshirt riding his slumped shoulders. Levi’s jeans — on a sixty-five-year-old, honestly! — sagging in the backside, as though someone has taken a pin, pushed it through the tough blue denim and popped both his buttocks. His beige belt puckering at the loose fabric, drawing it in tight and high around his waist.
         
 
         Edna finds two things revolting, generally, when it comes to men and their trousers: pants pulled up high — Henry’s are almost under his armpits, does he not realise? — and boys who insist on wearing them so low you can see most of their underwear. Or, God forbid, their backsides. How did that little song go, the one she heard on the telly over summer?
         
 
         Something about looking stupid when your trousers fall down? Some American talent quest, that particular contestant by rights should have won but it turned out he’d been too old to enter.
 
         Edna herself feels an urge to grab teenagers’ falling-down pants when she sees them, pull them right to the ground. Once, she actually did it. Thinking about that day is something Edna avoids. But now it’s too late; she is thinking about it. Henry was to blame for what happened that day, and thanks to those ridiculous Levi’s jeans it’s all his fault again.
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         WALKING ALONG MAIN STREET, following Toby, him all skinny hips and big swagger. Unaware she was right behind him. It was the language that sent Edna over the edge, the fs and cs coming out of the mouth of her secretly-the-favourite grandchild.
         
 
         In a flash, she got it. She’d been duped. By Toby definitely, but the whole family was in on it probably. Two quick steps and two light tugs — that’s all it took, and those saggy jeans were a puddle of blue on the footpath. Toby’s fists flew as he swung round. He gasped when he saw it was her, scrambled to pull up his pants.
 
         ‘Watch your language, Toby Carson,’ Edna said, stepping around the spectacle. His mates whooped and hollered; one of them tried to high-five her — she ignored him. ‘I’ll buy you a belt for Christmas,’ she added. 
         
 
         She’d marched on, heart thumping. Her face was hot. The reality of it — pulling down someone’s trousers in public, in Main Street — felt like hands around her neck choking her. Never mind the mitigating circumstances, as they said on the crime shows. Never mind that her grandson had been behaving like a gang member. Never mind that her husband, that very morning, had come into the bedroom while she was naked and had casually turned and looked away from her. Edna, reaching for her knickers and slip, glanced at his reflection in the mirror. His mouth was turned down in disgust; his distaste for what he’d just seen was plainly visible on his nice Henry Carson face.
         
 
         Never mind any of that.
 
         Her feet took her into the bookshop. They did a circuit of the magazines and greeting cards, finishing up at the Lotto counter. Those feet of hers had forgotten she had already bought a Lotto ticket that week.
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         IF THE SUNLIGHT’S TOO strong, you get funny little black squiggles against pink eyelids: tiny little moving things that remind Edna of some documentary she once saw about bacteria in a Petri dish. You could actually end up distracted by them, watching them squirm around, linking up, breaking apart, until you dozed off. That’d happened a few times before, when she’d been keeping an eye on Henry.
         
 
         A white net curtain twitches at the B and B’s upstairs window, the one directly above the doorway where Henry’s waiting. A hand pulls the curtain right back, and a face looks down at the car, down at the top of Henry’s balding head. 
         
 
         It’s Irene Falton — call me Irene, please, she’d insisted, when they’d arrived on Friday night — and she’s smiling.
         
 
         She’ll be relieved we’re still here, Edna thinks. She would have been looking at the clock. Wondering if we’d sneaked away without paying. Irene taps at the window, waving at Henry, and Henry looks up. He smiles, waves back.
 
         Edna is amazed how easy it is to stay still. Feigning sleep yet utterly alert: her eyes, ears, even her nose attuned to this man who has been her husband for thirty-three years and this woman who is Irene Falton, who blatantly flirted with Henry this weekend. The only discomfort is the seatbelt. Over the recent months while Edna has put on weight, it has uncurled itself out of its little plastic cover to accommodate her. A little more, a little more, and now it’s at the end of its tether. Edna slips her hand between the belt and her belly to stop it cutting into the fabric of her thin frock.
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         BEHIND THE LOTTO COUNTER there was a long black fringe. The face underneath was busy with a cellphone somewhere down low. Edna picked up a heavy diary from a display stand and smacked it hard down on the counter.
         
 
         The girl looked at her.
 
         No lights on there, thought Edna.
 
         ‘Do you want that?’ the girl asked.
 
         ‘No.’
 
         The way the girl blinked, the slowness of it, made Edna genuinely wonder whether she was alright. In the head. The girl dropped her gaze back to her phone.
 
         ‘I just want you to look at me when you’re serving me,’ said Edna. That didn’t seem a lot to ask, although after the morning she’d had, Edna was no longer sure about the benefits of looking and not looking.
         
 
         ‘How can I help you?’
 
         How could she be helped? A new body, please. One that doesn’t make my husband dry-retch. Oh, and a grandson who doesn’t say the c-word in Main Street. Edna scanned the rows of bright metallic tickets under the plastic display shelf in front of her.
 
         ‘I’ll take one of these,’ she said, pointing. ‘These things, what do you call them?’
 
         ‘Scratchies,’ said the girl.
 
         ‘Pardon me?’
 
         ‘Scratchies. You scratch the top to see what’s underneath. Which one do you want?’
 
         ‘It doesn’t matter. You choose.’
 
         The girl ripped off a red ticket and handed it to Edna.
 
         ‘When are they drawn?’ Edna asked, handing over the money.
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Pardon.’
 
         ‘Uh?’
 
         ‘You say pardon. Not what.’
 
         The girl stared.
 
         ‘When. Do. You. Find. Out. If. You’ve. Won.’
 
         The girl popped a bubble of bright blue gum. ‘It’s different from Lotto. You scratch three squares. No more, or the card’s invalid. If you get three numbers the same, you’ve won that amount. You can just collect the money straight away.’
 
         Edna took the ticket over to a shelf by the window. Her fingernails were too short to scratch. She felt around in her jacket pocket and found a coin.
         
 
         There were nine squares in a tic-tac-toe arrangement. Edna scraped the coin across the first square, the top left-hand one. The coin skidded under the pressure of her thumb, right across the card, leaving a white trail in the silver of the other two squares on the top line. Three squares, partially scratched, all in a row.
         
 
         Well, that was that sorted. Edna set to uncovering the numbers. The silvery stuff rolled away under the sharp edge of the coin.
 
         The first square revealed $100,000. So did the second. And the third.
 
         Edna blinked at the little red ticket, trying to remember what the girl had said. When her heartbeat got itself back to normal, she pulled her reading glasses out of her bag. Slowly, making sure the girl wasn’t watching, she turned the ticket over.
 
         Something would not be in order. Most probably, she would have to do something extra — something impossible, humiliating for someone her size. Crawl through a military obstacle course in a bikini, for example. Or else, the ticket would have expired already. But everything was all right. All she had to do was take the ticket to the counter.
 
         Walking back to the counter was not possible. Edna’s independent feet didn’t want to go there. And now, of course, the girl was looking at her.
 
         ‘Are you alright, dear?’ Edna got in first. She was surprised at the sound of herself, at how calm she was. The girl blew another gum bubble and wandered off without replying. 
         
 
         Edna opened the zip on the little pocket inside the lining of her handbag and slipped the red ticket inside. Then she zipped it shut, making sure it was closed all the way across, and secured the clasp at the top of the bag.
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         IRENEFALTON’S MADE IT to the door. She leans against it, her arms crossed against her little pointy bosom, her bony hips jutting forward as she scuff s at a mark on the step with her pale pink slipper. Henry’s hands are deep in his pockets and he rocks backwards and forwards on the heels of his shoes. They are both staring at the sky, squinting. Looking for rain clouds, maybe.
         
 
         ‘Look this way, if it’s a dark cloud you’re expecting,’ mutters Edna. She can do it without moving her lips.
 
         Irene Falton and Henry Carson. If they both took one step forward — just one each — their thin bodies would lock together. They are made for each other. Edna almost wants them to do it — she wants to see how perfect it would be. Just the one step. Then back again, smartly.
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         BY THE TIME EDNA got home from the bookshop, her hands were sweaty and her left arm ached, shoulder to thumb, from holding her handbag so tightly to her body.
         
 
         Henry was watering the garden as she walked along the little path from the front gate to the unit. He smiled and flicked the spray in her direction. Edna didn’t bother with a side-step; he would never dare to wet her. She pulled herself tall and sucked in her stomach. 
         
 
         ‘How was town?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Quiet,’ she said, pulling open the screen door and going inside.
 
         In the cool, dim kitchen she put the kettle on and set her bag on the table. Her hand shook as she took the ticket from the bag. She handled it delicately, around the edges, like an old, precious photo.
 
         The writing on the back was tiny; even with her reading glasses on it was difficult to make out all the conditions. Another bodily failure, she thought: the second in a single day. At this rate, she’d be completely disintegrated by dusk.

         It appeared she had definitely won $100,000. In the case of the big prizes, the conditions said, you had to phone a number in Wellington. Phone, or email them. You made arrangements for payment that way. Edna smiled, imagining Miss Blanky Blank at the bookshop trying to count $100,000 out of the till. Trying to count full stop.
 
         She read on. There was an expiry date but it was months away, nothing to worry about there. Nothing either about having to jump through hoops to collect the money. Though you would never know what might happen once you actually contacted them.
 
         Outside the kitchen window, there was the sound of Henry’s voice. He talked exclusively to tomatoes. Why on earth would you have a conversation with a lettuce? he said, smiling, when Edna once asked about it.
         
 
         Oh yes, aren’t you the gorgeous one … Ridiculous really. Come on now … let’s turn you around, sunshine’s the thing … But it seemed to work, Henry’s tomatoes were stunners. Beautiful … just the loveliest things, you are … Edna liked the sweet talk. Often she’d hang by the window to listen. Once, a while ago, she’d shouted out to him to stop two-timing her.
         
 
         She got up from the table, the red Scratchy cradled in her hand, and opened the screen door. On the walk home, she’d practised how this moment might go. What are you doing on Saturday, Henry Carson? Fancy a cruise?
         
 
         Henry was crouched down at the tomatoes, gently picking green aphids off the leaves. He looked up at her, squinting into the sun.
 
         His eyes travelled the length of her. Nothing as obvious as the morning’s expression, but plain enough to see. Already, Edna thought. Already, he’s learning to mask it.
 
         ‘What have you got there, sweet?’
 
         Edna’s arm draped itself across her belly. Her fingers found her hip and hugged it close.
 
         ‘Nothing. Did you want a cup of tea?’ Her other hand closed carefully over the Scratchy.
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         EDNA’S PLEASED SHE PUT the car window down earlier. It would be impossible now to unbuckle the seatbelt, lean over, turn the key in the ignition, flick the window switch, all the while pretending to be asleep.
         
 
         ‘It’s been a lovely weekend. It really has,’ Henry’s saying to Irene Falton. ‘We’d been talking about getting away for ages … you know, how you talk about these things, never quite get round to booking anything …’
 
         ‘I know exactly what you mean, Henry.’ Irene runs her hand through that great mane of hair, pushing it back off her pixie face. No bed hair for Irene. ‘All the time, I get offers from  friends. We’ll look after the B and B, you have a break … and  do I take them up on it?’
         
 
         ‘Of course you don’t, Irene Falton,’ murmurs Edna. ‘Why  give someone else first pickings of other people’s husbands?’  Edna’s hot and uncomfortable and now, because of Henry’s  dilly-dallying, she needs to go to the toilet.
 
         ‘It was Edna who thought of it. She’s the one with the  plans. If it were over to me, we’d never go anywhere.’
 
         How long did he plead with her, to pack a weekend  bag? It’ll be good for you, Edna, a change of scene. Eventually  she gave in, knowing very well it wouldn’t be good for  anyone. Except, as it turned out, a sliver of a tart named  Irene Falton.
         
 
         ‘Well, I’m glad you’ve enjoyed yourselves. Both of you. And  you know, you’re always welcome back here. I always invite  the nice ones back.’
 
         Irene Falton is leaning forward, towards Henry. Oh my  lord. Edna holds her breath, watches. Irene reaches out, rests  her hand on Henry’s arm. On his bicep.
 
         It looks like Irene Falton is going to kiss Henry on the  cheek. But Edna can’t see what’s happening. Irene has  positioned her face — her mouth — on the other side of  Henry’s head. Between Edna’s eyes and Irene’s lips there is  the obstruction of Henry.
 
         Did she kiss Henry? Or did she whisper something in his  ear? And which would be worse, Edna wonders. It’s quite the  thing these days, a little kiss on the cheek by way of farewell.  A kiss does not necessarily mean anything. A whisper would  be another matter entirely. 
         
 
         ‘Do you take guests all year round? Or just over summer?’ Henry asks, once Irene Falton pulls back. A little too loudly to be innocent.
 
         ‘For God’s sake,’ Edna says, though not loud enough to be heard. She flicks the seatbelt buckle open, relieving the pressure on her bladder. ‘Get your wallet out, Henry Carson. Pay the woman.’
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         HENRY WAS STILL CARRYING on with the tomatoes. Edna went back inside, switched the kettle on again. She took pen and paper from the top drawer of the sideboard and sat down in the living room, away from her husband and his vegetables and the handbag with the Scratchy in it.
         
 
         The thing on her mind was weirdness; degrees of it. Her lists often had the titles For and Against, but those categories didn’t gel in relation to the issues of this strange day. She settled for a single column, ranging from most weird to least. She’d go with gut feeling.
         
 
         Pulling someone’s pants down in Main Street.
         
 
         She wrote that down first. What could be weirder? There’d be fallout, once Toby told his mother. Even if he didn’t, others in the street had seen the debacle. Edna felt obliged to acknowledge that regardless of circumstances; she was fifty-seven years old and should have known better.
         
 
         Having your husband look you over like a piece of meat, she wrote next. Mutton not eye fillet. Twice in one day. And it wasn’t lunchtime yet.
         
 
         Winning $100,000. Edna looked at it written down. Any other day, she thought. Any other day winning $100,000 would have seen her dancing for joy, reaching for the telephone to share the good news. But there it was. Number three on the list. Not a joyous thing at all.
         
 
         Edna had a headache. She tore her list up into tiny pieces and threw them in the rubbish bin.
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         ‘ALL YEAR ROUND, I operate,’ Irene Falton says to Henry. ‘I can’t afford to turn anyone away. I need the income, being on my own.’
         
 
         Edna thinks that quite possibly, her bladder will burst if Henry doesn’t move it. She shifts in her seat. The day is getting hotter despite the hour. Her dress is damp with sweat beneath her heavy legs.
 
         ‘It’s not easy, being alone,’ bleats Irene Falton.
 
         Gordon Bennett. Get the violins out. Edna’s eyes are open, as wide as eyes can be. She’s looking at Henry and Irene Falton, and they are looking back at her. Smiling, both of them. Did she miss something, unbuckling her seatbelt?
 
         Edna smiles back. What else can she do? Henry’s beckoning her. ‘You’re awake. Come and say goodbye to Irene,’ he calls out.
 
         Easing her body sideways out of the car, she pulls the damp dress away from the backs of her legs. She hitches it down at the front, out of the crevasse between her bust and her stomach. Her legs are stiff after the sleep charade. ‘Mind if I use your bathroom, Irene?’
 
         ‘Go right on up, Edna.’
 
         Irene steps back from the doorway, onto the step next to Henry. As though Edna is a Wide Load on the back of a slow-moving lorry. ‘Top of the stairs, right down the end of the hallway.’
         
 
         There’s plenty of evidence that Mr Falton provided nicely for Irene before slipping off the mortal coil. Lladro figurines everywhere. Edna counts seven in the upstairs hallway alone. They’re expensive, some of them upwards of $1000 a piece — Edna’s seen them in magazines.
 
         One catches her eye — a slender, graceful couple ballroom-dancing. This particular piece has been gathering dust for years in the jeweller’s window back home on Main Street.
         
 
         The woman’s dress flies out behind her, both her tiny feet are off the ground. Edna tries to imagine how it would feel, being so light that both your feet flew out behind you when you danced a waltz.
 
         The bathroom’s right down the end, all the other doors leading off the hallway are closed. Edna doesn’t risk opening them, in case they squeak. She can still hear the conversation downstairs, through the open window in the stairwell.
 
         ‘Of course, business tapers off, over winter. But you’d be surprised, how many people like to take a break at the beach. Even if it’s cold.’
 
         As Edna shuts the bathroom door, she imagines Irene Falton doing a little shiver, a little shimmy, in front of Henry, to illustrate how cold she gets in the middle of winter, all alone.
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         IT PULSED. EDNA SWORE the little red $100,000 Scratchy beat like a tiny human heart in the lining of her leather handbag. Every time she walked past it, there on the sideboard in the kitchen, Edna felt a tingle at the back of her head, just below her hairline. Elation, followed smartly by a rush of bile as her stomach churned.
         
 
         It didn’t just affect her when she was in the kitchen. Edna was all over the place, mood wise, after her win. One morning, she’d wake up feeling fine. She’d get on the bathroom scales and see she’d lost weight. She’d spend the rest of the day browsing magazines. She could afford anything she wanted — including surgery to reduce her size. She celebrated the revelation by finishing off a block of chocolate over lunch.
 
         The next day, she’d catch Henry giving her the look again; he was getting clever about hiding it, but she was one step ahead. She was on to his subtle strategies for exiting the business end of marriage.
 
         He no longer handed her a towel as she was getting out of the shower, for example. Instead, she found it already waiting when she went into the bathroom. Folded neatly on the vanity, one time with a little I love Edna note scribbled in his shaky hand.
         
 
         ‘I know what you’re up to, Henry Carson,’ she’d muttered, throwing the note down the toilet.
 
         Edna wondered whether it was possible to have a relapse of menopause. God knows, that had been a strange enough time; she’d done some odd things then. But nothing like checking a sixty-five-year-old man’s drawers for condoms, which is what she did one afternoon when Henry was at bridge.
         
 
         After she’d gone through the entire chest, Edna sat on the end of their bed and cried. She couldn’t stop. ‘Look at the state of you,’ she said to her reflection in the mirror. Her face had puff ed out, her eyes swollen to narrow slits. ‘Imagine if you’d actually found some.’ 
         
 
         The Scratchy stayed in the zipped pocket of her handbag. She couldn’t get it out again. Truth of it was, she couldn’t even bring herself to use that particular handbag.
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         IRENE FALTON’S BATHROOM IS the size of a suburb. Edna is in a hurry to get to the toilet.
         
 
         After, she tiptoes to the door and shuts it properly. Clicks the lock. Through the open window, she can hear the distant murmur of Henry and Irene’s conversation.
 
         She washes her hands at the enormous basin. There are gleaming white tiles everywhere, shiny chrome fittings stamped with a name Edna can’t pronounce. In front of her, behind a mirror, is Irene Falton’s vanity cabinet.
 
         Edna opens it. Face creams, tiny bottles of potions. Edna picks out one of the little bottles. The writing’s in another language.
 
         So many perfumes — names she knows — Chanel, Yves St Laurent, Oscar de la Renta — yes, she’s seen them all in the magazines. She could have bought any one of these perfumes. She could have bought them all.
 
         Edna takes the stopper out of the bottle of Yvresse and sniff s. It is the same colour as her pee and a thought crosses her mind. But she puts the stopper back and cradles the elegant bottle in her big hand. Like King Kong cradling Fay Wray.
 
         Downstairs, outside, the chatter continues. They won’t care how long she takes, Edna thinks. They’ll chat on until the cows come home, Henry Carson and Irene Falton.
 
         Edna looks at her reflection. Behind her, along the back wall of the bathroom, there’s another mirror. If Edna gets the angles right, she can check out her bed-hair damage.
         
  
         Irene Falton certainly has a thing for mirrors. Twisting this way and that reminds Edna of the nastiness yesterday, downstairs, in the bedroom of the B and B.
 
         It was early and Edna was still in bed, dozing on and off. Henry was standing at the big mirror in the bedroom. He’d got up while she was still asleep, showered and dressed. He was combing his hair.
 
         Edna pretended to sleep but kept an eye on him.
 
         He kept combing the same bit. Edna thought about saying something. Then she noticed that his eyes weren’t on his own reflection.
 
         They weren’t on her either. Not this time. The bedroom curtains were open. Outside the window, Irene Falton was gardening. She was dressed in an old T-shirt and shorts. She was bending over, tending to the flowerbed. Henry was looking at her, at the view down the front of her T-shirt. Irene whistled softly, and dug and planted, and Henry watched her in the bedroom mirror, his comb hovering above his head.
 
         
             

         
 
         ON HER WAY BACK down from the bathroom, Edna stops again to look at the Lladro dancers. She picks them up, feels the weight of them. She puts two fingers around the woman’s fragile ankle and snaps off her foot. She tucks the tiny piece of pale porcelain down her bra. It is cooling and sharp against her breast.
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         SITTING ON THE END of a bed bawling her eyes out. Because she had not found condoms hidden in her husband’s chest of drawers. No wonder Henry turned away from her. Quite possibly, it wasn’t about her weight at all. Maybe he simply didn’t fancy cuddling up close to a lunatic.
         
 
         Edna heaved herself off the bed. It was four-thirty. Bridge finished around five. Henry would be home in less than an hour. She went into the kitchen and took the handbag down off the dresser.
 
         ‘Everything is changing.’
 
         She said it out loud to the handbag. It sat before Edna on the kitchen table. The late afternoon light filtered through the kitchen curtains, catching floating dust. Edna would not have been surprised if the handbag spoke back to her — the leathery folds forming supple lips, mouthing something profound, or crazy, or irrelevant. She sat for a bit longer, just in case it had something to say.
 
         She thought about saying something to the deceased young Graham Burling. It was against the rules, but if things were changing, it wouldn’t hurt to close that chapter of her life off for good. Edna couldn’t picture his face. Graham was a name and an age now. Nothing more.
 
         On one of her better days after the Scratchy win, Edna had clipped an advertisement out of the newspaper. It was for a five-week, seven-country cruise. The cost was $14,000. Now she pulled the clipping out of the bottom drawer of the dresser and dialled the number on the page. When they asked her how she’d like to pay, she read out the twelve numbers of their credit card.
 
         Her hands were shaking as she opened her handbag. The little zip inside the lining was still closed. Edna pulled it gently open and took the red Scratchy out of the pocket.
         
 
         They were like little soldiers — three platoons standing to attention across the top of the card. $100,000 $100,000 $100,000. Edna ran her finger across them all.
 
         There were remnants of the silvery covering on the three boxes. Edna remembered how she’d just focused on uncovering the numbers, standing there in the bookshop, scraping away with her coin. How she’d stopped, her heart pounding, as the identical digits revealed themselves. Now, with her little fingernail, she scraped the rest of the silver covering off the winning boxes.
 
         She was being so careful. It was just a tiny slip. Maybe her shaking hands were to blame. That was the logical reason for what happened next. Her little fingernail slid down the surface of the card, through the middle of the right-hand box on the second row. The nail picked up all the silver covering, like a spatula clean through a bowl of chocolate icing. Clearly revealed, from under the silver covering of that fourth box, was $2.
 
         When Henry came in from bridge, Edna was still sitting at the table. Her hands were folded in her lap. She was looking at the newspaper clipping. The Scratchy sat next to it.
 
         Henry picked up the Scratchy. Glanced at the numbers revealed. Edna heard a sound come from the back of his throat; a little choke. Then he turned the card over and read the back.
 
         ‘Oh Edna,’ he said. He sounded quite lost. As though he’d been the one to let his finger slip.
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         ‘THAT BATHROOM CERTAINLY IS something, Irene. All those  mirrors, makes the room feel twice the size.’ Edna walks  down the steps, back into the heat of the day. ‘Feels like  you’ve got company, wherever you go. That must be nice  for you.’
         
 
         Silence.
 
         ‘Speaking of going. Henry?’
 
         Henry frowns, cocks his head to one side, smiles at Edna,  then at Irene.
 
         ‘Leave, Henry. I’m talking about going home. Not going to  the bathroom. Irene doesn’t want to stand on her doorstep  all night.’
 
         Thin laughter. Irene and Henry’s laughter.
 
         Edna returns to the car and gets in. The seatbelt can wait  until the last minute. She watches Henry pull his wallet  out of his back pocket. He takes out the wad of notes in a  rubber band.
 
         ‘It’s all there Irene — I tied it up so I didn’t spend it.’
 
         He laughs and Irene laughs and Edna has had enough of  laughter. Besides, it’s not all there. Edna’s taken three crisp  twenty-dollar notes from the bundle. She did it at the café  that morning, after they visited the cash machine down  on the waterfront. She slipped the notes out after Henry  counted it, while he was at the counter getting her another  piece of chocolate brownie. Irene Falton would not be the  kind of woman to count money on her front doorstep, Edna  thought, and she was right.
 
         Edna feels the first stab of regret as Henry walks towards  the car, towards her, in his pulled-up-high jeans. She’s not  sure yet whether she’s sorry about the money, or the Lladro. But it’s a positive sign, she thinks. A good sign, the regret coming so quickly. One day it might come soon enough to prevent her bad behaviour in the first place.
         
 
         Henry’s face is all hope, as he gets in the car.
 
         ‘Did you like that, Edna?’ he asks, resting his scrawny gardener’s fingers over her big soft hand, over the puckers of her knuckles. ‘We should go away again, soon. Do you think?’
 
         Edna doesn’t trust her voice, so she nods. Then she closes her eyes, lets her head fall back against the headrest. Henry is looking at her, she can feel it. Feel his eyes roaming. In a sleepy kind of way, she turns away.
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            A ‘DUBLINERS’ STORY 
 A REGRETTABLE SLIP OF 
 THE TONGUE
            

         
 
         My name is Gretta Conroy and I am dead. I’ll say that  to you right now. I’ve been gone a very long time. If  you’re not interested in the views of the departed, then we’ll  just say sláinte and you can flick on to the next story.
         
 
         You’re still here. Are you not bored by stories that  bang around in the past? I’m not talking about last week,  understand, but more than one hundred years ago, and in  Ireland, no less. I won’t blame you in the least if you’re having  your doubts. This is, after all, a book of modern stories, a New  Zealand book. You are, more than likely, a New Zealander  yourself. I’ve had a quick peek at the rest of the stories and  it’s true, this tale is absolutely the odd one out. 
         
 
         In fact, I’ve muscled myself in here altogether uninvited. That first heading up there, the one crossed out, well, it sat there for more than a month, you know, and it never came to anything at all. That is the truth. I’ve left it there as proof that even though I’ve taken a grand liberty, it really was an open invitation to someone like myself. I’ve waited a long time for such an opportunity. Therefore I won’t be vacating this lovely blank page, not now.
 
         So. My name is Gretta Conroy. I was married to Mr Gabriel Conroy.
 
         I’ll wait up a bit for you here; I can see that you’re straining with the memory of something. Go on, take your mind back to sleepy classrooms and books that smell like the bottom drawer.
 
         Are you with me? You’re not thinking of that Godforsaken tome of eternal meandering Ulysses, are you? You’d have an elephant of a memory if that’s where you’ve dragged my name from, God bless you. I only got a single significant mention in Ulysses and even then it was by Leopold Bloom, sitting constipated on a toilet, passing the time parroting his wife and dreaming up ways of making a few extra pence.
         
 
         Go back a bit further. You might have cut your Joycean teeth on Dubliners. And if you did, you might have persevered to the end of the book, to a story called ‘The Dead’. Conversely, you might have skipped the entire middle section and taken yourself directly to the end of the book, because we all do that don’t we. It wasn’t too long after publication that the world and its uncle decided that ‘The Dead’ was something of a literary importance so it’s the obvious thing to do. 
         
 
         Either way, that’s where we first met, you and I. On the pages of ‘The Dead’.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘THE DEAD’. THE MORKANS’ party. O yes, wasn’t I the quiet one there! I was in the company of Gabriel’s family, you’ll recall. I’d learned to hold my tongue with the Conroys and the Morkans over the years.
         
 
         There’s a certain excitement, now I feel I have an entitle ment to digress at will. I don’t imagine any of the great scholars will be taking notice of this, the ramblings of a culchie.
         
 
         I’m taking it that you’ve remembered, all the fuss about ‘The Dead’. How could you not? These days the Morkans’ house at 15 Usher’s Island is quite the tourist attraction. And they made a movie out of the story later on, and while I’m on about that I would like to say that Anjelica Huston looks nothing like me, but never mind as she’s a handsome woman herself.
 
         If you haven’t remembered, or you haven’t read Dubliners, there are three options for you at this point. You could dash off now and read ‘The Dead’ and that’s the thing I’d advise; bring yourself up to speed.
         
 
         You could jump ship and rightfully complain to your bookseller that ‘A Regrettable Slip of the Tongue’ does not sit well with the other stories in this book. Read the rest of the book first, then take it back. You might get a refund.
 
         Or you could just read on, and I’ll try to fill in the gaps along the  way.
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         THE YEAR WAS 1904, that’s as I recall it; thereabouts in any case. Gabriel and I took a night away from the children and went to a party in Dublin. It was known as the Christmas Dance, but it was always held just after Christmas, in the first week of January, some time close to the Feast of the Epiphany. We took a room at the lovely Gresham Hotel on Sackville Street, which you will now know as O’Connell Street. The party was at Kate and Julia Morkan’s house on Usher’s Island. Kate and Julia were Gabriel’s aunties, sisters to his mother Ellen.
         
 
         It was a fine evening, but towards the end, just as we were leaving, a guest sat down at the piano and played ‘The Lass of Aughrim’. At first I couldn’t remember the name of the tune, I had to ask the pianist. It didn’t matter anyway, the name of it — from the moment he struck the first notes, my mind travelled back, back, and I was a young girl again.
 
         You see, a childhood sweetheart of mine, one Michael Furey, had sung that song to me. I was living with my grandmother in Galway city at the time, and we used to go walking together, Michael and I. And the night before I was due to move up to Dublin, to the convent, Michael threw stones at my bedroom window and then, in the pouring rain, sang ‘The Lass of Aughrim’.
 
         Michael worked at the gasworks. He was delicate. He died of consumption just a week after the night when he sang to me. He was only seventeen. I was distraught when I heard the news, and I’m afraid to say that I got myself upset about it all over again that night of the Morkans’ party, all those years later, remembering Michael and the terrible tragedy of his early passing.
 
         In fact, I cried myself to sleep that night in the Gresham, what with the memory of it, and the exhaustion of the party, and the chill of the night’s air reminding me of that boy standing outside in the rain, singing.
         
 
         While all this was happening, Gabriel had got himself hot and bothered. He’d been the centre of attention at the party; he was the favourite nephew of Kate and Julia. It was Gabriel-this and Gabriel-that all evening. So he was hot and bothered and he wanted the ride, once we got back to the hotel. Before you object … that’s not my choice of a word, but one of the advantages of being dead is that you have the ability to adapt to changes in the lingo. I rather like that one.
 
         So, yes, by the lights of the time now, that was exactly the situation.
 
         I concede my own error of judgement in the palaver that followed. My general mistake — what a mistake it turned out to be — was sharing the story of Michael Furey with Gabriel.
 
         My specific mistake was the exact words I used.
 
         I think he died for me.
         
 
         That’s what I said to Gabriel, when he asked me whether it was the consumption that took Michael.
 
         I think he died for me, I replied, in full melodrama, sobbing and heaving on the hotel bed.
         
 
         Well, of course the boy didn’t die for me. If you’re that sick, a dash out into the rain to sing a song is not going to make the slightest difference to the outcome other than hurry it along. So for the life of me I don’t know why I said I think he died for me.
         
 
         Maybe because — and I am being entirely honest with you here — I was just a bit bored by Gabriel that night at the Morkans’. The old aunties fawning over him, insisting  he sit at the head of the table, that only he could carve the  goose. And himself delivering a pompous Christmas speech  supposedly full of insightful thoughts about the state of  Ireland. From One Who Travelled Regularly To Europe. But  really illustrating to everyone the considerably high opinion  he had of himself.
         
 
         Everything was about Gabriel.
 
         But there it was, said. I think he died for me. And there was  poor Gabriel, no longer hopeful for the ride and entirely  getting the wrong end of the stick over Michael Furey,  assuming Michael had been my one true love.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         HERE’S WHAT SHOULD HAVE happened the very next morning.  We should have woken together, Gabriel and I, in that pretty  room at the Gresham, well before our eight o’clock call from  downstairs. We should have laughed about the previous  night. I would have promised not to listen to that mournful  tune ‘The Lass of Aughrim’ ever again. Gabriel would have  got a ride, and many more after because, although he was  putting on the weight, he was still a fine man.
         
 
         But when I opened my eyes, Gabriel was not in the bed.  And when I sat up and looked around, he wasn’t in the  room either. Sometime during the night, he’d packed up  and gone.
 
         I got up, dressed and packed my own bag. By then it was  nearly eight o’clock. All the while, I was expecting Gabriel  to come back. I sat in the room and waited until I heard the  maids outside the door, then I went downstairs.
 
         Gabriel had left me a note at the desk. At the Morkans’, an  emergency. Your cab arrives at eight fifteen. I’ll follow on.
         
 
         I went home to Monkstown on my own.
 
         The thoughts going through my mind, in that rattling old cab! Where on earth had he gone? That note was an absolute fib, that much was obvious. I kept my face to the window, peering out, expecting to see Gabriel walking along the road somewhere. There was no sign of him. By the time the cab reached Merrion, on the shores of Dublin Bay, I gave up looking.
 
         It was a good five miles from the centre of Dublin to Monkstown — it doesn’t sound much nowadays, but in a horse and cab it took a fair time. Long enough, surely, for me to start feeling annoyed with this pathetic carry-on. What was I going to tell Tom and Eva, when I arrived home alone without their da?
 
         I wondered whether he might be there already, recounting the story of the Christmas party to the children. They’d begged to come with us. But when I went through the gates, I knew at once he hadn’t arrived. The snow lay thick on the ground, with no fresh tracks or footprints leading to the house.
 
         The children ran out to meet me, asking where their da was and did I bring something for them. I made up some story about him being held up back in Dublin and then bustled them inside to the warm.
 
         
             

         
 
         GABRIEL DIDN’T COME BACK, not that day, nor the one after. It was three days before he brought himself home. By that time, I was furious with the man.
         
 
         Three long days and nights had given me time for great reflection on the state of affairs between Gabriel Conroy and myself. You know how the mind can go all over the place if you permit it. After venturing into the realms of worry and concern, it took itself right back to our courtship, and in particular to the extreme reluctance on the part of Gabriel’s mother Ellen to accept me into the Conroy family.
         
 
         Country-cute — that’s what she called me. Never to my face, but loud enough for me to hear, many times. On account of my coming from farming people in Connacht. The Conroys themselves were sophisticated Dubliners, Gabriel’s father being with the Board of Port and Docks.
 
         Gabriel had been to the university before becoming a teacher and Constantine, Gabriel’s brother, was a Catholic curate in Balbriggan. Clearly Ellen Conroy had envisioned a more sophisticated wife for her only marriageable son.
 
         O, to be sure, she accepted me finally. She had to, as it was my country-cute self that gave her her only grandchildren. It was also my country-cute self that nursed her, in my own home, from the onset of her illness to her death. But that patronising little utterance sat there between us, wide as the River Liffey, right until she took her last miserable breath.
 
         So yes. Furious. That’s how I was by the time he returned. A cab pulled up mid-morning and dropped him at the gate. He trundled through the snow to the front door. The children were upstairs playing. They didn’t see him arrive. I was pleased for that when I let him in.
 
         He hung his coat and scarf and hat above the line up of galoshes in the hallway. Then he turned to me.
 
         ‘Well?’ I said to him. ‘What have you got to say for yourself?’
 
         I thought he’d fallen ill. His face was a ghostly grey, none of the usual high colour in his cheeks. His hair had slumped with greasiness and he had the dark stubble of a beard. His clothes were crumpled and stained. I saw there was a tear in the sleeve of his good coat.
         
 
         ‘God help me, you’re screwed … You’ve been on the drink,’ I said.
 
         ‘I have not, Gretta.’ His words were almost a whisper.
 
         ‘Well, what then?’
 
         ‘I can’t tell you where I’ve been.’
 
         My breath caught, my eyes stung. I leaned forward, resting my hands on the little hallway table. Upstairs, there was the dull thumping of the children’s footsteps.
 
         It came back to me, the way he had looked at me in the room at the Gresham — how his eyes had passed over my body, over my underwear, making assumptions of their own, as I told him about Michael Furey. A silent accusation that Michael had been the first man I’d laid down with.
 
         ‘Earl Street.’ I spat the words out. ‘You’ve been up Earl Street.’
 
         Gabriel closed his eyes and tilted his head right back, as though sunning himself. Still he said nothing.
 
         ‘I’m right, aren’t I? Gabriel.’ I was crying, still trying to keep my voice down for the sake of the children. ‘I tell you about a boy I used to walk with, and you take yourself straight to the tarts of Earl Street.’
 
         ‘Not Earl Street, Gretta,’ he finally said.
 
         ‘Where, then?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. I walked and walked, then I slept. When I woke up, I walked some more. I can’t tell you where I went, because I don’t know. I have no idea at all.’ 
         
 
         ‘For three days?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘All because of the tale of Michael Furey?’
 
         ‘Yes, Gretta. All because of the first love of your life. The one you lost.’
 
         ‘You’re taking the mick, Gabriel Conroy. Sure, you’re not serious about this.’
 
         ‘Serious enough, Gretta,’ he said to me. ‘You said as much to me at the Gresham. You said you were great with him. And then he died.’
 
         ‘Yes, I did say that. Exactly that. We were great. At that time. We walked miles together. Him being a lad, and me just a girl. Just children, Gabriel, that’s all we were! You’re not thinking …’
         
 
         ‘I don’t know what to think, Gretta. You were in such a state over the lad …’
 
         ‘O, for goodness’ sake. I’d got myself worked up over that silly song, that’s all. The boy died, Gabriel. And if he hadn’t died, do you really think I’d have ended up with him? Me already set to leave for Dublin?’
 
         ‘Who knows, Gretta? That’s the point, isn’t it. We will never know.’
 
         ‘And so what, Gabriel? Life goes on. We met, you and I, we fell in love, we married, we had two fine children and we had — have — a fine marriage. Are you telling me I shouldn’t have shared the story with you, Gabriel? Because if I’d kept my mouth shut, we’d be having none of this malarkey, would we?’
 
         ‘No. I’m glad you told me the story. I’m very, very glad you did.’
 
         
             

         
 
          
         WE GOT THROUGH THAT day, and the ones that followed. Don’t ask me how. Tom and Eva were alright — of course they were, I saw to that. They’d received lovely gifts for Christmas and were still having a grand time with them. We sat down to a nice meal and later in the day I suggested we pay a visit to some of the neighbours. I was hoping to lift Gabriel’s spirits with a change of scene. We put on our coats and hats and Gabriel’s splendid European galoshes and we galoshed ourselves around the neighbourhood.
         
 
         To describe Gabriel as up and down is to do a disservice to all the up-and-down people in the world trying to cheer up. He moped around people’s front rooms, engaging in half conversations, then drifted off as though he had forgotten the topic.
 
         A few people asked him if he was poorly. Yes, I am, he replied, nodding his head slowly, as though pondering the revelation afresh. Yes. Something I picked up in Dublin. And then he’d look my way — not accusingly, not at all like that — more like the look you’d get from a puppy begging for food. Except it wouldn’t be a puppy, it would be an old dog that had given up on life.
         
 
         At first I nodded and tut-tutted in sympathy. Yes, I said, once. O, the Morkans’ party — there was a chap there, a quite well-known tenor by the name of Mr Bartell D’Arcy, and he had a dreadful cold which stopped him performing and undoubtedly is now spreading itself among everybody who attended …
 
         I was carrying the story off, before remembering that it was Mr D’Arcy who’d sung the problematic song. I dropped that line of explanation. 
         
 
         After a while, though, I got entirely fed up with Gabriel. We’d galoshed on in someone else’s front door and for the umpteenth time demonstrated how the ridiculous guttapercha things worked. Then, just as a drink was being offered, just as we were all beginning to glow with the joy of the season itself, Gabriel remembered that he was irretrievably miserable.
 
         I was recognising the routine by then. Head tilted back, as though he’d just noticed cobwebs in a high corner. A faraway look in his eye. A glance my way. He was the model of patheticness.
 
         I’d had enough of it. While our hosts chatted to Tom and Eva, I skirted the room and took Gabriel’s side. I linked my arm through his, and leaned into him. I smiled, whispering in his ear, ‘Pull yourself together, Gabriel.’
 
         No response.
 
         ‘Stop moping,’ I went on, my lips close to his ear. ‘You’re ruining everything.’
 
         I would like to say that he immediately snapped out of the melancholy, stopped being the eejit and took up his usual overbearing ways. O, I would. I would love to tell you that. But he carried on carrying-on, running his fingers through his hair and sighing with total forlorn. I tried pressing his hand in a supportive way, but it made things worse. He turned to me and behind those gilt-rimmed glasses, his delicate and restless eyes (I stole that from ‘The Dead’ — thank you, Mr Joyce, just perfect) filled with tears. And that was him, for the rest of the day.
 
         
             

         
 
          
         THE CHRISTMAS PERIOD CAN bring out the worst in people, wouldn’t you agree? All that joy. All the utter loveliness. A few drinks on, the knives come out and it’s stoush time. Old family feuds, new ones festering; they all get an airing around Christmas time. So, we hold our breath, knowing normal life will resume once the new year settles itself down.
         
 
         Not for us, it didn’t, not that year. I began 1904 with a ghost.
 
         The ghost inhabited the body of my husband. The body functioned, in as much as it got out of bed every morning, cleaned itself, kissed its children on their foreheads and went off to work. It presided over dinner and chastised the children for slovenly table manners and praised them for excellence in other areas. To that extent, the body performed.
 
         The ghost within, however, had settled comfortably. All those little traits in a man that bother you under usual circumstances? Gone. No more pontificating on the importance of literature and Greek mythology. We heard no more about the superiority of Europe over Ireland — in the production of galoshes or any other class of item. The hangdog persona was to be a permanent thing.
 
         January drifted into February. Gabriel moped on. Only at home, mind you — he was too proud to let the wider world see he was miserable over a matter of the heart. The children asked me why their da was sad. I told them he was not feeling quite right. A lovely phrase that, covering the entire spectrum of ailments from a cold to lunacy.
 
         I was not at all sure what to do with him. I tried smothering him with kindness. I would spend hours cajoling him, assuring him that the child Michael Furey had long forfeited his hold on my heart. The whole situation was ridiculous. I could see it. Sure, you can see it. It was only a matter of time, I thought, before Gabriel himself would snap out of it. Meanwhile, I tried my best to maintain some notion of normality around the house.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I MENTIONED HE HAD stopped going on about literature. This is the moment, I suppose, where I should come clean about something. In terms of the whole story, this is where a person would mention it, if they ever planned to.
         
 
         Gabriel had a little job on the side, over and above the teaching. He reviewed books for The Daily Express, the Dublin newspaper. Those books used to arrive in their brown packaging. Prior to that Christmas, Gabriel would tear the paper off them, like a child opening gifts, fondling them and exclaiming his delight at ownership of them. Then he would polish up his reading spectacles and take on the book-look, as the children called it, before heading up to his study to read and write about them.
         
 
         After the Christmas party the packages kept coming, but Gabriel stopped opening them. At first there were just a few sitting on the hallway table, but the pile grew. Gabriel would walk in at night and barely glance at them.
 
         I started stacking the books underneath the table then; when the entire entrance to the house was starting to look like a paper-parcel factory, I moved them to his study.
 
         It saddened me greatly to see Gabriel lose interest in a passion that had always given him such joy — and one that bore no connection at all to the utterly depressing issue of Michael Furey. One night, when we were sitting quietly in the front room, I asked him about it. 
         
 
         ‘Do you not want to review the books any more, Gabriel?’ I said. Gabriel had been snoozing in his chair. He opened his eyes and looked at me as though he was confused by the question.
 
         ‘The books in your study. The ones that come from The Daily Express.’
         
 
         Gabriel shrugged: I might as well have been talking about visiting the moon. Then he rested his head back against the chair again and closed his eyes.
 
         ‘Shall I write to them, Gabriel? Shall I tell them you’re too busy now to be writing the column?’
 
         Maybe he had fallen asleep again. He didn’t stir to my question.
 
         Well, what was I to do? The obvious thing was to put a stop to the books arriving. But other thoughts were starting to niggle away at me around this time. Gabriel’s morose behaviour was confined to the home, generally, but what if it took over the man entirely? What if he reached a point where he was no longer able to work?
 
         Seize the day, my old da used to say, coming in from the morning chores. Seize the day, Gretta.
 
         The next morning, after Gabriel had left for work, I telephoned The Daily Express. I explained that Gabriel had been unwell, and I apologised for the absence of his column in recent weeks. O yes, I told the nice chap, he’s well again. You’ll be receiving his work regularly from now on.
         
 
         I went into Gabriel’s study. There must have been twelve or more packages. I took his letter opener from the top drawer of his desk and slit them all open.
 
         None of the books was of particular interest to me. There was poetry, lots of it — I liked poems but of late I’d come to associate poems with songs, and songs with one song in particular and you don’t need reminding of what that was.
         
 
         I opened more drawers, searching. Eventually, I found what I was looking for — a folder with newspaper clippings in it. They were the published reviews that Gabriel had already written. In another drawer, I found reviews for the same books, written by other people and published elsewhere.
 
         I laughed, grateful for the competitive aspect of Gabriel’s former self. He used to read those other reviews and criticise the shallow nature of their analysis, compared to his own. I’d guessed correctly — in spite of his general derision, he wouldn’t throw them away.
 
         I set to work. I took the first book and shuffled through all the clippings, putting aside the ones with a nice turn of phrase. Finally, I took up the pen and started to write my first review.
 
         It was not difficult, not at all. In fact, I got into the swing of it very quickly. A sentence pilfered here, another there, and the odd word changed along the way to reflect Gabriel’s particular glossary.
 
         Because he’d fallen behind in the reviews, most of the books had received attention elsewhere, in other newspapers and journals. And although he’d stopped cutting things out, the papers themselves had continued to pile up. I had a grand time matching the reviews with the books, then creating my first very own literary column.
 
         I worked on it for some time. Under the light of Gabriel’s desk lamp, I felt quite the scholar. I took care with the balance of the thing. From what I’d read, it seemed important to say a few nasty things as well as some pleasant points. I got three books written about, in that first attempt.
         
 
         With a flourish of the pen, I signed off. G. C. I laughed; Gabriel had never signed the column with his full name, on account of being slightly embarrassed at contributing to a Unionist newspaper. It was a bit of luck that he and I shared the same initial for our first names.
         
 
         The envelope was posted that day — fifteen shillings would arrive in due course, to be quietly put away for the future. The real income, however, came from selling the books in town, down on Bachelor’s Walk and Aston’s Quay. Brand-new books, hot off the press. Once a month I’d head into Dublin with a heavy suitcase, and come home with a heavy pocket.
 
         How long did I get away with it? I’m guessing you’re wondering about that. To be truthful, I can’t recall when I stopped. However, I can tell you that I was never caught out — Gabriel was away with the fairies and had no idea. As for the newspaper, well, there were no complaints from that quarter. I put aside a tidy sum of money as a result, money I was to be grateful for later on.
 
         
             

         
 
         ONE NIGHT, MANY MONTHS into the misery, Gabriel and I lay together in bed with the curtains open and the moon lighting the room. It was no great occasion, no different from any other night: two souls lost in their own loneliness.
         
 
         Gabriel leaned across and took my hand between his. My heart missed a beat. It was the first time he had reached for me since the night at the Gresham.
 
         He rubbed my hand, as though warming it. O, that moment. I thought we were grand at long last. I started crying. He held my hand up to the pale light. I looked across at him. He was staring out the window.
         
 
         ‘Were they rough?’ he said quietly.
 
         ‘What?’ I thought I hadn’t heard him properly.
 
         ‘Were they rough?’
 
         ‘Were what rough?’
 
         ‘His hands. Michael Furey’s hands.’
 
         Gabriel was still holding my hand, but he stopped rubbing it. His head had not moved, his eyes fixed on the night sky.
 
         Tears gathered in the back of my throat, choking me. I thought I might drown in their saltiness. For a moment, I wished for that. Then I swallowed hard, forced down the anger and sadness.
 
         ‘He worked in the gasworks, didn’t you tell me that? His hands must have been rough, Gretta.’
 
         I pulled my hand out from between his and turned away to the wall.
 
         
             

         
 
         AT TIMES I LOST my temper. It was not in my nature to be putting up with a moping man. I’d tell Gabriel to get over himself and get on with it. It being life.
         
 
         In the middle of February, he disappeared. He was gone for a night. Again, he returned with no clear explanation for his absence. From then on, he came and went. O, he kept teaching — from the outside looking in, you’d not necessarily notice any difference in the man at all. Some people remarked from time to time that he seemed tired, or Not his usual self, meaning he was no longer shoving his opinions down everyone’s throats. But the moment he crossed our doorway, the remnants of his old personality excused themselves and he got the beaten look again. 
         
 
         This went on. And on. I’m not talking months any more. I’m saying to you that it went on for years. Tiresome, isn’t it, even reading about it. Imagine living it. But what do you do?
 
         The children got used to their da being as he was; I believe they’d forgotten he’d ever been any other way. I’d got used to his physical and emotional absence. You can get used to most things, once you give up any notion of changing them.
 
         
             

         
 
         IT WAS A WARM Saturday morning at the end of spring in 1907. Tom and Eva had gone off somewhere. I was hanging the washing outside. Gabriel was in the garden, too, tinkering with his bicycle.
         
 
         Ever since university, he’d taken a month’s cycle tour somewhere in Europe over summer. He’d go with old friends. That year the destination was France. In the past, Gabriel’s absence had been some source of aggravation to me, being that it precluded any other possibility of a family holiday for us all. But since the whole drama of the Morkans’ Christmas party, I’d come to look forward to his departure as much as he did.
 
         So yes. It was a warm Saturday and we were both as happy as circumstances would allow. The birds were chirping their little heads off. You could smell the scent of flowers growing along the garden wall.
 
         Gabriel’s bicycle was leaning against the side of the house, and he was crouched there beside it, working away. If you’d glanced over the wall, you might have been falsely envious at the picture of domestic serenity. Birds singing, washing flapping away, man whistling. All very lovely indeed.
 
         The warm breeze caught the sheets and lifted them up around my head. They flicked against my face. From within the whiteout, I listened hard. Between the birdsong, I made out a tune. As he worked away on his bicycle, Gabriel was whistling ‘The Lass of Aughrim’.
         
 
         I couldn’t move, not a single part of my body. What it might have looked like — a pair of legs protruding from a jumble of flapping white sheets — is anyone’s guess.
 
         The whistling stopped. I might have breathed then. I must have, at some point. I didn’t look out. On it went, the whistling. Then Gabriel starting to sing in a soft voice:
 
         
            
               If you be the lass of Aughrim
               
 
               As I am taking you mean to be
               
 
               Tell me the first token
               
 
               That passed between you and me
               

            

         
 
         I STOOD INSIDE THE washing for a long time. I know it was a long time because the sky above me changed. There was brilliant blue, then cobwebs of cloud drifted across. They thickened to a white haze. I stayed still, just looking up. Grey replaced the haze and I got cold. Fat, cool drops of rain hit my face, just one or two at first, then more and more, like fists. I heard Gabriel picking up his tools and wheeling his bicycle into the shed. He kept on singing.
         
 
         
            
               O don’t you remember
               
 
               That night on yon green hill
               
 
               When we both met together
               
 
               Which I am sorry now to tell
               

            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            
               The rain falls on my yellow locks
               
 
               And the dew it wets my skin;
               
 
               My babe lies cold within my arms:
               
 
               Lord Gregory let me in
               

            

         
 
         IT WAS POURING. I stayed entirely still until I was as sodden and  cold as the washing hanging around me, as wet as Michael  Furey had been under my window.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         GABRIEL HAD BEEN GONE two weeks when the news came. It  was a Tuesday afternoon. Tom and Eva had finished their  lunch and were reading in the front room. There was a knock  at the door and I knew.
         
 
         It was a police constable. I don’t recall his name now but he  was not much more than a lad; a downy hint of a moustache  across his top lip. He took off his helmet and held it against  his chest.
 
         ‘Mrs Conroy?’ he said. His helmet looked enormous, too  big for his little head.
 
         ‘Yes,’ I replied.
 
         ‘Mrs Gretta Conroy?’
 
         I nodded. He was holding an envelope in his hand. Get on  with it, lad, I was thinking.
 
         I’m afraid …’ he started. His voice cracked.
 
         ‘I know.’
 
         The constable looked confused. ‘I beg your pardon … you  know?’
 
         ‘Yes. It’s Gabriel.’
 
         The poor lad, he didn’t know where to put himself. He held  out the envelope. There were tears in his eyes. Bless. 
         
 
         ‘So, Mrs Conroy … excuse me … has someone already been? It only happened yesterday …’
 
         He was staring at me, evidently not expecting this response to such terrible news. My eyes were dry, I was calm. His hand had been shaking as he handed me the envelope but my own was quite still, quite sure. It was all I could do to stop myself putting my arm around his shoulder and giving him a lovely big hug.
 
         ‘No one’s been,’ I said to him. ‘But thank you, constable, for the confirmation.’
 
         ‘Would you like me to contact someone? To come around, I mean …?’
 
         ‘No, no,’ I said. ‘I’m alright. Thank you.’
 
         The young policeman stepped backwards down the steps, putting his hat back on his head. He was nodding, bowing almost, staring at me with a confused frown.
 
         ‘Are you alright yourself?’ I asked him.
 
         ‘O … yes, Mrs Conroy. And … my condolences. Such a tragedy.’
 
         They had been cycling on a track along a bank, high above the Loire River. Gabriel had been at the back of the group. They had been calling out among themselves — there were five of them — and after a time someone noticed that Gabriel was not contributing to the banter. They stopped and turned back. He wasn’t there.
 
         The four retraced their route back to the last bend. Buried in the long grass was a little rock. Nearby, the grass had been torn away. The men looked down the steep ravine and saw Gabriel’s bicycle on the rocks far below. Gabriel’s body lay next to it.
 
         Ever since that day he’d been singing away, fixing the bike, I’d wondered how he’d do it. I was grateful, for the  children and for the old aunties, that he’d made it so swift,  so easy to explain.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         THE FUNERAL WAS SUITABLY mournful and everyone talked  about Gabriel’s fine attributes. A man cut down in his  prime, a tragedy for the wife and those young children.  On they went, the tributes, and I couldn’t help but think  how Gabriel would have just loved every word spoken  about himself. My heart was full of grief, of course it was,  but it was an old, comfortable grief, one that I had got  accustomed to living with. Kate and Julia Morkan were  devastated; I had to support them both through the service  and at the graveside. They whispered to me that there’d  never again be an annual Christmas dance, in respect of  Gabriel’s memory.
         
 
         Eventually, I sold our home in Monkstown and we moved  into Dublin, to a much smaller house. Years passed, Tom and  Eva grew into fine young adults and made their own way in  the world. They followed their father’s footsteps to university,  then on to teach.
 
         Gabriel’s will provided for us — there were his own savings,  and on top of that he’d been left a sizeable inheritance from  his own parents. We were alright, in the end.
 
         
            [image: ]
            

         
 
         O, THE FUN THE scholars have had, in the absence of an alternative  account of the fall-out from the Morkans’ Christmas dance.  The epiphany analysis — didn’t that just take off! Once it  was decided that my mention of Michael Furey constituted an epiphany for Gabriel, then the academics crawled over Dubliners, finding similar such Moments of Revelation.
         
 
         To be fair, I suppose it was an epiphany for Gabriel. He never recovered from it, after all. And I don’t for one minute imagine my version of events will stop any of this discussion. But it’s been nice, all the same, to share it. To point out that one man’s epiphany was his woman’s regrettable slip of the tongue.
 
         Two or three years after Gabriel’s death, I made the acquaintance of a man. I won’t divulge his name now — I don’t want to go dragging the poor fellow into the limelight — but he was a lovely fellow, himself on his own, having never found the right woman to marry.
 
         We met at the Morkans’ Christmas party — yes, I know, they were never going to have another. Well, they decided in the end that in spite of the sadness of death, life does go on and it requires some regular celebration, otherwise, really, what’s the point of it all?
 
         So yes. I met the chap at the party. He was an acquaintance of one of the aunties’ piano students — someone I had never before laid eyes on, and he knew nothing about myself. He was rather handsome and was taking quite an interest in me, chatting on. Eventually the questions began.
 
         No, I wasn’t married. Yes, I had been married, widowed some years back. Yes, a cycling trip in France, a tragic accident, a terrible time for the whole family.
 
         I watched his eyes well with tears as I told him my story — not the story about Michael Furey, but the one about Gabriel Conroy. Already this stranger was engaging in a terrible battle — a duel with the ghost of Gabriel Conroy, a man he never knew.
         
 
         I touched his arm, excused myself and went to help out with the supper. 
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            RECREATION

         
 
         It might have been fifty years ago when it happened. Fifty, or forty or sixty. Hei aha … doesn’t matter, time, but if you’re fussy, well, it was long before we had the fancy satellites bringing us the pānui on the sky’s business.
         
 
         I was a weather presenter, one of the first when television started in New Zealand. I was the only one in the Auckland studio. Later on the other cities had their own television stations, but Auckland was first so it’s true I was it. I was young and not too bad-looking either — long time ago now! Charisma was the word they used, when they talked about Tāwhirimātea. Charisma and potential.
         
 
         By chance, I’d bought a new suit earlier that particular day, a lovely new suit and a tie to match. It had been a really beautiful morning — a breeze, a nice dry heat that played with washing on clotheslines and made the womenfolk happy. January, I think it might have been. So, at the end of this beautiful day, I was in the studio in my new clothes, feeling good about life, all set to go.
         
 
         The picture of New Zealand was on the wall behind me, and I had my pointer in my hand. I stood before the camera, ready to read off my cue, and I pointed to the map. First, the kōrero on that day’s weather, that big bold word FINE printed in yellow boxes across the country. That’s how they did it then, yellow boxes and big simple words.
 
         That all went okay. I mean, that bit was always hōhā, in my opinion. Everyone already knew they’d had a fine day. It was the next part people were interested in. What tomorrow would bring.
 
         The markings on the map were complicated — highs and lows coming at us from all directions. I had just begun my commentary when, pae kare, everything failed. All the equipment.
 
         My cues stopped rolling. The guys scrambled around, fiddling with the electric cables, smacking the sides of their cameras with the palms of their hands, trying to get things going. It had never happened before. We had no instructions on what to do in a situation like this. There was no picture going out, nothing on anyone’s television screens, just static.
 
         While all the fuss was going on, I closed my eyes. Things ran through my head. They played themselves fast-forward, fast-backward, all over the show. The words were out of my mouth before I knew it. There was just the sound of me telling people what the weather would be like the next day.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         HEAVY RAIN WAY UP north, hard, fast, flooding out the little bridge just outside of Kerikeri. Thunder, lightning. I told the viewers all about that. Steer clear of there tomorrow, kia tūpato. Dangerous, you better stay home. Dust stirring in big clouds further down the east coast, skinny cows pushing their heads through wire fences, mouths reaching for grass on the roadside. Drought. Nothing new there, not worth a mention but I talked about it, all the same, talked about those skinny cows with nothing to eat. Down down down the coast, across the Cook Strait, view tilted in the wind. The coast again, then inland. A shiver. Wrong season. What’s this? Crisp, crunchy frost touching the ripe stonefruit on the trees in Central Otago — kia tere, people, hurry up, get outside now, see to your crops. Cover them up … and on I went, right to down to Stewart Island.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         WHEN I OPENED MY eyes, the lights were on. The studio was silent. Everyone was staring at me. The producer came in. He had a huge brown moustache and it quivered like a mouse under the paw of a cat.
         
 
         ‘What the hell was that?’ he yelled at me. He was straining at me; if the camera guys hadn’t stepped in he would have punched me, without a doubt.
 
         ‘The weather forecast,’ I told him.
 
         ‘Whose bloody forecast?’ he stormed on. ‘The viewing public … Jesus …’
 
         ‘There wasn’t a viewing public,’ I said. ‘No one could see me.’

         I was only young, remember. Pretty cheeky, back then. 
         
 
         ‘You’re fired,’ he said. ‘Get out.’ Then he turned to the crew. ‘How much of that shit went out?’
 
         ‘Not much,’ one of the camera guys said.
 
         ‘Thank Christ for that,’ said that producer.
 
         The next day, it rained and rained up north. Flood waters broke through the banks of the Kerikeri River and washed right through the settlement, taking out a bridge on the edge of town. There was a car on it, a green Zephyr. The driver made it out okay, but the river took the car.
 
         A freak frost spoiled acres of apricots in the deep south.
 
         I sat at home, by my transistor, and listened to the reports of the chaos around the country. In between the bulletins, I worried about how I was going to pay the bills now that I was out of a job.
 
         The next day, I got a call from someone at the station. Could I come and see the boss, this person wanted to know. I put on my new suit and a clean shirt, and went in.
 
         It was quiet as I walked through the corridors. I’d never been in that part of the building before. The door to the boss’s office was open. I stood there and waited, there was nothing to knock on. The boss, I forget his name now (they came and went), was sitting behind his desk. He jumped up and came to the open door, holding out his hand for me to shake.
 
         ‘It’s Tar-ferry, isn’t it?’ he said, and I nodded. Back then no one made an effort with the reo. ‘Come in, come in. Take a seat.’
 
         He was pretty nervous, I could see that, one hand shaking mine, the other not knowing where to put itself. It hovered over my back, nearly touching me but not quite. I think he feared a shock if he closed the circuit between our bodies. 
         
 
         The office was all dark wood panels, with a couch and matching armchair in the corner and two little round tables shaped like kidneys. We sat facing each other over one of the little tables.
 
         ‘What happened the other day, Tarferry.’
 
         I wasn’t sure whether this was a question, it sounded more like the beginning of something. I thought he might be working out what to say next. I waited.
 
         He scratched the back of his neck. ‘Well, what the hell did happen?’
 
         ‘There was a power failure …’
 
         ‘I know that. I know about the bloody power failure. I mean, how’d you do it? How’d you predict what was going to happen … with so much detail?’
 
         The poor guy was hunched forward in his chair, hands clasped between his knees. The look on his face was somewhere between excitement and terror.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, I really can’t explain it.’ I wanted to laugh but I held back; I could see that it would upset him more.
 
         ‘Does it happen often?’ he asked.
 
         ‘It’s the first time there’s been a power failure when I’ve been on,’ I said.
 
         ‘No, no … I mean, can you do it all the time, predict with such accuracy?’
 
         I shrugged my shoulders. These questions were a bit much. ‘It’s just something that happens.’
 
         I forget exactly how the rest of the conversation went, but what it came down to was this: I had got the forecast right, but they couldn’t have me closing my eyes and chanting my predictions on television. 
         
 
         ‘It’s not professional,’ the boss said. Science was marching on, worldwide, new gadgets being invented every day that would improve the accuracy of weather forecasting. My particular method wasn’t the future direction of the New Zealand Broadcasting Corporation.
 
         ‘That’s okay,’ I remember saying, standing up to leave.
 
         ‘I want to keep you,’ he said. ‘I want to keep you, but I don’t know what the hell to do with you.’
 
         ‘Kei te pai,’ I said, and he looked at me blankly. ‘That’s alright. Good on you.’
 
         He wouldn’t let me walk out the door. I got up to leave, thinking our kōrero was over, and he’d get all anxious again: leaning forward, blocking my way. In the end, we came to an agreement. We agreed that I would be the back-up weather presenter in situations of extreme emergency. I would stay on full pay, come in every day as usual. Everything would be the same, except I wouldn’t go on camera. Unless it was an emergency. If that happened, I would step forward and repeat the performance of the previous day.
 
         ‘But, if you could just stick to the facts,’ said the boss. ‘Without the embellishments and the lingo. Just use words like fine and wet and windy. That would be good if you could do that, Tarferry.’
         
 
         I wasn’t happy with this suggestion, but I had to accept it. It wasn’t just me I had to think about — I was also supporting my elderly father, who lived on his own, way out in the country.
 
         ‘Alright,’ I said. ‘That sounds okay to me.’
 
         As far as these sorts of agreements go, it was a pretty good one. It outlasted his career, whoever he was, and several bosses to follow. It outlasted entire changes of staff, changes in policies. Changes, even, in the weather patterns themselves.
         
 
         It happened now and again that I was called on to present the weather. I managed to stick to the rules. No matter what was going on in my head, I kept to the script: fine, wet, windy, cyclone … these words were all okay.
 
         Some time further down the track, the deal was altered. When was it? I can’t recall. But just as seasons had come and gone and returned, change caught up with me.
 
         One day, the boss told me not to bother with the make-up. The new weather presenters were all trained as meteorologists, capable of winging it if the technology went pakaru. I could just stick to showing school groups around the studio. You’ve got so much knowledge about the place, Tāwhiri, she said. It was a she by then, and people were starting to make an effort with the reo. More than anyone else here. The look on her face was gentle, kind; she was doing me a favour.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         NOW I’M AN INSTITUTION; part of the PR. I’m the old fella who comes in every day, looking sharp in his suit and tie, kept on to entertain the cheeky schoolkids. This is Tāwhiri! He was one of the original weather presenters! And he’s still with us! 
         
 
         My pay got dropped back ages ago. But I keep coming in. What else would an old weatherman do with his time?
 
         
             

         
 
         CHILDREN IN THE CORRIDOR — the slap slap of loose leather sandals against tough heels, a chicken-coop racket. They burst through the doors of the newsroom.
         
 
         ‘Shush, you’ve got to be quiet in here,’ their teacher says.
 
         I watch them over the top of my newspaper, from my chair in the corner. Rich kids, you can tell — little hands gripping i-things, all the expensive shirts and shoes and hats.
         
 
         The teacher’s a young man, barely taller than some of the boys. His head’s shaved, he wears an earring. His students have infected him with the excitement of celebrity spotting. His eyes dart around the room. He glances my way, but my face is not one to know.
 
         ‘That’s what’s-her-name,’ he says, elbowing one of the fathers with the group. The teacher and the father-help ogle at Carole in the way men have looked at women since time began. ‘What’s-her-name, you know, the weather chick?’
 
         The children have spotted Carole too; they nudge each other and point, then set about the business of checking that it really is her. Ticking off this flesh and blood female against the real Carole Joseph — the larger-than-life beauty on their big plasma screens.
 
         Long blonde hair, parted on the side and layered to frame her face. Skinny as. I reckon you’ve got to look like that to be a weather presenter now. Immaculate make-up, sapphire earrings picking up the blue of her eyes.
 
         The girls like Carole’s ruby-red shoes. ‘See, sir, she doesn’t wear her slippers on TV,’ they giggle.
 
         Carole swivels in her chair, gives them a wave. ‘Welcome.’
 
         The girls smile coyly, hands fluttering back like birds in a birdbath. The boys look down, scuff their expensive runners at invisible spots on the floor.
 
         ‘Looks like a good weekend coming up,’ says Carole, pointing at the big anti-cyclone on her computer screen. ‘Who’s got plans to do stuff outside?’
 
         The children say nothing. They stare at each other and giggle. 
         
 
         ‘Don’t be shy, guys,’ says the teacher. He’s a puff ed-up rooster now. ‘I have,’ he says to Carole. ‘Big beach party up at Orewa. My birthday.’
 
         ‘Well, you’re lucky, it should be fine,’ says Carole. ‘What school are you from?’
 
         ‘Crawford Intermediate,’ says a boy at the front, fists shoved hard in the pockets of his baggy jeans. One of his friends sniggers and the boy punches him in the arm.
 
         ‘Ouch. Fuck off.’
 
         ‘Ryan,’ the teacher says vaguely, still looking at Carole.
 
         ‘What’s the day looking like out there?’ Carole carries on with that beautiful white smile, ignoring the swearing, the gawking of the men.
 
         ‘You should know!’ the children chorus, giggling.
 
         ‘Oh yeah, suppose I should,’ says Carole, grinning. She uses that line every time a class visits.
 
         A boy at the back of the group says ‘lame’. Three brisk steps, the teacher is next to him. He grabs the boy’s arm tightly, above his elbow. The boy does not pull away.
 
         ‘Ta-ferry, I warned you,’ the teacher says to the boy.
 
         My namesake stands taller than his classmates, his arms folded across his chest. His clothes are hand-me-downs. His hair is cut short and his eyes are the same colour as mine, pounamu.
 
         He is covered in eczema, this boy — angry red blotches on the backs of his legs, on his neck and inside his arms. He’s agitated, scratching at himself with his free hand.
 
         The teacher’s voice is calm, free of emotion. His jaw is clenched, sinews in his neck stretched taut, as though he wants to bite the boy. I wonder whether manhandling is allowed again in schools. I thought not, but I can never keep up with the changes.
         
 
         ‘Well, sorry, but it was lame,’ my namesake says.
         
 
         ‘That was rude, and you will apologise,’ says the teacher.
 
         ‘No offence,’ this boy says, looking straight at Carole. ‘I just thought it was a bit lame, you know. A bit of a lame joke for a weather person.’
 
         Carole laughs. ‘You’re absolutely right. It is lame. Sometimes I get away with it, and sometimes, when the kids are smart, I don’t.’
 
         ‘Watch yourself, Ta-ferry,’ says the teacher. He’s still holding the boy’s arm.
 
         I hear it, clearly, from one of the other boys. Cheeky darkie. Sniggers ripple around the group. The teacher tries not to smile.
         
 
         Patty from public relations has finally caught up with the group. ‘Sorry guys,’ she pants, as she comes through the door. There are little beads of sweat across her top lip, damp half moons under her arms. She glances around the room, looking for me.
 
         ‘There you are, Tāwhiri,’ she says.
 
         ‘Yes, here I am,’ I reply, and I fold my newspaper and stand.
 
         The visitors swing around, startled to see me — even the teacher, who has forgotten I am in the corner. They look me up and down, trying to place me in the women’s magazines. They take in my grey suit, my white shirt and my meteorological tie, the one with the big H against a bright yellow background. The children — some of them — are sniggering again … Hey, Taferry, he’s your grandad … I wait for blunt words of reprimand from the teacher but he says nothing. 
         
 
         ‘Everybody, over here, please,’ says Patty. ‘This is Tāwhiri. Tāwhiri is our, how shall we say, Tāwhiri?’
 
         Patty’s thin eyebrows almost touch her fringe. I try not to close my eyes but the sudden drop in air pressure is pushing hard against my temples … Cyclone leaves the strangest of moulds and fungi in its wake … and when I open my eyes, Patty’s mouth is stretched wide in a tense smile, her teeth clamped together as though she is frightened to breathe the same dehydrating, ageing air as me.
         
 
         ‘I’m the schools’ host,’ I say.
 
         ‘Yes,’ Patty shrills.
 
         Great westerly winds summoned by Titokowaru to mask his gun-fire attacks against the land-grabbing British … I drag myself back to now.
         
 
         ‘Tāwhiri is our host! He was one of our first weather presenters! He’s been here longer than anyone else. How many years now, Tāwhiri?’
 
         I shrug and smile. How many years?
 
         ‘A long time anyway,’ says Patty. ‘He could step into that studio and present the weather off the top of his head! Probably … couldn’t you, Tāwhiri.’
 
         I smile again.
 
         ‘So. Who knows anything about reading a weather map?’ says Patty.
 
         One of the girls standing next to Tāwhiri-my-namesake says something under her breath. The class sniggers and the girl dances a hip-hop shuffle, fingers pointing to the ground.
 
         The teacher rounds on young Tāwhiri and takes his arm again. I can see that the grip is tight, that the boy must be hurting, but he doesn’t flinch. 
         
 
         ‘I warned you, Ta-ferry,’ says the teacher.
 
         The boy closes his eyes and opens them again. ‘It wasn’t me, sir.’ He’s brave, but not so far from tears now.
 
         ‘Get out,’ says the teacher. ‘If you insist on ruining it for everyone, just get out.’
 
         The boy moves away from the group, towards the door. I’m surprised he backs down so easily but then I see the faces of his classmates: in this group, he is utterly alone.
 
         I step forward and reach out, letting my hand fall on the teacher’s arm. ‘The boy’s right,’ I say. ‘It wasn’t him.’
 
         The teacher’s eyes roam the length of me — the ancient skin on my hand, my old suit. I see the beginning of a sneer, only the beginning; I leave my hand resting on his bare skin. It cools under my touch. I feel goosebumps rise. The sneer falls away.
 
         ‘Oh,’ the teacher says. He would like to say more but cannot.
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘You’re sure about that?’
 
         ‘Oh yes, I’m sure. I was watching, you see.’
 
         ‘Alright then.’ He glares at the boy. The boy looks at me.
 
         ‘And his name is pronounced Tāwhiri. Taa-whiri,’ I say quietly.
         
 
         The sneer returns, but the teacher says nothing. Soon he will feel a shiver run through his body. For the rest of this stifling, still day he will be chilled to the bone, unable to warm himself up. When the shiver happens, that almost imperceptible quiver, I deliver him my widest, most charming weatherman smile.
 
         Tāwhiri-my-namesake is standing tall again, at the back of the group. Those green eyes are fixed on me now. I meet his stare and hold it. 
         
 
         ‘Kia ora koutou. Would anyone like to start with a question?’ I say to the group, and the boy raises his hand. The teacher shakes his head in disbelief.
 
         ‘What would you like to know?’ I ask.
 
         ‘Everything,’ he says.
 
         ‘Where shall I start?’ I say.
 
         ‘At the beginning, please.’
 
         The beginning’s so long ago, too long. But when I close my eyes, it’s all there. It’s the boy. With the boy standing there, it is all clear in my mind. I open my eyes. There is only him and me.
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         THERE WERE SIX OF us, all boys. I was the youngest. We were the sort of kids who spent all our free time outside; I suppose these days we would be skateboarders, or rugby players. Back then, we found our own fun.
         
 
         We lived miles away from anyone else. I can’t tell you whether we learned the same things as town kids; our mother just taught us things as we needed to know them.
 
         You know what it’s like when you’re the youngest. You get no say in anything. There’d been this business going on at home, my older brothers getting angry that they were missing out on stuff. Things you could do in towns, like school and sport, girls probably. Anyway, these fights had been going on for a while and Tāne and Tū — they were the oldest — they’d been talking to Mum a lot, when Dad wasn’t listening, trying to get her on their side.
 
         But the thing about Mum was she was stubborn. No matter how much Tāne and Tū would talk to her, trying to get her to convince Dad to even think about shifting, she wouldn’t listen. We belong out here, in the country, she’d say. We all belong together, out here.
         
 
         So.
 
         One time, towards nightfall, we were summoned to hear some news, not by our mother and father, as you might expect, but by Tāne. He stood on the back steps and hollered for all of us. ‘Kia tere, get inside, you guys,’ he called out. ‘There are things to be said.’
 
         The house was a wooden cottage, small for a family of eight. It was on top of a hill, near the sea. Don’t ask me where, I can’t remember. Hei aha, doesn’t matter.
 
         So Tāne stood on the steps and yelled. This was back before there were all the modern gadgets, PlayStations and the like, certainly no cellphones, no texting to get us home. Tangaroa was down at the sea swimming and old green fingers Rongo was round the back, fixing stakes in Mum’s vege garden. Haumia was off in the bush doing who knows what, he spent hours in there and when you asked him what he’d been up to, he’d just shrug his shoulders and say, This and that. Looking back now, I have my suspicions as to what he might have been growing in there. But that’s another story.
         
 
         Where was Tū? Off causing trouble somewhere, of course. He just couldn’t help but pick a fight. I saw him arguing with himself one day, marching along the dusty metal road, bare-chested in his raggy shorts, ranting and raving to himself, waving a long stick, conducting one side of an armed attack on The Enemy, then taking up The Enemy’s position and defending it to the death.
 
         Anyway. 
         
 
         I was just inches away from Tāne. I was hiding under the house, under the step he was standing on. Under the house was where I went when I got the itch. The itch came before a rise or fall in the air temperature; it started in my hair and it spread down my neck, down my back and front. It was a rash that crawled all over my body; I couldn’t stop scratching. It drove me mad and also everyone around me. I’d disappear under the house to get away from everyone so my scratching didn’t annoy them. Once the storms started, the rash would fade and the itching would stop. It was just a matter of waiting it out.
 
         So I was right there as Tāne stomped down the steps. When he stopped to yell, I reached up and laid my hands against the hard underneath of the step, the wood separating me and him. I felt the vibration of his call run through his body, through the soles of his boots, right through the timber and into the palms of my hands. When I lifted my hands away from the wooden surface, the rash was deep and pulsing on my palms. I could feel tiny blisters forming. I listened as he stomped back up the steps.
 
         The first lightning struck just as I was squeezing out through the gap in the weatherboards onto the damp grass. A flash of pale, like a sheet flicking in the wind.
 
         I was crouching on the ground, my head tucked into my shoulders. How many seconds? I guessed at six, and started counting slowly. One, two, three, four, five … six. The thunder felt as though it was deep in the ground beneath me, more vibrations, like the ones from Tāne’s footsteps. I grinned. I always got it right. I jumped to my feet and took the steps, two at a time, into the house. 
         
 
         I was the last to come in. The storm had knocked the power out, candles were burning in the front room. There were six; two on the mantelpiece, one on the windowsill and three on the wooden table. The candles were always ready, boxes of matches sitting nearby. In those days, the power seemed to be off as often as it was on; any storm would take it out.
 
         Ae, everyone was there. My mother was sitting in the armchair in the corner. My brothers were gathered around her. There was Tāne at the back of the chair, his hand resting on Mum’s shoulder, as though he owned her. On either side were two more, I think Rongo and Haumia, then the other two were sitting at her feet. I thought maybe we were going to have a family photograph taken, maybe that’s what the occasion was, because that’s exactly how everyone looked — all stiff and uncomfortable. I’d probably get told to go and tidy up for the photo, get some decent pants on at least.
 
         Dad was on the other side of the room, standing in the doorway.
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         IS THE BOY STILL with me? The others have drifted off elsewhere with Patty, but I don’t care about them.
         
 
         Yes, he’s there, hasn’t moved all this time. How long have I been talking? The big black clock on the wall says no time at all, but that can’t be right. I’ll speak to someone about the batteries in that clock.
 
         The boy nods at me; Carry on is what he’s saying. If he moves away with the others, I will no longer remember.
         
 
         It is a joy to remember, a joy. 
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         DAD WAS AS TALL as the doorframe, only just fitting under it as he passed through. His shoulders filled the space sideways. I always thought that one day he had stood quite still in an empty green field, his great arms crossed on his chest, and men had come with their timber and their tools and built our house around him.
         
 
         That is what I didn’t understand, on the night that Tāne called us to the house. My father was standing in the doorway but he had shrunk. I could see great dark spaces above his head and around his body.
 
         His head hung low, his dark curly hair falling forward over his face.
 
         ‘Dad, are you okay?’ I said. ‘Are you sick? What’s wrong with you?’
 
         My father said nothing. He didn’t lift his head.
 
         Tāne spoke. In the flickering light of the candles, I saw that his hand was still on my mother’s shoulder.
 
         ‘For a long time, things haven’t been right,’ Tāne said.
 
         I looked at Mum again. This was probably going to be a bit of a telling off. We had these family meetings now and again, where we all got pulled into line for playing up. Mum and Dad would let things go for ages, then they would decide Enough’s enough, and get us all in together for a kōrero. That’s what this was. A telling off.
         
 
         ‘We’re sick of living out here in the wops,’ Tāne went on. He was staring at Dad. ‘We’ve had enough, man. We’re going.’
 
         ‘Where?’ 
         
 
         ‘We’re going to the city. No future here, no jobs, no nothing.’
 
         ‘No.’ Barely a whisper, this new voice of my father.
 
         ‘You can stay. Please yourself. Mum can please herself too. But we’re going, all of us kids.’
 
         Outside the house and inside my head, the pressure rose and fell. The pain was like fire.
 
         ‘No one asked me,’ I said. ‘No one has asked me.’
 
         Tāne stepped out from behind my mother’s chair. Every time he took a step forward, he seemed to grow taller, broader. I looked back at my father, who seemed to be disappearing with each of Tāne’s movements.
 
         ‘What are you doing, Mum? Staying, or coming with us kids?’
 
         The idea was so stupid, I laughed. I cracked up, you’d say these days. Outside the storm was cracking along too; the wind had come up and was hissing through the crannies of the weatherboards, bringing a chill to the room. Rain smashed hard against the windows, as though it was knocking to come in and dampen my pōrangi giggling.
 
         What were my brothers doing? Nothing. They sat quite still, at my mother’s side, and let Tāne speak for them. After a time, I stopped laughing.
 
         ‘Mum,’ I said. ‘Tell him to cut it out.’
 
         My mother had lost her will to speak. Her eyes were dark, empty. I watched as they filled with tears. She didn’t brush them away; they ran down her face in two tiny wet lines. I looked over again to Dad. He had put his hands against the doorframe, as though he needed it for support to stop him falling to the ground.
 
         Tāne started pacing around the room. He pulsed life, energy. I had always been frightened of him, my oldest brother; the only one to take on Tū and win a fight. He put himself out there as a peaceful guy but look out if anyone challenged him.
         
 
         ‘Mum won’t let us down. What mother would let her kids go off to the city? On their own?’ Tāne was ranting now.
 
         A terrible tight feeling was building in my chest. I’d had enough of this. Tāne had gone pōrangi. Bloody crazy. I got up off the floor and stood before him, between his huge body and my father.
 
         ‘Kāti,’ I shouted at him. ‘Cut it out. What do you think you’re doing?’
 
         He pushed me away. ‘Keep out of this,’ he said. ‘You’re the youngest, you don’t understand.’
 
         The power came back on, though the wind and the rain were still howling outside. I turned back to my mother. Under the harsh glare of the bare light bulbs, she looked so pale. She was sobbing.
 
         ‘Tāwhiri’s right,’ she screamed at Tāne. ‘You’re mad. I don’t know what all this is about, but I’m not leaving. I’m not going anywhere.’
 
         ‘You see?’ I shouted at Tāne. ‘What are you doing? They’re happy. We’re happy. What else do you want?’
 
         My father looked up at Tāne. ‘Don’t take her, son,’ he said.
 
         Tāne loomed tall over Dad. ‘She’s going, Dad,’ he said. ‘We’re all going.’
 
         It was like a strange dream, none of it making sense but rolling on anyway, out of control. Mum didn’t want to go. Dad didn’t want her to go. The whole thing was driven by Tāne, supported by all my other brothers. 
         
 
         I went to Mum, still in her chair. I wanted to climb into her lap — as the youngest, I could still get away with doing that — and she reached forward to pull me towards her. But Tangaroa kicked out at me, forcing me away from her. ‘Get off,’ he hissed. ‘Don’t be such a baby.’
 
         Back to Dad I went, backwards and forwards between the two of them, trying to make reason. The house was shaking in the storm and the air pressure in the room rose and fell, rose and fell. My ears were hurting more and more and my rash had returned. My whole body burned.
 
         Tāne leaned over Dad and spoke quietly into his ear. ‘Let us go, Dad,’ he said, pushing me away as he spoke. ‘Let her go. She can’t survive here without her kids.’
 
         He and Dad had locked eyes. I fell back from them both; whatever this thing was, this enormous thing, it sat between them now.
 
         ‘Go,’ Dad said, waving his hand, dismissing us. ‘All of you, go. Take her with you.’
 
         He walked away, down the hallway, into the darkness.
 
         Tāne turned and smiled at me. ‘In time,’ he said, ‘you’ll understand.’
 
         My brothers had released my mother; she sat slumped in the chair, her mouth turned down at the corners like a sad clown’s. Tāne spoke to me quietly. ‘Go and pack your bags,’ he said. ‘We’re going tonight.’
 
         I was full of rage: the rage of not understanding, the rage of powerlessness, the rage of being the youngest. It started as the itch, then it built up inside me to something I couldn’t control. It bubbled hot beneath my skin; my whole body turned pink, then dark red, as though I’d burned myself under the sun.
         
 
         I think you’d say today, I lost the plot. I don’t actually recall the moment, but some time later, I found myself sitting on the floor in the middle of the room. The table was broken, smashed into pieces. The candles were waxy pools on the floor, stomped flat. Every window was shattered, the thin curtains ripped from their rails, the stuffing torn from the insides of the armchair and sofa.
 
         I was covered in blood; my hands cut. There was no sign of my brothers or my mother. I got up and walked through the dark house: everything belonging to them was gone, it was as though they had never lived there.
 
         I heard crying. I opened my parents’ bedroom door. My father was on the bed, curled up like a child. I climbed onto the bed and lay behind him, wrapping my arms around him. ‘I’m not going, Dad,’ I said. ‘I’m staying with you.’
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         WITH THE HANDS ON the clock not moving, I have no idea of the time. The late afternoon light in the newsroom hasn’t shifted either. The others in the school group are nowhere to be seen.
         
 
         ‘Shall I go on?’ I ask the boy, and he nods. Green eyes glistening, are they tears?
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         MY MOTHER AND BROTHERS never came back. They settled in a big city a long way away. They immediately thrived there, stunted plants that had finally found water and sunshine. Tāne became an influential person in the conservation movement, Tangaroa an entrepreneurial fisherman, with his own fleet of fine trawlers. Haumia and Rongo pooled their knowledge of plants and gardening, and together established a big chain of gardening stores. Tū? No prizes for guessing. Soldier first, then later a politician.
         
 
         A bit of gossip here, a snippet from a newspaper there. That’s how I found out what they were up to. It was of little interest to me; I could think only of my mother. I obsessed over her. I couldn’t leave home, couldn’t risk leaving my father in his fragile state. I made do with scavenging news of her from any source.
 
         I watched, listened, read. Once, when I was lighting the fire in the kitchen, I happened across a photo of Tū in an old newspaper. He was in the foreground, at a lectern, giving a speech about the importance of maintaining old military alliances in an ever-threatening climate of unrest, or something like that.
 
         Behind Tū’s earnest face was my mother. Her hands were clasped beneath her chin, almost as though she was praying. She was looking at the back of Tū’s head, but the camera had caught her face perfectly. The expression was one of rapture, absolute, unconditional devotion.
 
         I finished lighting the fire and hammered on my father’s bedroom door.
 
         ‘I need to talk to you,’ I shouted. I expected the usual response: Go away, leave me alone. But for once, he called me in.
         
 
         He was sitting up in bed. Although I saw him most days shuffling around the kitchen, it was only then, swaddled in dirty bedclothes, in the middle of a too-big bed, that the true depth of his despair revealed itself. Everything about him had turned grey: his hair, his skin, even, it seemed, the room. The air was heavy and putrid — the windows had not been opened since my mother had left. Black mould grew up the walls and across the ceiling. It was as though my father was embedded in the calm, foul vortex of an ugly storm.
         
 
         ‘Enough,’ I said.
 
         He looked at me as though he had no idea who I was.
 
         ‘Let’s go. Let’s pack up our stuff and go to the city.’
 
         ‘No,’ he said.
 
         ‘We can’t stay here, Dad. This is hopeless. Look at you. Look at us.’
 
         ‘No. It could never work out.’ He recited the words slowly. His eyes wandered to the window as he spoke. ‘She made a choice. The boys ahead of me.’
 
         The itch was coming: the tingle on my scalp, the prickle on my neck.
 
         ‘I stayed with you, Dad. Now you should do something for me.’
 
         ‘I owe you nothing,’ my father said. ‘It was your choice to stay.’ And he turned away from me again.
 
         The rash spread like fire down my body, across my shoulders, down my arms and chest and into my groin. It came down my face, searing my eyelids, parching my lips. I ran my fingers over my mouth and felt the fragile skin beginning to crack. I started for the door, for my usual hiding place under the house. Then I remembered — there was no one to bother now with the scratching, no one except my father, who no longer cared about me.
 
         I got as far as the front door of the house. A rage was building inside me but it was different from the rages I had experienced in the past, the ones heralding a storm. It was a rage against myself — my stupidity at choosing to stay with my father, with a man who clearly did not value my sacrifice.
         
 
         The blind white anger that had engulfed me the night our family split came over me again. My last recollection was standing in the doorway, looking out at a beautiful clear, warm day. My next knowing moment was coming to, in the same place at the front door, in the middle of a hailstorm — a whiteout of freezing cloud, ice balls as big as my fists smashing hard against my face.
 
         I stood quite still, cold white mist touching my hot skin, cooling it down. It was beautiful relief. I tore my shirt off and let the invisible droplets take the rage out of my body. I closed my eyes. The cool brushed against my eyelids like an iced feather.
 
         I should have been frightened, but the relief was too great for me to feel panic.
 
         The day unfolded like most others around that time; my father remained shut in his room, exiting only to nibble at whatever he could find in the kitchen and to use the outhouse. I roamed the hills around our house, bare-chested, enjoying the delicious chill of the mist on my tender skin. I stayed out until night fell and the mist turned into a thick wet fog. I lay on the grass and tried to peer through the strange white stillness to the stars.
 
         While I looked at the fog and the sky, I started to think about the whiteout. How I had not felt its approach. How I had wished for something to cool my itching, raging skin. How I had wanted something like that so badly, and how I had got what I wanted.
 
         
             

         
 
          
         I MISUSED MY GIFT. Instead of letting the anger build up inside me, I had a bit of fun.
         
 
         I’d think of Tangaroa out fishing, bringing home kai for them all to share while my father and I made do with the sad, straggling remains of my mother’s vegetable garden. A wild storm would pummel the seas, tearing his precious boats to pieces and casting fisherman to their death.
 
         I would think of my two green-fingered brothers and their successful gardening shops. A salty wind would blow hard from the sea, through the rows of plants, burning their green leaves to a black, brittle crisp.
 
         I thought of Tū, his desire for conflict charading as noble loyalty. That one was easy. Did it ever rain on his military parades? Always.
 
         Mostly, though, I thought of Tāne. I played out, over and over in my head, the night he called us all together, then split us all apart. I thought about him carrying on championing the wildlife cause. I would think about it, sitting on the front porch, looking way into the distance. I would sit and look and think and soon I would see it: the haze of a bushfire drifting across the horizon.
 
         Over time, the news came that my brothers had married and had children. It was only then that I came around to understanding that our family would have just died away if we’d all stayed together, alone. I still wasn’t happy about things, though. I still reckoned we could have worked things out a different way. 
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         T WHIRI-MY-NAMESAKE IS SMILING.
         
 
         ‘You understand, don’t you,’ I say, and he nods.
 
         ‘Shall I continue? You want me to continue the story of how I became a weather presenter?’
 
         The boy shrugs his shoulders.
 
         Everyone is back, each child standing exactly where they were before, the two men still glancing at Carole. The long black second hand on the clock has just started moving again.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘THERE’S AN OLD RUMOUR,’ says Carole. ‘Tāwhiri’s been here so long, he can predict the weather. And that’s how he came to be a weather presenter — one of the first ones.’
         
 
         ‘You don’t want to believe those silly stories, Carole,’ I say. ‘Sounds a bit far-fetched, doesn’t it, kids?’
 
         Ugly sneers from the boys at the front of the group, mutterings Stupid old dick, impatient shuffles.
         
 
         ‘No no,’ I carry on, ignoring the boys. ‘It was nothing as mysterious as that, a far more ordinary story, I’m afraid.’
 
         I tell how a young man with a passion for watching the clouds moved from the country to the city, got a job at the television station and worked his way up to become a weather presenter. The children are bored, who could blame them? I’m bored, too, with that talk.
 
         I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the window. An old man in a suit that’s too big for him. Look how my shoulders fail to fill the jacket. And the trousers, sagging in the backside, pulled tight by a belt on its last notch. At the end of my talk, I look to the back of the group. 
         
 
         Tāwhiri-my-namesake isn’t there. I search the faces. He’s nowhere.
 
         Carole has been listening, too, perched on the edge of her desk.
 
         ‘Tāwhiri, can I have a quiet word?’ she asks. ‘I just wondered, do you want to read the weather today?’
 
         ‘Why?’ I ask her.
 
         ‘I’m not feeling that well,’ she says.
 
         ‘Are you sure you’re not well enough?’ I can tell she’s fibbing.
 
         She looks at me, grinning. ‘Actually, that’s rubbish.’
 
         ‘Thought so.’
 
         She feels sorry for me, having to perform in front of these rude school groups. I won’t accept pity, and I’m about to tell her so, when I change my mind.
 
         ‘Okay,’ I say. ‘You take over here.’
 
         
             

         
 
         THE MAKE-UP GIRL IS new, fresh out of training. Her long black hair is clipped back and coiled into a shiny eel bun. Her name is Wanda, she tells me brightly.
         
 
         ‘Kia ora, Wanda, I’m Tāwhiri,’ I say, reaching forward in my chair to shake her hand.
 
         For a moment we look at each other in the wide mirror: one ancient, crevassed face and one new pale canvas. Wanda puts a hand on my shoulder.
 
         ‘So, Tāwhiri. What do we usually use for you?’
 
         The fat little make-up pots with the black lids line the heavy glass shelf under the mirror. There are ten of them, identical in size and shape, each containing liquid of a different skin tone. They graduate in colour: an alabaster white to the sunkissed tan in the middle to a syrupy black oil on the far right.
         
 
         I shrug my shoulders, remembering a time long ago. ‘It doesn’t seem to matter, Wanda, which one you go for. Once it’s on, it always turns out the same.’
 
         Wanda’s neat, pruned eyebrows knit in confusion, then relax. Silly old fella is what she is thinking. ‘Okaaay,’ she says politely, and goes over to Reina.
         
 
         ‘Reina, what do we use for Tāwhiri?’ she whispers.
 
         Reina is distracted, filling bottles at the bench. ‘Take your pick.’
 
         Wanda giggles. ‘Alright then,’ she says. She runs a finger down my face, as though checking for dust. ‘Let’s try this one.’
 
         She reaches for the alabaster white. They always do.
 
         The smooth, thick liquid sits on my skin. Wanda’s hand moves quickly — more and more of it scooped from the pot, dolloped on. The brush swirls like a feather duster over my closed eyes, my nose, down over my cheeks and lips. I feel the heaviness of the cream hanging off me, and Wanda’s mutterings. Jesus, man, weird.
         
 
         When I open my eyes, the job is done. It’s heavy-handed, but the exact shade of my skin. Wanda’s pretty cupid bow of a mouth is hanging open.
 
         ‘I don’t get it,’ she says. ‘What happens, under the studio lights? What does it look like onscreen?’
 
         Reina joins her behind me. She rubs my shoulders.
 
         ‘Tāwhiri doesn’t usually do the broadcast, Wanda,’ she says.
 
         I lift my old bones, rearrange myself in the chair for comfort.
 
         ‘Reina’s being kind, my dear,’ I say. ‘This old man has nothing much to do and the network keeps him on to talk to rowdy schoolkids. Except for today. Today I get to present the weather.’
         
 
         I smile at the silliness of it, at the pity on both their faces, that kind, sad grimace reserved for the aged.
 
         ‘Ah, go on with you both!’ I say, chuckling under Reina’s hands. ‘Where else can an old koro get a free massage from beautiful young girls?’
 
         ‘Excuse me,’ Reina says. ‘Old man getting a free massage? Who else would put up with those little shits? He’s the man, Wanda,’ she says, laughing. ‘I mean it. You deserve more than a massage, Tāwhiri.’
         
 
         ‘More than a massage, really? If you’re offering …’ I wink at her in the mirror.
 
         I sit back to let Reina and Wanda trim my eyebrows and spray my hair into perfect silver waves.
 
         
             

         
 
         IT FEELS STRANGE NOT holding a pointer. Oh, I know things have moved on, but still. That pointer was lovely to hold, smooth, cool, like a taiaha. It kept the nerves at bay.
         
 
         Now I have this gadget, this tiny clicking thing. Just hold it in the palm of your hand, they told me. When you’re ready for a new screen, just push the button. Simple!
         
 
         So I stand, waiting, in the studio as the sports presenter finishes his bit.
 
         How different everything is. The light-hearted banter between the presenters, as though we’re all sitting comfortably in someone’s front room, chatting about world politics, who’s winning the golf. It’s a big, bright, friendly moment.
 
         ‘We’ve a special treat for you tonight, folks — a face from the past … Did they have televisions back that far, Tāwhiri?’ 
         
 
         Ha ha, the the wit of it all! That’s my cue.
 
         ‘Thank you, and, yes, they did. Grainy old black and white screens, but televisions nonetheless. None of these television remotes, though, just an old wooden pointer …’ I wave the remote towards the camera, give a great big presenting smile.
 
         ‘Well, good luck then, Tāwhiri. Let’s hear what tomorrow brings, weather wise.’
 
         Weather wise indeed.
 
         I begin.
 
         The forecast is good for the whole country, I say, clicking my little button to move the images behind me.
 
         Up the country we travel — south to north these days — how smooth it all is, as though we are birds passing over the land. I do the right thing, remember to warn about strong sunshine, remind everyone to slip, slop, slap, cover up.
 
         On we go, across Cook Strait — calm seas, people, put the boat out — and on to the North Island. I pause the graphics over the East Coast.
 
         There will be rain, I tell the camera, a slow, steady fall that will go on for days. There will be significant breaks — time to get a load of washing dry before the next shower, time for the parched land to absorb the moisture before the next downpour.
 
         All the time I’m talking, I remember the dry dust clouds, dying cattle and devastated farmers of decades ago. It feels good to settle that debt.
 
         Up the country, nearly done. The camera man is moving towards me, zooming in on my face, and I remember what Carole said about ending the segment: Finish on a personal note. 
         
 
         I look calmly into the camera. I am talking to millions of people, but I can see only one person staring back at me down the lens.
 
         Tāwhiri’s schoolteacher.
 
         His hard face, smug at having bullied a little boy, excited about his big beach birthday party with the generator pumping, music blaring, coloured lights swinging from the pine trees.
 
         As though you’re there with them, in their homes. It’s like you’re part of the family these days, Tāwhiri. So personalise it, as much as you can. That’s what Carole said to do.
         
 
         ‘Tomorrow night, folks, the place to be is Auckland — just north actually, up there at that beautiful Orewa Beach. That’s the place to head to, if you’re planning a big birthday party. The weather will be fine, perfect.’
 
         The vision in my mind is in black and white. The electrical storm will be one of those rare, freak events touching just a tiny pocket of land, leaving the surroundings untouched. So small, it never featured on the computer screens before we went to air. The storm is hardly worth mentioning. Hardly worth mentioning, so I don’t.
 
         If I closed my eyes, I would hear a man screaming, ambulance sirens in the background. I would smell it, too, the smell of burning. But I leave my eyes open, stick to the cues. Smile into the camera, until the signal is given that we are done. 
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            GEORGE CLARKE JUNIOR

         
 
         … Don’t you look at me like that, you idiot; you can  easily see the gallows, being at least the height of  my father. Impossible — one fat head moves, another one  in its place … Perhaps if I’m polite —
         
 
         ‘Excuse me sir, do you mind? You’re taller than me, after all.’
 
         Shouldn’t even be down here in the stinking crowds. Me,  George Clarke Junior, official translator to the condemned  man after all … All right, one of two translators. So what  if my oh-so-holy father claims me unreliable? Says he  can finish the job himself … Ha! Finish the job: for a  missionary he did a right job on Maketu’s final wishes this  morning — making up the whole translation then kicking me out for challenging him …
         
 
         So hot for March, sticky too. Black clouds will empty for sure, maybe they’ll hold until after … What’s that smell? Know it … My father, that’s it, after weeks on the road, spreading the good word among the natives. Foul. What do the natives make of him, the stinking George Clarke? But this is worse, much worse. Soap and water, not hard to find …
 
         Heat, excitement, like a fever … Putrid the smell, coming from under long-coats. Something else too … Can’t be … What’s that in that basket? Meat? No! Still hot, steaming … A picnic at a hanging? Maybe. Quite something … The first execution, after all. A brand-new country, so why not? Do what we want, can’t we, have a party! Meat … Hungry … Stomach aching … No … Something else … oh! No … Won’t be sick. Can’t be, can’t miss it …
 
         Stop pushing! We can’t all be at the front. Behind me: push push … A woman? Can’t be. Hoops against my legs, yes, a woman, who? Won’t look … Guess … Ah, who cares … Doesn’t matter … Close, yes, go on, will you? Push harder, touch me. Lean back, can’t help it … Scent … Closer, nearly on top of me … ha! Won’t move … Fair excuse. God, I want — Father would thrash me, if he thought for one minute … Let him try … Forgets I’m seventeen, not a kid now. Give him one back if he does … Oh. Gone. Where are you, woman? Over there … there … let’s see who … you, from church, Mrs Hamilton. That hat, silly little feather arrangement on top of your head, bobs around, blocks my view of Father at the pulpit … Know it anywhere …
 
         Children! Frederick and James, are those the names? Eight and six, maybe younger … She’s pushing them forward … Little mouths hanging open, staring up at the noose, whisper whisper … Let’s climb on it afterwards … we can play. Who can blame them —?
         
 
         ‘Look!’
 
         It’s only that prosecutor, Brewer, pacing the steps up … Back down again. He’s counting them? … Trust you. Showing off to the crowd. Think you’re a hero, Brewer, don’t you … Seeing the convict right to the gallows … What are you doing there, anyway? You’ve been hanging around all day. No reason for it; you’re not the hangman, not the jailer either … Yes, I see you, Brewer and you see me too, don’t you … You see me clearly and by that scowl on your pompous face you’ve still not forgiven me … For what? Doing what my father should have done? For giving a true translation of Maketu’s words? You’re a pompous swine, Brewer. You can forbid my presence in the jail but —
 
         ‘Excuse me … could you let me through? Excuse me … I need to speak to that man.’
 
         More people … Like a wall … Won’t give up space, not for anything … Push … Brewer, shaking hands, as though you’re a great man … You’ve had enough of me … You’re looking for me, sure of it! See me waving — no, you’re just checking, aren’t you … Making sure I’m nowhere near … Relax, the crowd’s too thick, can’t get through. Can’t … Go on, Brewer, waddle back to the jail … Maketu’s axe right between your shoulder blades too … Blood running … Go back to George Clarke … Saddled with his name for ever … Change it when I’m older, can I do that? That’s what I’ll do … Go on, go back. Hear what you want to hear: my father’s lies … 
         
 
         Maketu’s last wishes … What a joke that was. Me, Father, Brewer and Maketu … Maketu’s head low, hands bound behind his back. What a scene … Trouble tonight, when this is all over … Not the first time Father and I have disagreed on the meaning of words. Right from the start … But this morning — too much … Too much —
 
         ‘Watch yourself there, sir, no, I’m sorry, but you cannot move in front of me.’
 
         … The smell and the heat … Worse … Unbearable … Really, what are we waiting for? You again, Brewer — just can’t help yourself. What are you doing now? Not yet satisfied with the size of the crowd? How many now? One hundred, more … Back there … Natives. They’ve come to see what British justice looks like … Ha …!
 
         … Oh Lord … It’s Maketu! … Can’t breathe —
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘MAKETU!’
         
 
         Try again, louder … ‘Maketu!’
 
         ‘Shush, son! Show some respect!’
 
         … Who is this fool? No one I know … Fine clothes … Don’t care anyway … Time to speak up, speak my mind … Not a child —
 
         ‘Respect? For whom?’
 
         ‘Well, for justice.’
 
         ‘For whom?’
 
         ‘My word! So much to say, young man! Come now: justice for the woman — Elizabeth Roberton, I believe the name was, and her children. And of course, that poor soul, Thomas Bull.’
 
         ‘Four months since the trial; four months waiting to die … no justice there, is there?’
         
 
         ‘Good gracious, what a tirade, and so young. Am I mistaken? It appears to me that you’re showing sympathy for this murderer! What are you suggesting? Are you saying we should pity him?’
         
 
         … Should we? Should we pity him? … God, don’t know … The trial … The hard facts …
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         MAKETU IS IN THE dock. My father stands at his side, whispering. Translating the judge’s words.
         
 
         ‘In November last year, you, Maketu Wharetotara, did enter the bedroom of Thomas Bull, at the time under the employ of, and living in the home of, Mrs Elizabeth Roberton, and whilst the victim slept you killed him by splitting his head open with an axe. Mr Clarke, would you kindly translate for the accused, ask him how he pleads, and reply on his behalf.’
 
         ‘He says he is guilty, Your Honour.’
 
         ‘Furthermore, Maketu Wharetotara, on that same night, you entered the bedroom of the aforementioned Mrs Roberton, and murdered her with an axe to the head. How do you plead?’
 
         ‘Guilty.’
 
         ‘And to the murders of the two daughters of Mrs Roberton, by the same weapon and in the same manner?’
 
         ‘Guilty.’
 
         ‘And to the murder of the granddaughter of the Ngapuhi chief Rewa, Isabella Brind, at that time living with the Robertons? Your plea?’
 
         ‘Guilty.’ 
         
 
         ‘Finally, Maketu Wharetotara, to the charge that you murdered a fourth child, the eight-year-old son of Mrs Roberton, by throwing him over a cliff as he tried to escape, how do you plead?’
 
         ‘Guilty.’
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         ‘I SAY, DID YOU hear me? Are you saying this native shouldn’t pay with his life for those terrible crimes?’
         
 
         … Oh God, help me … No sense … Don’t know … Maketu, seventeen like me. How could you? Savage, animal … Yet I like you … Look up, Maketu: look up, see me. Your head’s so low — chin almost on your chest — just like that first time we talked. Never forget that conversation, Maketu, the rage still burning inside you … Bull’s treatment … On and on … Taunting, insults, denigration of your people, the beatings. I was a dog, according to him …You said it to me, over and over … Finally, you avenged his beatings and insults, with your axe, raging … Next, the widow … Her children … Isabella the last victim and when you found out who she was, you knew you were a dead man. Turned yourself in … Chin down now, just as it was when you told me the story … You were showing me something, Maketu, remember? Maketu, look up! …Will he hear me if I shout —?
         
 
         ‘Maketu!’
 
         ‘Be quiet, won’t you!’
 
         ‘Maketu!’
 
         … Your chin touching your chest now … How you expected to die — immediately, the blood of those children still warm. You turned yourself in … When we first spoke, you were showing me, remember? Now, now, now — you said, remember? Blow to the back of the head … Utu … Justice … You knelt on the floor, hands behind your back, chin touching your chest … Showed me how it should be done. Do you feel me watching, Maketu? You won’t lift your head … You expected to die with your head hanging low … Expected to feel nothing, what was it you said? I delivered no long-lasting pain to my victims; I wish for the same death myself …
         
 
         Your people, they thought you would die at the trial … That very day. Kua mutu? they asked, outside the courthouse … Is it done? Waiting to take your body back north. I had to tell them, no, not finished. Just beginning, this justice … The British way …
         
 
         So quiet. Not a word from the crowd. Stifling … Stink … Listen … Those children asking when … The woman bending over the child … Maketu, did you … Before the murders? Should’ve asked, you would’ve told me at the end, liked me at the end … Did you? … Yes, no, maybe … Too late now … Must’ve crossed your mind: them asleep in bed, you mad with rage, already hacked Bull to pieces. Already a dead man, you … Standing over them … Widow … Young women too … Just one, maybe? … Nightgown up … Savage … God forgive me, stop it …!
 
         … Rain? Hope so … Cool … Cool things down … You thinking about me, Maketu? … You thinking about that night? …
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         YOUR CELL, DARKNESS, JUST you and me. My bag is on the floor, at my feet. You ask to look inside it and I say yes.
         
 
         You pick up the flickering candle, and move closer. You kneel and set the candle on the floor. The light shines on your brown skin and I see muscle, the strength of your body. I am small and thin and weak. We are the same age, but you are a man, I am a boy. You reach inside the bag.
 
         ‘What are you looking for?’
 
         Silence. Item by item, every object gently handled, weighed in your hands, then placed on the floor.
 
         ‘What are you looking for?’
 
         The bag is empty. You look up at me; tears roll down your face, I’m shocked — shocked by your dead eyes, your despair. Beside you, in a little pile, my copy of the Bible, a few more books, a photograph of my mother and father and a handful of coins. You stand up and turn away from me, then you kneel. Your back faces me, your head hangs low.
 
         ‘Come back later, George. Come alone, bring a knife. Bring a knife, or a club. Bring something to end this.’
 
         
             

         
 
         I WAIT UNTIL LONG after midnight before returning. I am wet with sweat, the smell of my fear follows me down the path. The key clicks as it turns in the lock. On the other side, your whisper comes through the darkness.
         
 
         ‘Thank you, George.’
 
         The cool metal bar is in my hands. I reach out and find your head, your hair. You are kneeling, your back to me. I press the tips of my fingers gently against your skull then down, down until they rest against the nape of your neck.
 
         ‘Now,’ you say.
 
         The metal bar is heavy and high in the air. Your hand folds over my clenched fists. I can’t see you but your breath is on my face.
         
 
         ‘No,’ you say. ‘You will die too. They will make you wait, wait, wait, like me, before you hang for my death.’
 
         The metal bar drops at our feet; a thud on the soft earth floor.
 
         ‘Why, then? Why did you ask me to do it?’
 
         ‘To see if you would.’
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         MIGHT HAVE. MIGHT HAVE turned out like that, yes … Could have … We’ll never know, will we Maketu? Wasn’t brave enough to come back with a weapon … Went home and pleaded with my father instead, asked him to bring the execution forward … He talked about due process … Time to pass between conviction and execution … Ensuring justice for the condemned. Threatened to forbid my visiting you again …
         
 
         Should have told you. Would you have thought better of me, Maketu, if you’d known? … Heavens. Worrying about it now — what you think of me! … Matters to me … More than anything …
 
         Raindrops: you’re blurred … Dark smudge going up the steps of the platform … Lord … The hangman … Don’t know him … What’s he saying, Maketu? The noose in his hand … He’s trying to make you lift your chin. Of course you won’t: you’re waiting, still waiting, for the blow … If I could climb that platform now, I’d do it … Would … Would … Promise you … Ah … Wouldn’t, of course I wouldn’t … 
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         ‘COME BACK LATER, GEORGE. Come alone, bring a knife. Bring a knife, or a club. Bring something to end this.’
         
 
         I am in bed. It is after midnight, but I’m awake. Under the bed, there is a long, cool, heavy, metal bar. I hid it there after visiting you.
 
         The picture rolls around my head, as though I am watching someone else. I see me sneaking down the path, the cool bar in my hands. A click, as the key turns in the lock of the jail door. The next thing I see is me, on the floor of your cell. You are standing over me, the bar in your hands. It is coming down, down, towards my head.
 
         It is nearly dawn when sleep comes.
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         COWARD. NO BETTER THAN my father, no better than Brewer …
         
 
         Eyes wet … Not rain … Rope around Maketu’s neck … So quiet … Birds stopped. Can’t look … After so long, can’t look—
 
         ‘Excuse me, please, I’m trying to get to the back. Let me through, if you would.’
 
         … Let me through … Horrid, sick … Wide eyes … Faces: everyone stretching to see, the excitement … Idiot, child on his shoulders! …Th is is too much …!
 
         Better … Back … Space … Breathe, breathe, air, breathe … Better … Pull yourself together, George Clarke Junior … Name change? What? Maketu Wharetotara? Ha! Yes! Show my father … Show Brewer too … White ghost …
 
         No … Never dare … George Clarke Junior, always will be. Too much of my father in me … Too much …
         
 
         Dear God, please stop … The crying … Can’t stop … How to stop? Think about this morning, that’s the way … Think about Maketu’s so-called final wishes. The real words …
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         MAKETU SITS ON THE step speaking in Maori, his hands and feet tied. It is sunny and warm. On one side of him is my father. Brewer loiters nearby, waiting for my father’s translation of Maketu’s words.
         
 
         ‘There are plans already under way, word spreading through the land, a message travelling through the treetops in the forests and along the rivers and from the tops of high mountains,’ says Maketu.
 
         ‘Plans? What do you mean?’ replies my father in Maori, turning the Bible slowly in his hands.
 
         ‘Plans to beat the Pakeha at this waiting-to-die game.’
 
         ‘How do you know?’
 
         Maketu smiles. ‘I hear. In the night.’
 
         ‘Impossible. You’re locked up.’
 
         ‘I hear. Through the crack under the door … that gap up there, between the bars.’
 
         ‘Pray tell, Maketu. What do you hear?’
 
         Maketu leans forward, eyes gleaming. ‘I will tell you.’
 
         ‘You can trust me,’ says my father.
 
         ‘Doesn’t matter. Doesn’t matter if I can trust you or not.’
 
         ‘Why?’
 
         ‘You can’t stop these plans. No one can stop these plans.’
 
         Waiting … flip, flip, flip the Bible jumps palm to palm. ‘Well, then, tell,’ my father says. 
         
 
         ‘What’s he saying?’ Brewer asks my father. My father doesn’t reply.
 
         Maketu laughs.
 
         ‘The next time there is fighting, and Pakeha capture our people, the chief will give a secret sign. He will speak out loud, praising the bravery of the battle. But the speech will end with an agreed word — nothing to do with war, in case the Pakeha can understand — and when that word is spoken, our people will turn on each other.’
 
         ‘You don’t mean …?’ my father gasps.
 
         ‘Yes,’ laughs Maketu. ‘I mean to say that our people will use their tomahawks on one another — the men will deal with the women and children first, then each other. There will be no long wait for death.’
 
         ‘No!’ my father screeches, like a bird in the wind.
 
         Flip flip; the Bible barely touches his hands, it’s moving so quickly.
 
         ‘What’s he saying?’ Brewer asks again. ‘Clarke — tell me!’
 
         My father’s eyes are changing — blue to grey to white. His face shines. Smiling madness.
 
         ‘Mr Brewer, this man has renounced the ways of the savage. He has just stated to me that he wishes to convert to Christianity. It is his desire to be christened before he dies. He wishes to repent.’
 
         ‘That’s not true, Father! Mr Brewer, it’s not what he said, not at all. Those aren’t his words … those are my father’s wishes, not his.’
 
         Maketu doesn’t understand. His gaze falls on me, then my father, then me again.
 
         My father’s eyes turn to Heaven. A beatific smile. 
         
 
         ‘Oh yes it is. Enough, George. Quiet. This man, Maketu Wharetotara, is to join the Lord’s flock, albeit at a late hour in his sinful mortal life. It is his wish to cast off his name — a name that will for ever be associated with evil — and to be recognised from this moment forth as Wiremu Kingi. Mr Brewer, excuse me. I’ll fetch Reverend Churton immediately.’
 
         ‘No! Stop! What are you saying?’
 
         A blur of skin, my father’s hand across my face, pain. Then, the walk home.
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         HERE AT THE BACK, so many natives … New dialects: not just locals. Been a long time … Of course word has spread … Over there, Middle Island natives? … Stewart’s Islanders …?
         
 
         There! Maketu’s people! From the trial … Do you remember me? … Your eyes locked on the gallows, nothing will distract you. Your faces … What is it? Confusion? Shaking your heads … Savagery … But this is something else again …
 
         What is it … So hot and wet … But I’m freezing … What’s happening? Not sick … Something else. Gripped, coming from them, sure of it … Heathen spells, seeping in through my skin — taking me … Can it be? … Them, the look, terror … Terror and horror … What’s that they’re saying? Move closer … Closer still … Such a long wait, and now this … Such a complicated contraption … They’re shocked … So cold … Can’t stop shivering … Sweat too, all over … Please don’t! Don’t look my way …
         
 
         
             

         
 
         WHAT’S THAT? … THAT sigh … Never heard such a … Oh, shivers, up and down my back, all over … The sigh, like one huge beast breathing out … Heard it before … Know it … Know it … Where? Shivers, shakes … Too much … Know it, yes. A sigh, a hiss … End of war song … Ssss …
         
 
         … Maketu …? 
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            THE EVICTION PARTY

         
 
         The breeze should be up by now. Ronnie’s been counting on that breeze to blow away the stink and the heat. It comes down the valley most evenings around five o’clock, flicks the tops of the pine trees to announce itself. But not tonight. Not the night she wants it most.
         
 
         Her car’s parked away from the party, across the rough little paddock they call the lawn, under the macrocarpa tree. She leans against the dented door and lights a joint. The smoke vortexes her body, settling like a pale blanket over the agitated, unhappy thing inside her.
 
         ‘Last one.’ She says this softly to herself, touching her belly. ‘Just this one, then no more. Promise.’ 
         
 
         She’s tried ginger, herbal teas, some natural remedy from the health shop. Nothing takes the edge off the all-day sickness except weed. But the wind is bound to come up later — shift the revolting stench of the mill, make her feel better. And when that happens, when she can face it, she’ll tell Pete. There’s the right moment and the wrong moment to bring things up with him. She’s seen it plenty of times, what happens when you don’t get it right. Not that anything’s happened to her, but to other people who’ve fucked up. Earlier today, she faced up to the fact that she was just putting it off. So it will be tonight, later on. And when it’s done, once he knows, that’ll be it.
         
 
         She’s eight weeks. Lots of her friends partied hard when they were this early on, not knowing. Theirs all turned out okay. Two arms, two legs, normal. You couldn’t call it a baby anyway, not yet, she thinks, flicking ash onto the gravel. Even if it already has opinions about things. Even if it can’t stand the smell of its home town.
 
         
             

         
 
         RONNIE’S LIVED IN THE shadow of Kinleith all her twenty years — but she never smelled it until a month ago. Twenty-fifth of January 1989; a date she’ll never forget. She woke that morning to the suffocating stink of raw, wet timber and chemicals and putrid vegetation. Every gasping retch over the toilet bowl dragged more of the stench back inside her. Something tiny pushed — no, pushed was too strong a word — pulsed at the smell, forcing it back. On and on went the little war.
         
 
         Ronnie put it down to too much of everything the night before. It’d been massive. Tequila, speed, fuck knows what else, she was hopeless once she got a head of steam, grabbed everything coming her way. So that morning she crawled back to bed and lit up a joint she found on the bedside cabinet. Pete slept on beside her.
         
 
         But the mill kept getting at her, day after day, forcing itself down her throat. She started stashing her weed by the bed. If she was quick enough in the mornings, she could get the first hit before she was properly awake. Before the nausea sent her staggering to the bathroom.
 
         Pete went off to do a double shift in the bush. She waited for the virus — she was sure it was a virus — to pass. By the time he came back she knew. She’d intended to tell him — that’s the truth — but then he started niggling about the amount of weed she was getting through. Just the odd little comment; he was pissed off having less to sell. So what was she supposed to do?
 
         One Saturday morning she was all ready to lay it out in the open with him. It was a nice day, he was in an okay mood. Until he walked up the track to the main road, to collect the mail from the letterbox. Ronnie heard him coming back, heard Fucking wanker and branches being snapped off the trees. Then he stomped around the last bend before the house, chin shunting the air. The words sliced through the calm. We’re getting chucked out.
         
 
         The eviction letter went on about the tiles falling off the roof, faulty wiring, floorboards rotting and collapsing underfoot. Too expensive to repair, no longer insurable as a rental. Unliveable, condemned.
 
         Finding somewhere else to live, moving their stuff out and organising the party, with the big surprise at the end of the night. With all that shit going on, and her sneaking off to throw up every half hour, when was she supposed to bring it up?
         
 
         
             

         
 
         NOTCH’S VALIANT IS RIGHT by the house. He’s hooked speakers up to his car stereo and put them on the roof of the car. There’s no electricity any more — no nothing now, all their gear is gone. Everyone’s outside, hanging out round the keg on the tree stump, drinking beer out of plastic jugs. The girls are starting to dance, picking up the lazy reggae beat.
         
 
         Redemption Song’s booming, keeping time with the heat headache smashing at Ronnie’s temples. She moves closer to the tree trunk, to where the shade is best. She never wanted a party. It was hard enough just getting through the day and what was the point? It wasn’t as though they were leaving town. That was the trouble with Tokoroa. Parties just sort of germinated. One casual comment about a couple of beers on a Saturday afternoon became A few beers at Pete’s became A party at Pete’s became Pete’s massive eviction party.
         
 
         Pete’s easy to spot across the way, taller than everyone else. He’s wandering round, topping up beer jugs from his own. Ronnie watches him, doing the bro handshake: fist to fist, elbow to elbow. He’s the man. People are drawn to him like ants to a jam jar. He’s got mana; though he’s Pakeha, so it’s not mana but whatever the equivalent is. Funny to watch it from here, from a distance. Like watching a wildlife programme. Ronnie half expects that Pommie guy, what’s his name, Attenborough, to start whispering in her ear, the way he does on TV. And here we have the Tokoroa Species …
         
 
         She giggles. It’s the weed. 
         
 
         Pete’s looking around. Ronnie slides her body down the tree trunk, sits back against it so he can’t see her.
 
         Behind the house, further across the paddocks, the mill looms like a massive painted backdrop on a stage, sits over everyone, everything. Ronnie’s never rested in this spot before, never looked at the house from this angle. The sun low behind the mill stacks, big orange burning through the thick dark smoke. She can’t stop staring; not just at it — at the whole picture. The mill, their house, their little puppet friends at the front of the stage.
 
         She’s seen people do what she’s doing. Pull over to the side of the highway, stand and stare at the mill. Hold their noses, fan their faces with their hands before jumping in their cars and driving off to somewhere pleasant. They’re strangers passing through, distracted for just a moment by the size of the mill, by the way it seems to have sprouted like a giant mushroom out of green farmland.
 
         Six-thirty. Still no wind, not a breath.
 
         Dust along the track. Ronnie stays where she is, against the tree. Crosses her fingers that it’ll be someone she doesn’t know. Just a few more minutes on her own is what she wants. But it’s Sandy and her boyfriend, Jack, the new vet. Jack’s ute slows and pulls in next to Ronnie.
 
         ‘Hello Ronald,’ he grins up at her, all gums, delighted at his own humour. He blinks at her through his round, rimless glasses. On the back of the ute, barking, tails wagging, two dogs with lampshade things around their necks. Jack’s patients, though who knows why he’s brought them to the party.
 
         ‘Jack. Hiya Sandy.’ Ronnie bends down to see who else is in the ute. Sandy’s brother Liam is in the back and a woman Ronnie doesn’t know.
         
 
         ‘How ya going, Ron?’ Sandy’s round the front of the ute, giving Ronnie a hug.
 
         Ronnie holds back, fearful the angry thing in her womb will somehow kick out at Sandy, alert her to its plight. Help me. Child abuse. Get me outta here. ‘Yeah, good. Just grabbing some music out of the car.’
         
 
         ‘This is Lucy,’ says Sandy, touching the stranger on the arm. ‘She’s just moved here. A reporter at the paper.’
 
         ‘Hi,’ says Ronnie. She’d make an effort to be more welcoming, she really would, but this happens all the time. New people arrive in town, professionals, all bright-eyed, keen to Get to know the locals. After six months they’ve had a better offer somewhere else, moved on. Besides, look at Lucy. Make-up, expensive haircut all bouffed up at the back to make it look like she’s just crawled out of bed. Come-fuckme stilettos which are going to make great viewing when she tries to cross the paddock.
         
 
         Lucy steps forward, holds out her hand to Ronnie. Pale, smooth, nice skin. ‘Nice to meet you,’ she says. ‘Hope you don’t mind a gatecrasher?’
         
 
         Golden retriever, Ronnie thinks; blonde and glossy and keen to sniff local butt.
 
         ‘Lucy, did you say it was?’ asks Ronnie, grinning at Sandy. Sandy’s dog, a big, goofy Lab is called Lucy. Jack treated it a while back — that’s how he and Sandy met.
 
         Sandy smiles. ‘Yes. Newshound, aren’t you, Lucy. After the big scoop,’ she says.
 
         ‘Woof woof,’ says Ronnie. 
         
 
         Sandy gives Ronnie the go-easy-on-her look.
 
         ‘Oh, you know. Not really,’ says Lucy, not getting the joke.
 
         Lucy’s got a sweet grin, Ronnie thinks. The guys will love her.
 
         ‘Can’t be easy, reporting in a small place like Tok,’ Ronnie says. ‘Nothing happens here.’
 
         ‘There are stories everywhere,’ says Lucy, tossing her hair sympathetically in the direction of the township.
 
         ‘Gossip, you mean? That’s all that paper prints. Gossip and ads.’
         
 
         ‘Journalists call it human interest. People love that stuff.’
 
         ‘Sure,’ says Ronnie evenly. Her gut churns. She breathes through her mouth. How can they? How can they all stand here, chatting, and not be suffocating in the stench?
         
 
         ‘Is it true, what Liam said? This is an eviction party?’ Lucy asks. She’s looking over at the house. With the scrappy old curtains gone, you can see right through it, in one window and out the other. Ronnie follows her gaze. The Port-a-Loo they hired from town for the night looks posh compared to the house. She guesses what Lucy’s thinking: how funny that they had to be evicted.
         
 
         ‘It’s just, you know, I’ve never been to an eviction party before!’ says Lucy.
 
         ‘Really.’
 
         Lucy nods enthusiastically. ‘Any special plans?’
 
         ‘Special plans?’ Ronnie is so tired. Of the party, already, and of Lucy in particular.
 
         ‘Oh God, listen to me!’ Lucy singsongs. ‘Ignore me. All questions, that’s me.’
 
         Ronnie laughs because she has to. She has to either laugh, or tell Lucy to piss off. 
         
 
         ‘Getting back to your first one, Lucy. We don’t mind gatecrashers. Not at all. As long as they leave their notebooks and tape recorders at home.’
 
         Silence.
 
         ‘Anyway, Lucy. I’ve got a question for you. What do you think of the smell?’ Ronnie asks. She nods towards the mill but Lucy’s not looking at her, none of them are. They’re all eyes on the party.
 
         ‘The weed, you mean? Don’t worry. I won’t be making headlines.’ Lucy laughs.
 
         ‘I meant the mill. The smell from the mill.’
 
         ‘Don’t even notice it. Used to it already,’ says Lucy. She teeters off, arm in arm with Liam, across the paddock.
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         RONNIE WAS WORKING THE day shift at the truck stop at the north end of town. It was her summer job, before she started university in Auckland. She was seventeen.
         
 
         The third time he came in, he asked her name.
 
         ‘Ronnie,’ she replied.
 
         He reached across and shook her hand. ‘I’m Peter. Ronnie … is that short for something?’
 
         ‘Veronica,’ she said, blushing.
 
         ‘It’s just different. Ronnie. For a woman, you know.’
 
         She liked how he said a woman, not a girl or a chick. She liked how the word somehow became more sexy because it wasn’t actually sexy at all. She’d never seen him before. It was hard to tell how old he was — his hair was shiny jet-black but his face and big hands were leathery, weathered. Nice eyes, dark brown. Twenty-something, she guessed. 
         
 
         She cooked his burger and fries, and brought them to his table. He put the paper napkin across his lap and ate the food with a knife and fork: slowly, delicately.
 
         Ronnie stared.
 
         After a bit he put his cutlery down and looked up at her. ‘Is anything the matter?’
 
         ‘Sorry,’ she said, blushing. ‘You’re using … a knife and fork.’
 
         ‘So sorry. I’ll tear it apart with my teeth.’
 
         ‘No, no …’ She rolled her eyes, her face burning. ‘It’s just unusual … for a burger and chips. Takeaways, more or less.’
 
         ‘I never took it away.’
 
         ‘No. God. Sorry …’
 
         ‘So it’s okay with you, Veronica? If I eat my dinner with a knife and fork?’ He was smiling now, teasing her.
 
         ‘Well, you know … big brave breath … my mother would love you.’
         
 
         ‘You can hold your head high in any company, if you know how to manage yourself at the dinner table. My gran told me that.’ He ate another mouthful. ‘So what’s she look like?’
 
         ‘Who?’
 
         ‘Your mother who would love me.’
 
         ‘A sore thumb. She sticks out like one, around here.’ Ronnie blushed again, at her own wit.
 
         Peter kept eating, slicing thin wedges of meat patty. He laid down his knife and fork, sat back, put his hands behind his head. Smiled at Ronnie. Ronnie melted.
 
         ‘She’s up herself, my mother,’ Ronnie offered. ‘She can’t be like everyone else. She won’t even try.’
 
         ‘In what way?’
 
         ‘Oh, you know. She’s got this accent like the Queen and she doesn’t care. She starts talking and you can see people laughing at her, pulling faces and that. She just keeps going.’
         
 
         ‘Well, she can’t help it. None of us can help the way we were brought up, can we?’
 
         Ronnie shrugged. ‘I suppose … it’s embarrassing though.’
 
         ‘Only if you let it be. Your friends should have more respect.’
 
         ‘For my mother?’
         
 
         ‘For you.’ Peter smiled at her and finished his meal.
 
         The next time he pulled up outside the café, Ronnie reached for her handbag under the counter. She took out the cream linen napkin and the ornate silver cutlery — soup spoon, knife, fork, dessert spoon, dessert fork, teaspoon and the matching napkin holder — and hurried to his usual table. By the time he came through the doorway she was back at the till.
 
         He stood before the set table, arms folded. Ronnie held her breath, her heart thumped in her throat. His smile, when it came, made the skin on the back of her neck tingle.
 
         ‘Nice,’ he said, nodding slowly. ‘Very nice. Did you steal them from your mother?’
 
         ‘Sallies,’ Ronnie replied. ‘There was one of everything on the sale table outside. I was just walking past, that’s all. Saw the table setting, thought of you.’
 
         ‘Nice,’ Peter said it again, still smiling, but this time at her.
 
         He was just about finished his meal. Her heart was thumping. Ask now. Do it now.
         
 
         ‘Do you live in town?’ she said.
 
         He chewed and swallowed. Figures, she thought. No talking with your mouth full.
 
         ‘Just south, straight opposite the mill turnoff. Basic little place, but cheap. And quiet. I like being out of the way. Call in sometime. Come and have a look.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         THREE DAYS SEEMED ABOUT right, she thought. Not too soon, but not so long he’d think she wasn’t interested. She drove past the gate a few times, just checking where it was. On the third evening, she turned off the highway, her heart thumping, and drove down the metal track.
         
 
         He was outside chopping wood. He blinked, his face frowning. He doesn’t recognise me. Ronnie panicked, her face bright red as she turned the engine off. Then he smiled and waved.
         
 
         They drank beer on the back steps. Sat there for hours, felt like it anyway. Ronnie couldn’t believe they’d met, properly, only a couple of days earlier. She felt like she’d known him all her life.
 
         He told her how his mother had tried to bring him up on her own, but couldn’t cope. She’d gone to Australia and left him with his grandmother. Ronnie said she was sorry to hear about it. Pete shrugged and said it was all okay.
 
         She told Pete she’d been thinking about going to university, but wasn’t sure about it now. Though she didn’t say the now.
         
 
         ‘What do you think?’ she asked. She leaned back against the doorway, stretched her legs out in front of her.
 
         Pete shrugged. ‘You should do what you want to do.’
 
         ‘But what’s your opinion?’
         
 
         ‘I don’t have one.’
 
         ‘Well, what would you do?’
 
         Pete laughed, sat back against the doorframe with his arms folded. ‘You really want to know? If someone was offering me a free ride out of here? A chance at something big? I’d be gone.’
         
 
         Ronnie swallowed. It wasn’t what she wanted to hear. Though she still wanted to go to Auckland, it’d be nice to come back in the weekends and know he was around. She wriggled her toes, bent forward and picked fraying rubber off the edge of her jandals.
 
         ‘I get pissed off when people bag this place,’ she said. ‘Don’t you?’
 
         Pete shrugged. ‘Don’t care, really.’
 
         ‘That’s what’s made me think twice about leaving. You know. It’s as though everyone assumes you want to leave. It makes me feel like staying.’
         
 
         None of this was true. Pete was the reason Ronnie wanted to stay. But she liked the way it all sounded, when she said it.
 
         ‘It’s never happened to me,’ Pete went on. ‘No one ever said Oh Pete, let me pay for you to go to university. So here I am. Don’t ever ask others to take responsibility for your happiness, Ronnie.’
         
 
         He put down his beer and kissed her. Then he took her hand and led her inside. In the dim light, he undressed her and they made love on a mattress on the floor.
 
         Some nights she stayed there. He never asked her to move in, but after a while most of her stuff ended up at his place. Halfway through that summer she turned eighteen.
 
         I can do what I like, she said to her parents, dragging her suitcase out the door.
         

         
            [image: ]
            

         
  
         RONNIE HOLDS AN EMPTY jug under the tap on the keg, watches the beer flow. She turns it off when the jug’s a third full. Enough to make it look like she’s been drinking. The light’s fading, she can empty the jug bit by bit on the grass, no one will see.
         
 
         It’s amazing. An hour ago all she could think about was her next joint. Now she wants this baby. She wants it to be big and pink and healthy. Funny how it’s turning into a night for knowing new things. She feels it then, it touches the back of her neck like warm breath. You couldn’t call it a breeze, not yet, but it’s coming. She’ll be alright soon. Just knowing that the wind is on its way is enough.
 
         Pete’s talking to Jack and Sandy and Liam and Lucy. He catches her eye, winks at her. ‘You met Lucy?’ he calls out, beckoning her over.
 
         Pete’s telling them about a pig dog he used to have, when he was a hunter, years ago. Ronnie never knew he’d been a hunter. Then again, she’s never asked him what he did, before he worked in the bush. She’d assumed he’d always done that.
 
         ‘This dog,’ says Pete, ‘would take on any pig in the bush. It was tough as. But at night, when I went outside, I’d find the cat curled up asleep between the dog’s front legs.’
 
         Lucy’s gazing up at Pete, like he’s some sort of god, and Jack’s cracking up. Just the sort of story Jack would like. Sandy’s told Ronnie already how Jack can’t actually bring himself to do the dirty side of vet business, put animals down. Which is why he never actually finished vet school.
 
         None of that matters, thinks Ronnie. She’s having a baby. They are, her and Pete. And look at him. Look at Pete — this man who makes everyone feel comfortable, talks to people as though he’s known them his whole life. Ronnie can’t wait. Not long now, ’til she can touch him on the arm, pull him quietly away from the crowd and tell him.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         IT’S DARK. THE PARTY’S in full swing. Everyone’s dancing and singing. Everyone’s out of it. Ronnie drifts around, dips in to conversations, then she’s off again. Mosquitoes buzz thirsty over skin. There’s a fire burning in a rusty old drum, the last of their wood from winter. It’s the only light and even though the night is hot, people close in around it. Giant bush moths, big as bats, dart towards the flames.
         
 
         Ronnie turns her face to the hill, looks up at the skyline. She can just make out the black silhouette of the tree tops against the sky. No chance of hearing the wind, not tonight, but it’s there. She closes her eyes and breathes in deeply.
 
         She turns around to the mill. It’s beautiful at night; a black monument studded with tiny moving lights. She imagines glow worms. The smoke plumes look as though they’ve been painted onto the sky but Ronnie knows they’re shifting, blowing away towards the west.
 
         Bob Marley’s singing about playing in the government yard in Trenchtown. Notch bearhugs her from behind. ‘You just got here? I was looking for you before. Where you been, cuz?’
 
         ‘Over at the car, getting some more tapes. Everyone’s sick of yours.’
 
         ‘You cannot be saying that, girl. You cannot be tired of Marley. Ever.’
 
         Ronnie would like very much to say how tired she is, but for the moment she enjoys the closeness of Notch. He’s her uncle, not her cousin, but there are only a couple of years between them. The family’s two black sheep — the ones who denied their potential and stayed in Tokoroa. Notch has always been around; skinny Notch with his limp and his cute dimple in his chin and his wicked quick wit.
         
 
         ‘You okay?’ He’s looking at her now, his hand under her chin, forcing her to eyeball him.
 
         ‘I’m okay. Knackered, though. From the packing up and shifting and that.’
 
         Notch’s mate Clem is rolling a joint on his knee, his leg propped up on the keg stump. Ronnie starts to move away, then she stops. She makes herself watch him. Watch as he sparks the joint alive, a red glow flaring on the first toke. He hands it to her.
 
         ‘No thanks. I’m good,’ she says, handing it on to Notch. She means it too. She’s good. She’s going to be fine.
 
         ‘So where are they?’ Notch wants to know.
 
         ‘Where are what?’
 
         ‘The cassettes.’
 
         ‘Forgot them. Forgot about them when Sandy and Jack turned up.’
 
         Notch reaches out, takes her arm. ‘Come on then, let’s go get them.’
 
         ‘Marley’s alright.’ She can’t be bothered walking back to the car. There aren’t even any cassettes in there, not that she can remember.
 
         ‘Come on.’ The pressure on her arm is firm.
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         THEY’D BEEN LIVING TOGETHER about a month. She finished work early — it was quiet. Get on home, her boss said. 
         
 
         There was dust along the track. Pete, home early too. Someone with him. Ronnie blinked hard. It was the first time she’d seen her mother for weeks — since the big fight when she moved out.
 
         Ronnie watched as they walked together slowly across the paddock, towards the broken concrete path that started in the middle of nowhere and snaked through the long grass to the house. Her mother was wearing shoes with heels. Pete took her arm, held her elbow gently and stepped her over the uneven ground.
 
         Ronnie met them at the door. Her mother had a package under her arm.
 
         ‘Patricia’s got something for you,’ Pete said to Ronnie.
 
         They sat around the old table, drinking tea, and Ronnie opened the envelope. It was fat and brown. On the outside was stamped Massey University.
         
 
         ‘I rang them,’ said Patricia. ‘The course you pulled out of. You can do it all by correspondence. So I’ve enrolled you, Veronica.’
 
         ‘The whole thing, the whole first year. You do it at home, post the stuff off,’ said Pete. Ronnie wondered when he had become such an expert in education.
 
         ‘Isn’t that wonderful, sweetheart.’ Patricia reached across, held her hand out to Ronnie. ‘It only arrived this morning — it was in the letterbox when I stopped there on my way into town.’
 
         Ronnie looked at Peter. He was watching Patricia. I live with him and I have no idea what he’s thinking.
         
 
         ‘So, I was wondering how to go about it … how to bring it up with you, and I look up, and right in front of me, walking down Bridge Street, I see Peter. I took a big breath, tooted the horn, and called him over to the car.’
         
 
         Ronnie thought her mother looked as though she’d like a medal for her bravery.
 
         ‘I don’t know how you two are placed …’ said Patricia. ‘But maybe you could cut back your hours at the truckstop?’
 
         ‘Or quit altogether,’ Pete said, shrugging his shoulders, eyebrows up, questioning her mother. ‘What do you think, Patricia?’
 
         Her mother returned the look. ‘She could quit altogether, if she wanted? If you wanted to, dear?’ She turned to Ronnie. ‘We … I mean your father and I, we could contribute towards your cost of living …’
 
         Ronnie watched her mother take a long look around the cottage, the paint peeling off the walls, the cracked windowpanes.
 
         ‘And help you find somewhere else … both of you.’
 
         Ronnie looked at Pete. Pete looked straight back at her. This time, the message was easy to read. ‘Over to you, Ronnie, entirely over to you,’ he said. His voice was calm, neutral.
 
         ‘We like it here, Mum,’ Ronnie said. ‘And I’ll keep working. I like it, like the company. I’ll manage. Students have jobs, you know.’
 
         She mostly studied on the nights Pete was in the bush. Other times, he got home around seven. Often his mates would turn up. There’d be beers and weed and things got rowdy with the stereo on full blast.
 
         One night Pete called out to her. ‘Take a break, Ronnie. Come and have a joint.’ 
         
 
         Ronnie looked at him.
 
         ‘Won’t hurt you, will it? A night off?’
 
         She shrugged, grinned. Pete patted his leg. ‘Come on, woman. Come over here.’
 
         Ronnie sat in Pete’s lap and smoked her first joint. There were piles of money on the coffee table, scrunched-up bundles of notes. ‘Did you rob a bank?’ She giggled into his ear.
 
         ‘Just sold a bit of weed,’ he said. ‘It’s everywhere, in the bush.’
 
         She sat up. ‘Really? Just growing wild?’
 
         ‘More or less,’ said Pete.
 
         ‘I like it.’ She did. She liked the way time had become all fuzzy.
 
         Pete ran his hand along her leg, up her skirt. ‘Sex is really, really good, when you’re stoned,’ he whispered.
 
         A couple of months on, they were lying on the mattress, watching TV.
 
         ‘How’s the study going?’ Pete’s voice was low, sleepy.
 
         ‘Having a rest from it, actually,’ she said. She rolled over to face him, but he’d nodded off.
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         RONNIE AND NOTCH WALK away from the fire. The night’s stifling, yet tiny ice prickles touch her skin. He puts his arm across her shoulders. The warmth seeps through her skin.
         
 
         ‘What’s up, Ronnie?’
 
         Their footsteps don’t falter. Notch’s limp is so familiar it just fits in. The long grass is wet with night dew, paspalum flicks against her bare ankles. She is tempted to tell him, but Pete must be the first to know. 
         
 
         ‘Nothing. Why?’
 
         ‘You just seem … I don’t know.’
 
         ‘What?’ She’s irritable. Now that she’s away from the party, away from Pete, the tiredness washes back over her.
         
 
         Notch trudges on, but Ronnie stops. She pulls at his arm. ‘There aren’t any tapes in the car, Notch,’ she says, turning back towards the party.
 
         ‘Ronnie, don’t get caught up in it.’ Notch is behind her. She can hear it now, the sound of his limp. One soft thudding footstep, one swish of his lame leg through the long grass. ‘For fuck’s sake, don’t.’
 
         ‘Don’t get caught up in what?’
 
         ‘Fuck off, Ronnie, don’t piss around with me.’ His hand, back on her arm.
 
         ‘What are you talking about?’
 
         ‘Oh Jesus, girl. The smack. What else?’
 
         ‘Smack? You mean heroin?’ she laughs. ‘What are you on about?’
 
         ‘You don’t know?’
 
         ‘Stop pissing around, Notch.’
 
         ‘Pete’s dealing. Dealing smack.’
 
         ‘Bullshit.’
 
         ‘No bullshit, Ronnie. He’s dealing for the gangs. You can’t tell me you didn’t know?’
 
         This news is a wave, crashing over her. ‘No,’ she says, softly. ‘No.’ She puts her hand to her stomach; Notch doesn’t see.
 
         ‘More money in it than weed, he reckons. Everyone’s got their own patch growing in the bush,’ says Notch.
 
         Just a few metres away, the flames flick up over the top of the drum. Shadows around it, just dark smudges from here. Impossible to tell who’s who. Someone else has found a new cassette. ‘Sweet Child o’ Mine’ and the guitar screams at the night. There’s lots of dancing now.
         
 
         Behind, the mill sparkles, puff s on, grinds on.
 
         ‘Are you alright, Ron?’
 
         She doesn’t know how she is.
 
         Axl Rose wants to know where do you go.
 
         ‘Yeah, yeah. I’m fine. Cold though. Let’s go back.’
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         HER MOTHER RANG ON a Sunday. Later, Ronnie thought how unlucky that was. Another day — any other day — would have been better. Sundays were for sleeping and being curled up waiting for the hangover to pass and hoping Mondays would take their time coming. Not for quick thinking and smart replies to mothers.
         
 
         Pete answered the phone. Ronnie listened from the bedroom. February rain — thick fat drops of it — plopped against the broken windowpane. At the very top there was an actual hole. Ronnie had counted three raindrops hitting it. They dribbled down the inside of the glass.
 
         ‘I’m not sure, actually,’ Pete was saying. Ronnie could tell it was her mother, just from the way Pete spoke. He never talked like that to anyone else.
 
         Then he said, ‘Must be some time soon.’
 
         He laughed. ‘You’ve got to stop thanking me, Patricia. You got her sorted, I’m just the support crew.’
 
         Then, ‘I’ll put her on.’
 
         The phone was still warm from Pete’s hand. 
         
 
         ‘I just wondered, dear. Whether you’ve had your results.’
 
         ‘For what?’ If it had been Monday, she would have clicked.
 
         ‘Massey results, of course. How many universities are you studying at?’ Her mother’s laughter trickling down the line.
 
         ‘No, nothing yet.’
 
         ‘When, do you think?’
 
         ‘No idea, Mum.’
 
         ‘Would it be around the same time as the others?’
 
         ‘The others?’
 
         ‘You know, Auckland etcetera …’
 
         ‘No idea.’
 
         Her head hurt. The rain had stopped.
 
         ‘I didn’t finish the year.’ Somewhere inside, she understood she should not have said this.
 
         ‘Pardon?’ Her mother’s confused voice. ‘What did you say, Veronica?’
 
         ‘I stopped. Halfway through the year, I stopped. For a break. Then I got behind. It was too hard to catch up.’
 
         ‘Oh …’ Ronnie can hear it, down the line. The disappointment, the anger. It’s all there, in that little oh.
         
 
         ‘Sorry.’ Though sorry is not what she feels. Nothing is what she feels. It’s altogether a nothing Sunday.
 
         ‘Could I have a word with Peter. Please.’
 
         Ronnie called out and Peter came back to the phone. She listened as she wandered back to the bedroom.
 
         ‘I had no idea, Patricia.’
 
         Then, ‘Well, me too. I thought she was working away quite happily. Envelopes from the university kept coming … That’s nice of you to say … But you’re right. Headstrong is dead right.’ 
         
 
         She dozed off. When she woke, it was dark. She pulled the blanket off the bed and went out to the kitchen. The light from the bare bulb hurt her eyes. Pete was emptying a can of soup into a pot on the stove.
 
         ‘Want some?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Okay, thanks,’ she said. She waited for him to bring up the phone call.
 
         ‘And toast?’
 
         ‘Thanks. Pete … sorry.’
 
         ‘What for?’ She tried to read his body: his shoulders, left hand in his jeans pocket.
 
         ‘You know, the course and stuff.’
 
         ‘Doesn’t worry me, Ronnie.’ He turned then, looked at her. His expression was exactly as it had been the day they met. He smiled, shrugged his shoulders. ‘Seriously, doesn’t matter. You’re your own person. You know what you want. I’ve never told you what to do. Not going to start now.’
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         SANDY’S DOING AIR GUITAR. It’s her party trick. She won a prize for it once, in a pub in Hamilton.
         
 
         The routine’s brilliant. She puts the invisible strap over her shoulder, then tunes the instrument, listening closely until the strings are pitch perfect. Then there’s the amp to be plugged in, and she has to find her pick. She asks around — who’s got a spare pick — ’til someone gets it, fishes around in their pockets and hands her an air pick. By the time she runs her thumb down the strings, the crowd’s hers. Liam’s sitting on an old sofa behind Sandy, proudly air drumming for his sister. 
         
 
         Ronnie slips away from the circle and the noise. Searches the faces, looking for Pete. He’s not here.
 
         She hears them before she sees them. Murmurs become words as she approaches.
 
         Halfway around the outside of the house there’s an old red leather seat. It’s been pulled out of the back of a car a long time ago. Grass grows up high around it. It faces the mill.
 
         Ronnie stops and peeks around the corner. Pete and Lucy are sitting on the seat. Ronnie’s looking at the backs of their heads. The smell of the mill is back; the wind must have dropped off again.
 
         They are wide apart. Pete’s hands are behind his head, as though he’s stretching. Lucy’s hunched over, her knees tucked up under her chin, in the other corner.
 
         Ronnie leans against the side of the house, against the rotting weatherboards. She listens.
 
         ‘Have you never wanted to?’ Lucy is saying.
 
         ‘What?’
 
         Yes, what? Ronnie wants to know.
 
         ‘Leave. You know, get out of here.’
 
         ‘Why do you ask that? Every bloody person that comes to Tok asks when everyone else is leaving.’
 
         Silence from Lucy.
 
         ‘What’s so bad about the place, Lucy?’
 
         ‘Nothing. Sorry.’
 
         Too late, little Lucy, but don’t worry your pretty head. You’ll move on too, thinks Ronnie. She breathes in, slowly, then out. Waits for the nausea, but it doesn’t come. She smiles into the dark. Everything’s alright. She just needs to talk to Pete.
 
         ‘Actually, I am leaving,’ says Pete. 
         
 
         The words hang in the thick warm air. Ronnie leans forward. She’s misheard.
 
         ‘I’m going to Wellington. I’ve saved enough to get a flat. I’m going to check it out. Train up for something, maybe.’
 
         ‘Wow. Really? Ronnie never said.’
 
         ‘She’s not into study. It’s not her thing.’
 
         ‘What is her thing?’
         
 
         ‘She does what she wants, I do what I want. We’ve always been like that. We don’t own each other.’
 
         
             

         
 
         ELEVEN NOTES, THREE TIMES over, each time a little louder. Talking Heads, ‘Burning Down the House’. It pounds out of Notch’s speakers. Everyone’s eyes are on Sandy’s fingers, on her body hunched tense over the invisible guitar neck. Her left hand slides along the frets, repositions every time exactly in the same airspace it should.
         
 
         Ohhh …
         
 
         It must be two am, Ronnie thinks. This is it, the big surprise. This song’s the signal.
 
         The three of them — her, Pete and Sandy — stoned, sitting on the old car seat. Pete with the eviction letter in his hand. Reading out loud the final paragraph.
 
         We have gifted the house to the fire service. It is their intention to use it for a fire exercise some time in the future.
         
 
         The look passing between them, the laughing, the plan. And now Pete’s behind her, his hands on her shoulders.
 
         ‘All set, woman?’
 
         Ronnie nods.
 
         ‘I’ve checked inside. No one in there.’
 
         ‘Pete …’ says Ronnie. 
         
 
         ‘Mmm?’
 
         No words come. What’s the matter with her?
 
         Inside the dark house, Ronnie takes the lid off the petrol can, tips petrol onto the pile of paper and wood in their old bedroom. Pete wanders through the house, one last check, calling out softly, ‘Anyone in here?’
 
         Then he’s back beside her.
 
         ‘Pete, I heard you talking to Lucy before.’
 
         ‘Oh yeah?’ She can’t see his face, just the silhouette. He crouches down, rearranges the wood and paper.
 
         ‘Are you leaving Tok?’
 
         Pete laughs.
 
         ‘What does that mean? Yes or no?’
 
         ‘Christ, Ronnie. We’re in the middle of a party here.’
 
         ‘But why say that? You’ve never said anything like that to me. Yet you spill your guts to a total stranger. So are you leaving me?’ Ronnie’s determined not to cry.
 
         ‘You want to know why I’ve never talked to you like that, Ronnie?’
 
         Ronnie doesn’t know what to say. They’ve been together forever but she doesn’t know Pete. She doesn’t know anything.
 
         ‘Didn’t think so,’ says Pete.
 
         They slip out the door. Outside, Pete lights a twig and throws it through the bedroom window.
 
         The fire takes quickly — the timber is dry after weeks of no rain. The flames dart out of the windows. Ronnie can hear crashing from within as timber collapses.
 
         For the moment, just this moment, the little house is a greater spectacle than the mill behind it. Their friends stand silent, staring. Their mouths hang open. 
         
 
         BURNING DOWN THE HOUSE.
         
 
         Sandy gives one last strum on her guitar, then rips it up over her head. She’s laughing madly and there’s Jack, right behind her, grinning and stomping his feet. Sandy throws her invisible instrument towards the blazing house.
 
         In the black night, everyone’s dancing like crazy.
 
         Lucy’s standing next to Ronnie. Her eyes are shining. Liam’s behind Lucy, arms around her waist, grinning, talking into her ear.
 
         ‘This is how we party, here in Tokoroa,’ Liam shouts. ‘Eh, Ronnie? This is how we do things here.’
 
         ‘This is how we do things here,’ says Ronnie. She won’t look at Lucy, at those excited, knowing eyes.
 
         The house is fully ablaze, crumbling. So fragile, thinks Ronnie. Like matchsticks. She can hear, in the distance, the fire siren.
 
         
             

         
 
         THE BLEEDING STARTS JUST after the fire engine gets to the top of the track. A stabbing pain, warmth spreading between her legs. She touches her jeans, holds her hand up to the flicker of the flames. The light’s not great but the red is unmistakeable.
         
 
         Baby.
         
 
         Baby baby. Oh …
         
 
         In the crazy excitement, it’s easy to slip away to her car. Sobbing, she crouches on the ground, her hands to her groin.
 
         In the back seat there’s a pile of her clothes, her toiletries, the last of the stuff to go into town. There’s a plastic bottle full of water rolling around under the seat. She cleans herself up as best she can in the dark then she gropes around until she finds a packet of pads. There’s another pair of jeans somewhere too. In the darkness she feels for the denim and  pulls them on. She’s crying so hard she’s choking.
         
 
         In the distance, everyone claps and cheers the firemen as  they train their hoses on the burning house.
 
         
             

         
 
         THE GREY BEFORE DAWN creeps up behind her. She’s sitting  alone on the red leather seat, looking at the mill. The last of  the firemen have gone, half-hearted smoke signals from the  burnt-out house are no match for the massive black plumes  belching out of the smokestacks across the highway.
         
 
         From here she can see tiny vehicles on the main road  slowing down, turning right onto the Kinleith road. Their tail  lights fade, but from the opposite direction the headlights  become brighter. The night shift has finished; the day  shift begins.
 
         Some of their friends drove back to town, once the fire was  out. Most of them are asleep in their cars along the driveway.  Ronnie doesn’t know where Pete is.
 
         She breathes in deeply, breathes out. She tries to break  it down — timber, chemicals and vegetation — but really,  it’s impossible. She tries again. There is nothing to smell,  nothing at all. 
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            ONCE UPON A TIME IN 
 THE ANTIPODES
            

         
 
         Back in the beginning, Joe and I loved an argument. We’d debate anything, anywhere. In the school staff room, at drinks after work. It was exhilarating — yes, that’s the right word for how things were then. People around us started to notice. We’d be bickering about some terrifically important issue, such as whether teabag paper gave you cancer (me negative, Joe therefore affirmative). After a bit, everyone else would be grinning. There they are. At it again, they said.
         
 
         Eventually — at the pub one Friday night — someone said, Just get a room, you two. I pretended I had no idea what they meant, until Joe leaned forward and kissed me. 
         
 
         That was five years ago, in London. A few weeks later, we moved in together.
 
         We were very happy indeed in our funny, contradictory way. What am I saying. We were crazy about each other.
 
         Then, one night, a terrible thing happened. I got drunk at a party and accidentally slept with someone. By slept with, I mean had sex. By accidentally, I mean there was no intention to do it and there was immediate self-disgust afterwards. A genuine mortifying accident, with drink totally to blame.
 
         I didn’t tell Joe, but somehow he found out. So he slept with someone too. Not straight away — but eventually that’s what happened. And he did tell me. Forlornly, with a great deal of dramatic sighing, a week later.
 
         ‘Retaliation,’ he said, his head hanging low over his coffee cup. ‘That’s all it was, Ellen. I’m ashamed to say it, but it was the only way I could cope with what you did.’ His lovely dark fringe flopped over his eyes. His face was an awful grey colour.
 
         ‘Fair enough,’ I replied. It wasn’t fair, not at all, but I wasn’t in a position to argue with the logic.
 
         Days and months passed. We soldiered on. Then one night, Joe slept with someone else. Not the same person he slept with before, which I suppose was something. Or not.
 
         ‘I thought we were already even,’ I said, when I stopped crying.
 
         ‘We were never even, Ellen,’ Joe replied. ‘Because you strayed first, your transgression was far greater than mine. All I did was catch up, the first time.’
 
         ‘But then we were even. One each,’ I said.
 
         ‘To be properly even,’ he said, ‘I had to inflict the same pain on you as you did on me. The pain that comes with being one down, the pain of having to forgive. Not the equitable pain of even stevens. Now, in fact, we are even, because you have to forgive me for one extra thing. As I did you, that first time.’
         
 
         ‘But the only way you said you could forgive me was by getting even. Remember?’ I said.
         
 
         ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Joe said. ‘Doesn’t matter how I forgave you. You’re failing, Ellen, to see things from my perspective. Which tells me you never understood the hurt you caused in the first place.’
         
 
         ‘You’ve been unfaithful to me twice. I’ve been unfaithful to you once. How can this possibly be even?’
 
         ‘From where I stand, it’s even,’ he said.
 
         Time went by. Things were different between us. We still argued all the time, but the arguments segued effortlessly into hurtful insults. One day we had a really big fight. It started out as a discussion about recycling — whether it actually created more landfill than normal rubbish. This was exactly the type of delicious debate we used to get off on. But the argument took a sour detour into accusations of selfishness.
 
         We both said some terrible things. For example, I told Joe I had brought us back to level scores on the infidelity count. This was a lie; I hadn’t had sex with anyone else. But just letting Joe think I’d been unfaithful was enough to put me in pain deficit. Or was it credit. I had no idea.
 
         Whatever it was, it didn’t matter. He called me a slut and picked up the globe from the bookshelf. For a minute I thought he was going to throw it at me. But instead, his left index finger found England. He manoeuvred the globe so his right index finger was on the polar opposite. He held the globe aloft. 
         
 
         ‘This is as far away from you as I could possibly get,’ he said, glaring at me. His eyes were red and the globe wobbled between his fingers like a speared puffer fish. ‘Any further, I’d be on my way back to you. This is where I’m going.’
 
         I could see the underbelly of the globe. Joe couldn’t. His destination was near the Antarctic. There appeared to be no land under his pointing finger. It was a huge globe and most of the little islands were marked on it. I bent down and looked closely.
 
         ‘Bollons Island,’ I read. ‘Fancy that. The antipode of home. Good luck to you there, Joe.’
 
         ‘How typical,’ he said.
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘That you would assume here to be home, and Bollons Island to be the antipode.’
 
         ‘Here is home. It’s where we live. And Bollons is therefore the antipode.’
         
 
         ‘Not if you live on Bollons Island. Here becomes the antipode.’
         
 
         ‘I doubt anyone lives on Bollons Island.’ I bent down and squinted again at the underside of the globe. It was hard to tell how big the place was. But it was a lot smaller than Gibraltar, going on the size of the dot.
 
         Joe spun the globe upside down (though he would probably say right side up). He traced a line north.
 
         ‘What have we got here?’ he said. ‘Bollons Island. Bracket New Zealand bracket.’
 
         I smiled. Joe was full of it. But there and then, while I swallowed my tears and tried to convince him I’d lied about my second infidelity, he picked up the telephone and bought a ticket to New Zealand.
 
         
             

         
 
          
         EMAIL SUITED OUR RELATIONSHIP, such as it was after Joe left. We got some of that old combative spark back, via smiley faces and the other emoticons available. We shared news of our day-to-day doings in real time — me hunched over the computer in the early evening, him half a day earlier, his time.
         
 
         I thought it was half a day later — you’d assume, wouldn’t you, that English time would be ahead of New Zealand’s. I’d always thought that was the point of Greenwich Mean Time. It turned out I was wrong about that; it was one of the few things we disagreed on that wasn’t open to interpretation. So yes. Half a day earlier. His morning, my evening the previous day.
 
         Joe lived in Auckland. He’d found a teaching job there. Some months on, he suggested I visit him.
 
         ‘Just for a look,’ he wrote. ‘Come and see what life is like down under.’
 
         I smiled when I read that.
 
         ‘Down under what, Joe? Prepositions require subjects and objects,’ I typed.
         
 
         ‘Fuck off you,’ he wrote back. My heart skipped a beat.
 
         
             

         
 
         I’D EXPECTED SOME SORT of passionate reunion, but it wasn’t like that. It felt as though we’d just picked up where we’d left off. Minus any kind of meaningful fighting.
         
 
         A pleasant détente is how you’d describe it. For the two weeks, we ate and drank and walked the hills and the streets around the harbour, arm in arm. To people passing, we would have looked like lovers. But I slept in Joe’s bedroom, and he slept on the foldout in his lounge. We avoided the topic of sex. We did not discuss it, and we did not engage in it. I would have liked to. A little antipodean affair, our own polar-opposite feet tangled under the covers.
         
 
         I wondered whether he’d found someone else. I snooped around the flat when he was out, but there were no signs of feminine influence. I decided to ask him. We were climbing one of the mountains — Mount Eden, Joe said it was. When he told me the name, I thought about Adam and Eve and then I thought, Just bloody ask him. But at the moment the words were forming in my mouth, I froze. I couldn’t say them.
 
         On the evening I left, when he was driving me out to the airport, Joe asked me what I thought of Auckland. I’d been dreading the question, dreading that he would ask it, and dreading that he wouldn’t.
 
         ‘It’s alright,’ I said. ‘A long way from home, though.’
 
         ‘It’s perfect, isn’t it,’ he said.
 
         I waited. He said nothing else. It was dark and raining. The car tyres hissed on the wet road.
 
         I assumed he would come inside the airport with me. That’s when he’ll ask, I thought. That’s when he’ll suggest I come back and stay. But he pulled in at the dropoff zone, where there was to be no parking and no waiting.
 
         He said some lovely things to me, after he put my bags on the footpath. Some very nice things, about how much he’d enjoyed seeing me again, how glad he was that I’d had the chance to visit his new home. But he didn’t ask me to stay.
 
         Standing in the rain, watching his tail lights disappear around the bend, I felt the ground move under my feet. Not so much a slip, it wasn’t like that. More as though the earth had tilted ever so slightly on its axis.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         MY JOURNEY HOME SHOULD have taken me first to Los Angeles, then on to London. A total of twenty-eight hours, door to door, stopover time included. But the first announcement I heard, as I dragged my bag into the bright, noisy terminal, was that due to technical issues, the flight to Los Angeles has been cancelled.
         
 
         The next few flights to the States were already overbooked. There was a plane leaving Auckland for Sydney in a couple of hours’ time, the nice lady at the counter said. I had a choice — fly to Sydney free of charge and make the trip to Los Angeles from there, or rebook directly for Los Angeles in a few days’ time.
 
         I stood at the head of the queue, my heart beating somewhere near the top of my throat. No parking and no waiting. If he’d even offered to come into the terminal with me, I would have phoned him, asked him to come and get me.
 
         I left Auckland at ten o’clock on Sunday evening and landed in Sydney three-and-a-half hours later. Just as fog was closing in on Sydney airport. After two hours in a transit lounge, we boarded the plane for Los Angeles. We weren’t leaving any time soon, but the pilot wanted to take advantage of a sudden break in the weather. Seatbelts were to remain fastened. Departure, when it came, would not be announced.
 
         You’re vulnerable to a certain type of fantasy when you’re strapped down in one place for a long time. While we waited on the Sydney tarmac for the fog to lift, a joyous reconciliation between Joe and me was forming itself in my head. There was a new home, one minute a terraced house in London, the next an old wooden bungalow in Auckland. There were quite a few babies.
         
 
         Minutes passed, then hours.
 
         Outside, behind the fog curtain, the night turned charcoal. It was nearly dawn. I stared out the window, trying to spot exact moments of change in light. My head ached. Eventually I dozed off and dreamed of Joe and I getting married. I didn’t wake until the plane was taxiing for take-off.
 
         There were more delays in Los Angeles. I had a five-hour wait for my flight to London. I wandered around the food shops. The smell of curries, fried food and pastries enticed then repulsed me. My body didn’t know whether it wanted breakfast, lunch or dinner. I settled for strong black coffee.
 
         I’d lost count of travel hours long ago; I had got up at seven in the morning — some morning — in Auckland, that’s all I could remember. My eyes were gritty and my bones felt sharp and mean. Outside it was light, I could see blue sky through the windows. In spite of the sunlight, my insides felt frozen. I tried to imagine walking in the California spring morning, but after so many hours in confinement, the idea of open space was frightening.
 
         At the door of the London-bound plane, the flight attendant looked at my ticket, then pulled another piece of paper from his jacket pocket. He checked off one against the other. My heart sank.
 
         ‘Ellen O’Neill?’ he asked.
 
         ‘That’s me.’
 
         ‘You’ve had a bit of a rough journey, so far.’
 
         I nodded. ‘Not the greatest.’ 
         
 
         ‘To the left,’ he said. He gestured towards business class. ‘Seven D.’
 
         ‘Not funny, my friend,’ I replied.
 
         ‘We’re overbooked.’ He smiled.
 
         I shook my head, not yet prepared to believe him. ‘Thank you,’ I managed, in the end.
 
         I had never travelled in business class. There were only twelve rows, with seven seats per row — two on each side of the plane and three in the middle. The chairs were covered in soft chocolate-brown leather. They had padded headrests and plush fat armrests and there were big gaps between them.
 
         Seven D was the middle chair in a set of three, halfway down the cabin. The seats either side were still empty. I put my bag under the seat in front of me and sat down.
 
         Serene music played. A glass of champagne arrived. Other seats towards the front of the cabin were filling up, their occupants quietly stowing belongings. The atmosphere was reverent, like the beginning of a church service, nothing like the primal carry-on of economy class. I fiddled with the levers on the armrest and extended the seat as far as it would go. It flattened out to an almost horizontal position; a proper bed. I returned the seat upright, already imagining sleep.
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         HE HAD SILVER, THINNING hair clipped neatly to short back and sides, and glasses with thick black frames. He wore a grey pullover and navy trousers.
         
 
         She reminded me of a small, wind-tossed bird, disorientated after a storm. Her head flicked left and right, twitching and scanning. Her face was creased and weathered by the sun. Her eyebrows had been plucked entirely off, replaced by two Harlequinesque pencil-drawn arches. Artwork also defined her mouth, a wobbly rose-coloured cupid lassoing thin tight lips.
         
 
         They stopped at every row, including the full ones, and the man stared at the numbers above the chairs.
 
         ‘Is it ours, Lionel?’ The woman’s voice was loud, east coast American. ‘Lionel, is it ours? What numbers are our seats again, Lionel?’
 
         The man ignored her. He looked hard at the numbers, then adjusted his glasses once more and read his boarding pass. He looked up at the numbers again to double-check, then he shuffled further along the aisle to the next row. Little bird-woman hopped along behind him.
         
 
         On he went, looking, checking, looking.
 
         ‘Lionel, how hard can it be? Would you find our seats?’ The woman’s voice was close to a screech. She fixed her stare on the man and craned forward, as though she was going to peck him. ‘You’re a useless waste of flesh, Lionel Jipson. Can’t you count?’ She spat the words out. The skin on her neck wobbled under an expensive-looking scarf.
 
         ‘Give it a rest, Mia.’ The man kept looking at the seat numbers. ‘You’re making a scene.’
 
         ‘You’re the one making a scene. Life with you is one long bad scene. Where are our seats?’
 
         ‘Patience, woman.’
 
         ‘Would you hurry up, already. These bags are killing me.’
 
         ‘Whose fault is that, Mia? Buying up the entire duty-free shop …’
 
         You reach a point, when you’re sleep deprived, whereby you disassociate yourself from your surroundings. Unable to engage, you sit back and follow things as best you can. That’s how it felt, watching the man and the woman. Their bickering crescendoed and subsided to vicious muttering.
         
 
         I couldn’t stop looking. I closed my eyes, rubbed them, and when I opened them the man and the woman were standing over me. A stewardess hovered behind.
 
         ‘Ms O’Neill, Mr and Mrs Jipson here —’ she gestured to them — ‘have seats on either side of you.’
 
         Of course they did.
 
         The woman leaned across the empty seat and let a gnarly hand rest on my arm. ‘Honey, we were wondering … would you be okay about moving across one, taking the aisle seat just there? So that we can sit together?’
 
         Up close, her face was terrifying. The creases in her skin were clogged with tiny wedges of make-up. False eyelashes clung bravely to her eyelids. But there was something else in those dark bird eyes, something other than the loathing I’d seen directed at her husband earlier. She blinked rapidly, as though she might be about to cry.
 
         I looked at the man, half expecting a frantic, silent gesture forbidding me to move. But he was nodding, with the same pleading expression as his wife. ‘If it’s not too much trouble?’ he said.
 
         ‘Of course,’ I said.
 
         ‘Would you like another glass of champagne, Ms O’Neill?’ The stewardess proffered her sympathy via alcohol. I accepted it.
 
         A lovely business-class meal arrived. I ate it watching a movie and wearing headphones. I was determined to avoid any interaction with Lionel and Mia Jipson. I was worried the sniper fire next to me would continue into the night, or whatever that cavernous black space outside was, thirty thousand feet above the earth. As soon as dinner was over, the cabin lights dimmed. Everyone pushed their seats flat and settled down for the long flight to London.
         
 
         I was on my side, with my back to the couple. They’d stopped their bickering, but there was a quite a bit of scrabbling around in bags going on.
 
         I knew I was not going to fall asleep. Maybe it was the champagne. More likely, I’d simply forgotten how. I had never felt more awake in my life. After a time, I rolled over to face the old couple. Peeking first, I opened my eyes just enough to watch.
 
         
             

         
 
         SHE WAS UNDER HER blanket, sitting upright. He was still sitting as well. In one hand he held a little bottle of pills, and in the other a glass of water. He dropped a tiny pill into her mouth, waited as she took water and swallowed, then gave her another.
         
 
         ‘Make it enough, Lionel,’ she whispered to him, pushing her seatback to horizontal.
 
         ‘Don’t worry, Mia. I know how many.’
 
         Her twitching and shuffling under the blanket continued for a few minutes, then her body settled as she drifted off to sleep. It crossed my mind that he might have overdosed her. I was aware that I should do something about that. But I was mesmerised. I had no choice but to watch.
 
         In the semi-darkness, he took her hands in his own. I looked at the silhouette of her blanket, saw it was rising and falling under her breathing. 
         
 
         He leaned over and kissed her on the mouth.
 
         She didn’t respond. Her appearance was changing. Her face relaxed. The wrinkles slipped away. The ridiculous eyebrows settled down to less severe angles. Her lips formed a girlish pout. In the strange flickering light of the dimmed cabin, with years of marital sparring pared away, I saw Lionel Jipson gaze upon his new bride.
 
         I stayed absolutely still, my blanket pulled up around my face. He continued holding her hands. The tense knots in her fingers unravelled, leaving them smooth. He was oblivious to me. To the other sleeping passengers, to the stewards who moved quietly through the dark aircraft, occupying the nothingness of the place between earth and outer space.
 
         He remained an old man. His rough, quivering hand reached out and with the back of his knuckles, he gently touched his wife’s face. Slowly, his fingers caressed her cheek, as though he was patting a cat. From time to time, he would stop. A smile of delight spread across his face. Then, the gentle touching resumed. She never stirred.
 
         Minutes, then hours passed this way. At some point, I fell asleep.
 
         I woke to the smell of eggs and the clatter of food trolleys. For a moment, I lay absolutely still, my eyes closed. I listened to the click click click of window blinds opening. When I opened my eyes, rays of sunlight pierced the stale air of the cabin.
         
 
         I had rolled over in my sleep, my back was turned to the Jipsons.
 
         ‘I am saying to you, Mia Jipson, that you have the toothpaste in that confounded rubbish bin that you call a handbag.’
         
 
         ‘It’s not here. You had it last. You forgot to put it back, obviously.’
 
         ‘I did not have it last. I used it in the lounge at LA, and then handed it to you. Remember? After you told me to go brush that foul tuna salad off of my breath if I wanted to sit next to you in a plane for twelve hours …’
 
         ‘Oh yessir, I recall that! But did you bring the toothpaste out of the bathroom? I believe not. I believe, Lionel, that you left it in there.’
 
         I sat up and looked at them. He was polishing his glasses with the corner of a white handkerchief. She had tipped the entire contents of her handbag into her lap, searching for the toothpaste. Both of them looked exactly as they had the night before when they boarded the plane.
 
         We exchanged Good mornings and How did you sleeps.
         
 
         ‘Very well, thank you,’ she said. ‘Like a log.’
 
         ‘A log? Huh!’ he said. ‘Make that a hog. Snoring away, keeping everyone else awake. Did she keep you awake? I’m so sorry if she did …’
 
         ‘Not at all,’ I said.
 
         I thought I wanted to know what the time might be. But not the time in Los Angeles, nor the time in London, both of which were displayed on the screens. I didn’t know what other time there might be.
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         AFTER THREE DAYS IN London, I started an email to Joe. My fingers froze over the keyboard. A virus — that’s what it felt like. It had taken hold before I went to Auckland, infecting our emails, sabotaging any real effort or intention to sort things out between us. Those cute little emoticons whizzed through cyberspace, antipode to antipode, flirting with each other — wink wink smiley face — in passing.
         
 
         There was no point, I thought. No point in starting all that again.
 
         The London spring that year was spectacular. Although I’d lived in the city my whole life, its beauty seemed brand-new. Trees were in bud everywhere and warm rain made everything grow quickly.
         
 
         One Saturday morning I watched a tulip open. It was in a pot on the kitchen table. I stared at the miniscule movements of the individual petals as they let each other go. I thought about waiting on the tarmac of Sydney airport, watching night turn to dawn. I turned the computer on and bought an airline ticket to New Zealand. 
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            SPECTACLES

         
 
         Lotte Jones was making thick black coffee for Jackson Klein in that funny little café halfway between Kilbirnie shops and the sea. Jackson sat where he always sat — under a large poster of Che Guevara, at a round wooden table which wobbled due to one leg being slightly shorter than the others.
         
 
         He removed from under the short table leg a tatty, flattened piece of paper that was meant to stop the wobbling but didn’t. He tore two blank pages from his notebook, folded each of them four times, and wedged them under the short leg. The table was momentarily more stable — still enough, at any length, for him to begin work. 
         
 
         Lotte put the little brown cup down in front of him. Jackson put on his glasses and positioned his pen on the next blank page in the notebook. The notebook was thin — he got through them quickly — so he picked up the pen and wrote on the next blank page: Buy a new notebook. Then he let the pen rest back on the pad.
         
 
         ‘I heard on the radio, there’s a sea fog,’ Lotte said. ‘Did you see it?’
 
         ‘I drove through it on my way here,’ Jackson said. ‘All those weeks of glorious weather, now this. It’s thick like a dream — no, not a dream … like soup. No no, not soup!’ He shook his head in irritation and pressed his fingers to his temples. He squinted, thinking hard.
 
         Such a geek, thought Lotte.
 
         ‘Like cotton wool, it’s more like cotton wool. That’s it! Thick like cotton wool.’ His face lit up at the simile. He picked up his pen and scribbled in his notebook. The scrawling letters took up half a page.
 
         Everything about Jackson was dramatic. It was to do, he’d told Lotte once, with being a playwright, something called the reveal process. She’d been trying to remember a coffee order at the time and hadn’t taken much notice.
 
         ‘Can I ask you a cheeky question?’ she said, picking up the empty cup. ‘Can I try on your glasses? My eyes are getting worse every day.’
 
         ‘I don’t mind, not at all.’ Jackson carefully lifted the spectacles off the bridge of his nose. He handed them to Lotte. ‘Of course, they are especially made, you understand, designed just for me. My eyes are in a right old state, thanks to this …’ He drummed his fingers on the lid of his laptop. ‘A right old state, thanks to writing.’ He laughed at his joke.
         
 
         Lotte let that one go. She slipped the glasses on her face, taking care not to touch the lenses. ‘That’s odd,’ she said, looking up, down, lifting them on and off her nose. ‘When you’ve got them on, they make no difference at all. They’re like plain glass.’
 
         ‘That’s the thing!’ said Jackson. ‘Everyone’s eyes are different. It just goes to show that your vision problem is totally different from mine. Which isn’t surprising, when you think about it. Given that I write all day and you make coffee.’
 
         Lotte looked again through the glasses — at Jackson, at Che Guevara. She followed Guevara’s wistful gaze out the window. There was no out-of-the-ordinary distortion. A blurry screen filtered her world, as it always had.
 
         The sea fog had been crawling up the cold sands of Lyall Bay, through the quiet hallways and sitting rooms of the beachfront houses. It drifted, just then, past the café door. A man emerged from the first tendrils of mist. He wore a black winter coat belted tightly at the waist. On his feet were sturdy boots. A scarf covered his mouth, meeting his thick black moustache, and a green woollen hat with flaps protected his ears. His form quickly took shape as he outstepped the heavy white fog. He didn’t look in the café, at the barista and the writer. He shouted loudly to nobody as he walked by.
 
         There was nothing special about the man. This was the sort of neighbourhood where people got around in clothing entirely unrelated to the season. This was the sort of neighbourhood where people frequently addressed the heavens with their thoughts and observations, regardless of whether they were accompanied or quite alone.
         
 
         Lotte gave the glasses back to Jackson, who cleaned the  perfectly clear lenses with a soft yellow cloth.
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         JACKSON KLEIN WAS FIFTY-FOUR and lived with his well-heeled  wife in an affluent suburb overlooking the harbour. He  mainly wrote short plays, none of which had made it to  stage. His creativity, he believed, was greatly enhanced when  he installed himself in a bohemian café to work. There was  something about the possibility of grime. He particularly  liked the unpretentious atmosphere of the little place halfway  between the shops and the sea.
         
 
         He’d recently worked out why his writing was yet to find an  audience. It was erudite, so much so that even the academics  failed to understand it. So he abandoned that sort of work.
 
         Now it was all about art reaching people. The people —  the ordinary man and woman. He tested his creative ideas  out on Lotte. Although he never pried into her personal  circumstances, he sensed her to be the exact target audience  for his simple yet profound writing.
         
 
         His imagination would often spark at the oddest moment  — in the middle of the night, or while brushing his teeth —  the next morning he would race to the café to bounce ideas  off her.
 
         
             

         
 
         LOTTE JONES WAS SIXTEEN, but small like a boy. Her skin was  the colour of mochaccino. Her hair was straight and shiny  and black and she wore it pulled back tightly in a ponytail.  She lived near the café with her parents, Malcolm and Gloria. Malcolm Jones was violent and a drunk and a gambler. He spent most of the household income on the horses. Gloria was a cleaner. Her dull waking hours were focused on the shiny linoleum floors of Wellington Hospital.
         
 
         Lotte’s eyesight had been poor all her life. Years ago she slipped the attention of the Ministry people who came to the school and asked the children to read the big black letters on the wall chart. Maybe Lotte had been absent that day? Who can remember, so far back? As time passed, she learned to memorise the things she needed to know — enough to see her slide through the school years, labelled a slow learner. When Gloria questioned Lotte’s vision, Malcolm convinced her there was nothing to worry about.
 
         On two occasions, Lotte had bravely called Malcolm on his brutal behaviour. After the first, he slapped her hard across the face, leaving four red marks that turned to streaky bruises. The second time, she bypassed her father’s heavy hand. She went to the pub in the city where her father went to gamble.
 
         The family barely scraped by thanks to Malcolm’s gambling, she explained to the manager. The manager had nodded and tut-tutted and, looking over Lotte’s slender young boy-body, said he would see what he could do. The following day she arrived home to find her mother cradling a broken arm in a sling.
 
         As soon as Lotte could leave school, her father arranged the job at the café. The café — which, by the way, didn’t serve food and was nothing more than a money-laundering front for other ventures — belonged to a friend of Malcolm. Malcolm liked the idea of knowing where his daughter was, all the time. 
         
 
         She mastered the massive coffee machine the same way she had mastered crayons, cooking and house cleaning: by touch, sound, smell and a heightened sense of intuition. You’d never know, watching her, that her sight was poor — certainly her customers had no idea. Lotte flicked switches, swirled knobs and heated milk without glancing at what she was doing.
 
         Lotte hid enough money from Malcolm for them to get by. He knew how much she earned, but he didn’t know about the tip jar on the counter. She tried to make sure that her mother was never at home alone with her father in the evenings, when he drank the most.
 
         There was a price to pay for her vigilance. Lotte paid it in bruises. Sometimes, she saw the blows coming and managed to dodge them. Sometimes, when she was exhausted, when her eyes were extra tired and her guard was down, she did not.
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         BUSINESS WAS SLOW. LOTTE decided to wash down the coffee machine. She scrubbed the filter baskets with a little wire brush. There was a set of miniature screwdrivers in the drawer under the counter. Slowly, mostly by touch, Lotte unscrewed the external parts of the machine. She cleaned them in hot soapy water and reassembled them, taking care not to cross-thread the tiny screws and nuts.
         
 
         Jackson picked his pen up, sighed, and put it down again. He plugged his laptop into the wall and pushed a few buttons. He sighed some more. Then he pushed down hard on the table and scraped it across the floor. He opened his notebook once more and ripped out two blank pages, then folded them and placed them under the short table leg, on top of the pieces of paper already there. The table wobbled because now three legs were much shorter than the short leg.
         
 
         Lotte saw he was having trouble getting started.
 
         ‘What are you working on?’ she asked, bending down low to reconstruct the coffee machine. The tiny components were impossible to see; they kept falling from her fingers. She strained to guide them to exactly where they needed to be.
 
         More sighs from Jackson. ‘I’m writing a modern version of a story by Nikolay Gogol.’
 
         ‘You’re copying a story? Is that allowed?’
 
         ‘It’s not copying, Lotte. I would never copy someone else’s work. It’s called interpretation.’
         
 
         ‘Okaaay,’ said Lotte. It was impossible — impossible — to thread the screws through the minute holes in the nuts. She should never have dismantled the machine. ‘Nikolay Gogol. Don’t think I’ve heard of him … what’s he done?’
         
 
         ‘Done?’
 
         ‘Written. What’s he written?’
 
         ‘You possibly haven’t heard of his books, he’s Russian …’
 
         Lotte couldn’t think of any Russian writers, not off hand. ‘Try me,’ she said anyway.
 
         ‘Well, there’s a funny old tale about a nose that falls off a man’s face and becomes a person. And there’s quite a famous play, called The Government Inspector.’
         
 
         There was no response from Lotte, just the tinkle of tiny metal tools dropping on the concrete floor and swearing to follow.
 
         ‘There are other stories, “The Overcoat”, for example, which is the story I’m focusing on. And “The Diary of a Madman” …’
 
         ‘Nope.’ 
         
 
         ‘Nope?’
 
         ‘Nope. Never heard of them.’ Lotte’s head popped up from behind the counter. She smiled at Jackson. ‘Anyway. What’s the problem?’
 
         ‘The problem is the ghost. There’s a ghost in “The Overcoat”, right at the end of the story. Actually, not right at the end. Past the end of the story.’
         
 
         ‘Well, it’s at the end then, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘That’s the point. Exactly the point. Gogol got to the natural end of the jolly story, and forgot to stop writing.’
 
         ‘Uh-huh.’ From behind the counter.
 
         Jackson knew Lotte wasn’t really listening. Uh-huh was what she said when she was getting on with something. Which was fine. It helped the reveal process to keep talking.
         
 
         ‘Yes … the problem is that the story itself comes to a natural end, with the death of the main character.’
 
         ‘Sounds cheerful. What does he die of?’
 
         ‘The cold. He saves up, buys an overcoat, has it stolen and dies of the cold.’
 
         ‘Uh-huh …’
 
         ‘So the story’s done, but then this ghost arrives and starts running around accusing everyone of stealing his overcoat.’
 
         ‘So it’s a ghost story,’ said Lotte.
 
         ‘That’s the point. It’s not. The ghost bit tacked on the end just ruins things. It detracts from what is otherwise an incredibly powerful, simple story … muddies it totally. Such a distraction … no literary scholar has ever been able to figure out why the ghost appears. What it all means … including me. Which is why I can’t get started on this confounded piece of work.’ 
         
 
         ‘Just ignore it then.’
 
         ‘Ignore what?’
 
         ‘The ghost bit. Pretend it’s not there.’
 
         ‘That’s impossible. It is there. You can’t just start ignoring the bits of classic literature that you don’t understand.’
         
 
         ‘Maybe,’ said Lotte, ‘he was …. what’s the guy’s name again?’
 
         ‘The one who loses the coat? Akaky Akakyevitch.’
 
         ‘No, the guy who wrote the story.’
 
         ‘Gogol.’
 
         ‘Maybe Gogol was just having fun. Maybe he liked ghosts, and wanted one in this story. Makes sense to me. Man has coat nicked. Man gets cold. Man dies. Comes back as ghost for revenge. You know, like Freddy Krueger.’
 
         ‘Gogol would not have been having fun. Serious writers don’t have fun, Lotte. Whatever the reason for the ghost, it’s not fun.’
         
 
         ‘If you say so.’ Lotte had no idea, really, why a writer would not choose to have fun. If there was the slightest opportunity to create joy, would one not seize it?
 
         ‘It’s quiet, isn’t it. Must be the fog,’ she said, changing the subject.
 
         ‘More likely the festival.’
 
         ‘What festival?’ Lotte hoped it might be another Cuba Street Festival. Last year, late one night when her father was out, she had taken her mother up on the festival’s small Ferris wheel. They sat together at the very top, in a yellow seat, and looked at the city sparkle and buzz beneath them. They listened to laughter and shouting. Not a word passed between them. 
         
 
         ‘The writers festival,’ said Jackson. ‘It happens every second year, always in March. Famous writers come for a week, to talk about their books. People fly in from all over to hear what they have to say. Today’s the last day.’
 
         ‘So you think that’s why no one’s drinking coffee today? They’re all at this festival?’
 
         ‘I think so,’ said Jackson. ‘I imagine that anyone who is able to get the time off work, and who can afford the tickets, will be there. Anyone, that is, involved in serious literature. I’m heading there shortly myself.’
 
         Lotte had nearly finished cleaning the coffee machine; all that remained was the milk steamer. She held a stainless steel jug filled with cold water under the spout. She turned the black knob on the side of the machine and the spout began to hiss.
 
         ‘Hmm,’ she said. ‘I’m not so sure about this festival. I think it’s the fog keeping people at home.’
 
         She dropped the jug. Boiling water splashed across the tender, pale skin on the inside of her arm, between her wrist and elbow. The water kept coming — she had filled the jug to the very top — and as she watched her skin went bright red and formed tiny bubbles beneath the surface. It felt as though she had brushed up against an iceberg. She watched as other older scars on her arm shrivelled and merged into the new ugly red welt.
 
         The empty jug clattered to the floor. Jackson rushed to Lotte.
 
         ‘Oh no, oh my goodness!’ he cried. He ran to his table for no obvious reason, then dashed back to her. ‘We need an ambulance. Where’s my phone? Where’s the phone, Lotte?’ 
         
 
         ‘It’s okay,’ said Lotte. She stood quite still, staring at her arm, as though it belonged to someone else. ‘Don’t ring an ambulance. Cold water. That’s what we need.’
 
         Jackson looked at the girl for a moment, then turned on the cold tap at the sink. He held Lotte around the shoulders as the water ran over her burned arm. ‘How did you manage that?’ he asked.
 
         ‘I don’t know … I bumped the jug and it just slipped out of my hands.’
 
         ‘We’d better get you to the hospital.’
 
         ‘No, I’ll be fine.’
 
         ‘You’re in shock. You have to get it seen to.’
 
         ‘It’s not that bad.’
 
         ‘Lotte …’
 
         ‘No. I said no. You end up there for hours, waiting, then they just dress it. I’ve been before, with burns. They just dress it with burn cream. I’ve got some at home. I’ll do it myself.’
 
         ‘But the pain …’ Jackson looked at Lotte. Her face was calm.
 
         ‘There’s no pain. Not really. No real pain,’ she said. ‘Go on, get off to your festival.’
 
         Jackson shuffled his feet, looked out the window. He ran his hands through his hair. Lotte’s arm was bright pink, blisters forming, that was bad enough. But he’d seen what was underneath the new wounds. Old scars. Not just on her forearm, but on her thin shoulders, across the back of her neck. A deep black bruise which started just under her collarbone, and disappeared down the front of her T-shirt.
 
         He thought that the words were going to form all by themselves, in the space between them. Who did that to you?  The very thought of saying them shocked him back into the moment. Jackson wasn’t the type to get involved in real life drama. Surely that was the essence of good writing — to remain aloof, detached from the pleasures and pain of life? To see it from all angles, to explore all perspectives? Impossible, if one became involved. And there was no arguing with Lotte, when she’d made up her mind about something. Certainly not!
         
 
         Besides, he needed to get along to the festival. It was the last day — his last opportunity to mix with other writers. His last opportunity to resolve his writer’s block by discussing Gogol’s ghost with people who might understand the masterpiece.
  
         So, flustered, inexplicably irritated (which in turn irritated him more), he left.
 
         Lotte locked the door, turned the lights out and sat at one of the big round tables.
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         LOTTE HAD BEEN SHOCKED by the feeling of her father’s hand, the first time he hit her. She was eight years old. That was the thing she remembered most clearly afterwards — the feeling of the rough skin.
         
 
         Malcolm, if asked, wouldn’t be able to recall the event, nor the reason for it. Over time, though, he saw that the discipline he inflicted on his daughter for her insolence was having less than the desired impact. The blows appeared to glance off the hard shell forming around the child. Some time — the exact date is neither here nor there — Malcolm, gripped by an especially drunken rage, forgot which of the two females he was punishing: his wife or his daughter. Somehow his vicious revenge for Lotte’s perceived deceit and effrontery turned into an assault of an entirely different nature.
         
 
         For Malcolm, this moment marked the transformation of punishment into unfettered, enraged possession. For Lotte, the moment hardly registered. There were, after all, few places left on her body for her father to make his mark.
 
         
             

         
 
         YOU MURMUR YOUR DISBELIEF at this reader; I’m sorry, but it’s true. Not only is it true, it’s hardly unusual. You need only pick up a newspaper to find proof of that.
         
 
         Gloria smacked Lotte across the face when she told her what had happened. Lotte hated her mother then — hated her for years, until the day Malcolm had broken her mother’s arm. After that, Lotte stopped hating. There was no point, no point at all.
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         IN THE LITTLE CAFÉ, on the day of the strange sea fog, Lotte Jones nursed her throbbing arm and felt elation. It started as a tiny pulse in her heart and grew quickly to a thumping beat.
         
 
         There was so much in her life she couldn’t control, but something could be done about her eyesight. She needed glasses — not plain-glass glasses like Jackson’s, but her very own ones, suited to her eyes.
 
         The old Agee jar sat by the till. Someone had written Tips on it with the black indelible marker. It wasn’t Lotte — the jar had been there long before her.
         
 
         Some weeks were slower than others — it seemed to her that when things were okay at home, it took a long time for the jar to fill up. But other times — the days when her skin was blue with bruises under layers of cheap orange make-up — the jar filled quickly. She never looked at the customers who put money in it. That was a good luck thing. But when the coins reached the top, she emptied the jar into her bag, and took the money to the dairy down the road to change into notes.
         
 
         This was Lotte’s cache: a fund set aside for the worst emergency. The fund built up slowly, over months. Until the day she burned her arm.
 
         Lotte marched to the stack of magazines on the corner of the benchtop. She switched the lights back on and took the top three magazines back to the table. She slowly turned the pages of the first with her free hand.
 
         The words were fuzzy, but it was a photo she was looking for — a particular photo of a certain woman. The woman was wearing a pair of black-rimmed spectacles with rectangular lenses. The woman’s hands touched at the arms of the spectacles — she had evidently just placed them on her nose — and she was smiling into the distance as though witnessing a miracle.
 
         Lotte found the page. She took a pen and paper from her bag, and ran her finger down it until she found a telephone number. Squinting, double-checking every digit, Lotte wrote the number. Then she picked up the telephone and pushed the buttons. She took a deep breath as a woman with a friendly voice answered the phone.
 
         ‘Bryant and Rogers Optometrist.’
 
         ‘I’m ringing about my eyes,’ Lotte said. Her heart was beating so loudly she was sure the sound could be heard down the telephone.
         
 
         ‘Yes?’
 
         ‘I’m having trouble with … judging the distance of things.’
 
         ‘Well, you’ve rung the right number, dear!’
 
         Lotte liked the sound of this woman. She liked the singsongingness of her voice. She rushed on.
 
         ‘Sometimes, you see, I think that things are close when they are far away. And sometimes a thing, for example a person, appears to be on the other side of the room. But I’m wrong, and they’re right next to me … almost on top of me!’
 
         Lotte stopped. The pleasurable feeling was gone, in its place panic.
 
         ‘Hello? Are you still there?’
 
         ‘Yes … yes, I’m sorry.’ Lotte felt her face going red. She was shocked to feel the prickle of tears in her eyes. She wiped them away.
 
         ‘So … would you like to make an appointment?’
 
         ‘Yes please. An appointment.’
 
         ‘When would you like to come in?’
 
         ‘Oh, soon, please. As soon as possible. Could you tell me though — how much is it?’
 
         ‘Forty dollars, dear.’
 
         Lotte couldn’t believe her good fortune. Forty dollars. The amount, more or less, from the tip jar.
 
         ‘Thank you. That will be fine. Yes, an appointment would be wonderful. Will I be able to take the glasses away with me?’
 
         ‘The glasses? Oh, I’m sorry … I haven’t made myself clear at all, have I? The forty dollars is just for the appointment. From there, the optometrist will diagnose your problem, and look at your options by way of …’
         
 
         ‘So the glasses are extra.’ Lotte interrupted the woman.
 
         ‘Yes, they are.’
 
         ‘How much, you know, on average?’
 
         ‘Well, I suppose, an average pair — nothing fancy by way of frames — an average pair might be two hundred dollars. Somewhere in that vicinity.’
 
         Lotte said nothing. She looked at her arm, and tried to remember where the old scars and burns had been. The fresh injury had obliterated them, like a duster wiping a blackboard clean.
 
         ‘That’s fine,’ she said after a time. ‘Yes, let’s make an appointment.’
 
         ‘When would you like to come in?’
 
         ‘Today, please. I would like to come in today.’
 
         Lotte sat for a moment, looking out at the fog. Then she left the cafe, her bag under her arm, locking the door behind her.
 
         
             

         
 
         READER, WHAT ARE WE to make of this? Lotte Jones, with a grand total of forty dollars, making appointments for expensive consultations with optometrists?
         
 
         We can tut-tut, we can challenge her to think outside the picture — shop around at some of those new bargain places for a pair of glasses. Seek help, not just for her eyes, but for the other terrible things in her life. We can shout out loud, like children at a pantomime, about social agencies and helplines. But Lotte copes with life a moment at a time. That’s as much as she can manage. 
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         THE STRANGE SEA FOG was going nowhere. The city’s famous winds — northerlies, southerlies, nor’westerlies, sou’westerlies, sou’easterlies and the rare easterlies — were for once blowing elsewhere. The fog slipped up and over the hills, like icing over a warm wedding cake, towards the city. It sent a white finger into the Mount Victoria tunnel, where cars always tooted.
         
 
         It had settled, too, over the airport. It poured over the lip of the runway between the steep hills, then filled the valley. Aeroplanes circled, waiting for a tear in the white blanket so they could land. They buzzed overhead like hungry vultures. Finally, their fuel tanks nearly empty, they gave up the wait and flew off. Below, on the ground, other planes were stranded.
 
         So, too, were the international writers attending the festival.
 
         The festival organisers had worked tirelessly for two years to put the programme together. They had shuffled and reshuffled appearance orders to appease the bruised egos of overseas superstars. They had suffered tiresome demands and woeful ignorance about their own outstanding works. Now, at the end of an exhausting week, they had had enough.
 
         The budget had been spent. It had been calculated to stretch over seven days — not a minute more. The hosts were uniformly dignified and courteous in manner, but on that last morning, they listened anxiously to reports of the fog. Each had been assigned to look after a special guest and each had tried, for as long as possible, to shield that guest from the news that no one was flying out of the city for the time being. 
         
 
         The last public session ended. Organisers and visitors gathered at the best hotel in town for the final lunch. The long-suffering hosts listened one more time as their guests settled into chairs and recounted tales from faraway places where the real literary happenings happened. All the time, they looked anxiously outside for signs of wind, a gentle zephyr that might develop into the full-blown gale that would whip the confounded fog and the international writers away.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         JACKSON LEFT LOTTE’S CAFÉ and walked through the fog to his wife’s car. From there, he drove to the centre of town. It was only when he arrived that he realised that thanks to Lotte’s accident he had missed the final session.
         
 
         Jackson knew about the lunch. He hadn’t received an invitation — not a written one — but the event had been discussed by literary acquaintances in his presence several times. It was clear to him that he was expected to attend. He parked the car and fed the parking meter.
 
         The man dressed in winter clothing — the one that had stepped out of the fog outside the café earlier — walked by. He stopped, waved his arms in the air, and shouted loudly at Jackson.
 
         ‘What do you want?’ he raved. He walked on, then returned. Again, he pushed himself into Jackson’s personal space. ‘What do you want?’
         
 
         Jackson knew what he wanted. He wanted an end to the years of writer’s block. He wanted to unleash a torrent of words on the page: words worthy of being described as a tribute to the great Nikolay Gogol.
 
         That achieved, he wanted recognition — oh, he so wanted that. He wanted people to stop him in the street, to say, Aren’t you the guy … He wanted invitations to writers festivals, to writers festival lunches. Proper, written invitations.
         
 
         The doorman at the hotel held the heavy glass door open, waiting for Jackson to enter. But Jackson stayed still, his path blocked by the man in the winter coat.
 
         The man had stopped shouting, but his eyes didn’t move from Jackson. Accusing, Jackson thought. He’s accusing me.
 
         Jackson returned to his car. He leaned against it, his hands resting on the bonnet. It was nothing to do with the man in the coat. Lotte was the problem. Her burned arm, her small bruised body. The way she’d glared at him, telling him to get on his way to his festival. Growling, hissing like a tiny dying animal. Defending the only thing left. Dignity.
         
 
         What had she said? It’s happened before? Something like that. She was going home to treat the burn.
         
 
         Jackson knew where Lotte lived — he’d dropped her off there once, after she was late closing the café. He got back in the car and pulled out into the traffic. He headed for Kilbirnie.
 
         The house was a small grey bungalow close to the road. There was a low wooden fence with a latched gate. A little concrete path led to the front door. The windows were closed. There was no sign, from the front, that Lotte had arrived home yet.
 
         Jackson knocked on the front door. No one answered. He returned to his car to wait.
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         LOTTE JONES HAD A plan. She got on a bus going to town. She would stop off at a pharmacy for a dressing for her burn. Then she was going to the pub to place a bet. After that, she’d buy the glasses.
         
 
         The bus was full of people dressed in summer clothing. The women wore sleeveless dresses, strappy sandals and brightly coloured sunhats. The men wore T-shirts and shorts. Everywhere she looked, Lotte saw goosebumped skin and puzzled faces squinting through the grimy windows at the sea fog.
 
         When Lotte closed her eyes, her mother appeared. Gloria was staring straight back at her.
 
         
             

         
 
         MALCOLM HAD WON BIG on the horses, just a week or so after he had broken Gloria’s arm. Lotte had come home from work and heard her parents’ voices. The conversation was loud, excited. With fear in her heart, she had walked into the kitchen to find her father setting the table with delectable food: cold meats, olives, artichokes, steaming plates of pasta and beautiful breads. Candles lit the room and Dean Martin played on the old stereo in the corner, his voice soaring above the clatter of cutlery.
         
 
         At the end of the table sat Gloria. In her able hand was a glass of champagne. Her chin was tilted upwards and her mouth formed a thin, taut smile. Her eyes looked upon Lotte as a queen might look upon her subject. There was no kindness. It was a look of pity, a look reserved for the vanquished.
 
         Later, her mother had finished the champagne and fallen asleep in the corner of the lounge. Dean Martin crooned on as Lotte cleared the table and washed the dishes. Her eyes were tired and her guard had been down; the dark blur had loomed behind her before she had time to move away.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         LOTTE BLINKED AND HER mother was gone. She shivered. She  would have liked to have rubbed her cold shoulders with her  hands, but didn’t dare expose her burned arm in the dirty,  crowded bus.
         
 
         It was twelve-thirty when she got off. The strange sea fog  was all around her. Lotte stood quite still for a moment  in the street. She closed her eyes and held out her hand  and felt the cool, damp air touch the burn. The relief wasn’t  enough; her arm was throbbing now.
 
         The pharmacy was nearby. Lotte bought cream and  bandages. She slipped into McDonald’s and dressed her arm  in the bathroom. Then she made her way to the pub.
 
         She loitered near the door, looking in, making sure her  father wasn’t inside. It was just as she remembered. Men  staring at small television screens placed around the large  room. Blue and grey carpet scuff ed bare in some places, like  new in others. Rubbish bins dotted here and there, crumpled  balls of paper nearby. She bent down without thinking  to pick up the paper next to the nearest bin, and thought  for a second about Jackson and the wobbly table and his  whatever-writers-festival. When she stood up, the manager  was looking at her from behind the bar.
 
         ‘Miss Jones, isn’t it?’ he said. ‘What can I do for you?’
 
         Lotte walked to the counter. ‘I need to place a bet,’ she said.  ‘I need to win it.’
 
         She had grown only a little since that first time she had  come in. He smiled. ‘How old are you?’ She couldn’t be more  than fourteen. That was his guess. 
         
 
         ‘Eighteen,’ lied Lotte.
 
         ‘There are no guarantees,’ he said. ‘If there were guarantees, I’d be out of business.’
 
         ‘This is urgent. It’s for an emergency.’
 
         ‘How much do you need?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Two hundred dollars,’ said Lotte.
 
         ‘And how much do you have?’
 
         Lotte knew how much she had. She had counted it on the bus. Under the accusing gaze of her mother, she had counted the notes inside her purse.
 
         ‘Fifty dollars,’ she said. ‘More or less.’
 
         ‘Four to one,’ said the proprietor. ‘Long odds. Very long odds. You’d better come through. We can discuss the best option.’
 
         He pushed open a door behind him. The office was small and smelled of a man’s sweat. It had a window, but the blind was down. Around the edges, Lotte could see the white glow of the sea fog outside. There was a desk with a light on it. A computer screen flickered. The sound of a horse-racing commentary came from inside the computer, the monotone drone that reminded her of the suffocating presence of her father.
 
         The manager opened a drawer in the desk, and took out a thick bundle of twenty-dollar notes. He placed it on the top of the desk, then sat on the edge of it.
 
         ‘Have you placed a bet before?’
 
         ‘No,’ said Lotte.
 
         ‘If you want to be sure of a win, you have to bet on a favourite. The trouble is, everyone else bets on the favourite, too, so the winnings have to be shared among a lot of people.’
 
         ‘Okay,’ said Lotte. 
         
 
         ‘On the other hand, you might be lucky enough to have some information about a long shot — an unlikely winner. You put the money on the long shot, take a big risk losing the lot. But if the long shot wins, you’re sweet.’
 
         ‘Okay,’ said Lotte again.
 
         ‘So, Miss Jones. Have you got the inside running on a horse?’
 
         ‘Pardon?’
 
         ‘A long shot.’
 
         ‘No,’ said Lotte.
 
         ‘There’s a third option.’ The manager shifted on the desk. He put his hand in his pocket.
 
         ‘What’s that?’
 
         ‘There’s an option where you take no risk, and you win all the money.’ He looked at the wad of cash on the table. Then he looked at Lotte. Slowly, up and down.
 
         The manager took her hand — the arm without the bandage — and with his other hand, he unzipped his trousers. ‘All the money, no risk.’
 
         Lotte closed her eyes for a moment.
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         THE SPECTACLES HAD SHINY black rectangular frames. The lenses were ordinary glass. Lotte stood in front of the mirror that interrupted a wall of glasses inside Bryant and Rogers Optometrists. Over and over, she lifted the glasses away from her face, then dropped them down to her nose.
         
 
         The optometrist smiled at the young woman. He’d tested her eyes, her sight was appalling. He wondered how she had coped for so long. 
         
 
         Lotte took the glasses off, and placed them gently back in their slot on the display panel. She blinked at the man.
 
         ‘They suit you,’ said the optometrist. ‘Suit the shape of your face. They’re lovely, aren’t they.’
 
         ‘Hmm,’ said Lotte. That was all she could manage. There was a lump in her throat and she swallowed it down.
 
         ‘So … will it be the black ones? Shall we order those ones?’
 
         ‘I can’t afford them,’ she said.
 
         The optometrist leaned forward. He could hardly hear her, she spoke so quietly. ‘Sorry?’
 
         ‘They’re too expensive. For now, anyway.’
 
         ‘I can show you some others …’
 
         ‘No … I’m sorry … I can’t afford any glasses. None of them.’
 
         The optometrist watched as Lotte pulled her purse from her bag. She took all the notes out and put them on the counter. ‘I’ll just pay for the eye test,’ she said. ‘That will do for now. Thanks.’
 
         The optometrist looked at Lotte’s face. It was all he could do, not to drop his gaze. He’d seen earlier. The bruising, around her shoulders, crawling down her back. Like rot.
 
         He opened the drawer below the counter and took out a little red case. His finger flicked it open. Inside was a pair of glasses — exactly the same as the girl had tried on, but with red frames.
 
         ‘Would you mind … red, instead of black?’ he asked. He gently opened the arms of the spectacles, leaned across the counter, and placed them on the girl’s nose. She breathed in quickly, just once, as though she’d had a tiny fright. Her eyes were enormous behind the magnified lenses. 
         
 
         ‘For you. No charge,’ he said. ‘They’re exactly your prescription. Someone ordered them — ages ago now — they never came and collected them.’
 
         Lotte stood quite still on the other side of the counter. She looked at the glasses and the case. Then she looked at the optometrist. He was smiling at her. At her eyes. Not at any other part of her.
 
         ‘Thank you,’ she said.
 
         
             

         
 
         LOTTE STEPPED OUTSIDE ONTO the footpath, wearing her new red glasses. The air was cold and still and the strange sea mist sat like a heavy cool cloak around her. Workers bustled by, shivering, rubbing their bare arms with their hands. She looked up and down the street.
         
 
         It had always felt to Lotte as though the world had been turning its back on her, not quite wanting her to see what was on offer. She had accepted that life would only ever brush up against her, ever so lightly, then be on its way.
 
         Now, in the foggy cool street, everything was different. Life had stopped, turned around, and was inviting Lotte in.
 
         Through the mist, she saw a red neon light, exclaiming Espresso, and underneath, the word Open. Everywhere, there were signs speaking directly to her. Enter, they said. Welcome. This way.
         
 
         And the noises! How could it be that a new pair of glasses could turn conversations sharp and clear? Lotte’s bewilderment turned to delight as people passed her by, speaking almost as if they were including her in their discussions. She knew that the glasses weren’t responsible for her heightened perception. But there was no doubt in her mind that the warmth she was feeling — the euphoria of being in the world — was to do with her improved vision.
         
 
         Next to the red neon light, a cinema advertised the latest blockbuster movie, with a cast of famous actors listed in smaller writing. The list was perfectly clear to Lotte. She smiled as she imagined going to a film, watching every little action, seeing every nuance. She imagined herself exiting the theatre with friends that did not yet exist, exclaiming at the brilliance or otherwise of the film.
 
         Those friends — who would they be? As Lotte waited for the bus back to the café, happiness grew inside her. She checked herself from laughing out loud. Many of the people smiled back.
 
         So taken with the joy of the moment was Lotte that she didn’t notice her bus approaching. She failed to signal for the driver to stop. It sped by, into the fog.
 
         Lotte didn’t mind. She would walk, she decided. She would walk at a brisk pace, making it back to the café before the usual closing time.
 
         The trip took longer than she planned. It was her fault — it seemed that every few steps revealed a marvellous new thing to look at. Lotte stopped outside a dairy and read the headlines on a stack of newspapers. She discovered tiny notes pasted on the glass windows, advertising Help offered and Groups to join. Lotte stood close to the notes, reading every detail. Each seemed to have been written for her alone.
         
 
         Some of them were to do with education — they offered night classes in the most amazing array of subjects: history, book-keeping, even literature! She smiled again as she imagined discussing important texts with Jackson, perhaps even helping him with ideas for his Russian story. She opened her bag, took out a pen and some paper, and wrote down the details of all the courses, all the telephone numbers. As she scribbled, she glanced at her reflection in the windows, and fell in love with the red glasses many times over.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         THESE SPECTACLES, READER — what were they? Plastic frames with two magnifying glasses? But they meant so much more to Lotte Jones. As she walked the streets back towards the café, Lotte felt them settling on her face. It was as if they were attaching themselves to her, to the bridge of her nose. She touched them, as she walked on. It didn’t take long before she was surprised to feel their physical presence. They weren’t hers. They were her.
         
 
         As for the optometrist, I know nothing about him. I can’t explain to you why he did what he did. I could make enquiries, find out more for you. But sometimes, not knowing is better, don’t you think?

         
            [image: ]
            

         
  
         THE SUN WAS SHINING, the strange sea fog of the day before gone. Regulars had been coming in for their coffees all morning. They admired Lotte’s new spectacles, with their cheerful red frames. Lotte laughed and looked at her customers closely. ‘Oh, so that’s what you look like!’ she giggled.
         
 
         As she worked, she glanced at her reflection in the mirror behind the counter. She tilted her head this way and that, smiling at the way the glasses caught the light.
 
         You can hardly notice, she thought. She peered into the mirror at the frames, at the cracks she had carefully repaired, by touch, with the tiny coffee machine tools and glue. Even  in this silly mirror, you can hardly see the damage at all. You  really would need to know what you were looking for.
         
 
         It had happened that morning. She was about to leave for  the café. The words came from behind her Whore … Money  … but the blow came from the left. It came hard and strong  against the side of her head. As the black came down around  her, Lotte took off her glasses. They folded neatly in her  hands, as though they knew what to do. The last thing she  felt was the jagged edge of the broken red frame underneath  the left lens.
         
 
         ‘A funny thing happened on my way to the festival lunch,’  Jackson said. He was sitting in his usual place under Che  Guevara.
 
         ‘What happened?’ asked Lotte.
 
         ‘Well,’ said Jackson. ‘A guy dressed in winter clothes comes  up to me — right up into my personal space — and waves  his fist and says “What do you want?”’
         
 
         ‘So?’ said Lotte. ‘What’s so unusual about a guy shouting  at people in the street?’
 
         ‘Nothing, I suppose.’
 
         ‘Hmm,’ said Lotte, wiping grime off the bench, grime that  she suspected had been there for a long time. ‘Have you seen  him since?’
 
         ‘No,’ said Jackson. ‘I woke up thinking about him this  morning. I started to wonder who he might be.’
 
         ‘Why? Does it matter?’ Honestly, Lotte thought. Writers.
 
         There were just the two of them in the café. Jackson got up  and locked the door, turning the Open sign inwards.
         
 
         He didn’t tell Lotte he’d gone to her home that afternoon. He didn’t mention waiting outside her house to take her to the hospital. He started, instead, with a question.
         
 
         ‘Who hurts you, Lotte?’
 
         Lotte, with her glasses perched on her nose, held her breath. For the second time that morning her head thumped. Then, just as quickly, it cleared. She poured two thick black coffees and took them to Jackson’s table. Without blinking, without crying, she sat down and told him.
 
         
             

         
 
         LATER, JACKSON PICKED UP his pen. His hand moved quickly across the page. After just a few minutes, he jumped to his feet and plugged his laptop into the wall. His fingers drummed impatiently on the wobbly table while he waited for the machine to start.
         
 
         Lotte couldn’t help herself. She blamed the glasses, the excitement of being able to read anything, anytime. She slipped behind Jackson, peeking over his shoulder.
 
         ‘What’s with the letters, instead of names?’ she asked.
 
         ‘A writing device,’ said Jackson. His fingers danced across the keys. ‘Russians were keen on it. Protected the anonymity of the little man.’
 
         A was making thick black coffee for B C in that café, that funny little place halfway between … 
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            ‘BOULE DE SUIF’, GUY DE MAUPASSANT, 1880 
 BOULE DE SUIF AND OTHER STORIES, EDITED BY E. V. RIEU AND TRANSLATED BY H. N. P. SLOMAN, LONDON: PENGUIN CLASSICS, 1946
            

         
 
         GUY DE MAUPASSANT WAS born in 1850 near Dieppe, France, and died of a venereal disease in an asylum in 1893. He was encouraged to write by his godfather, Gustave Flaubert. His stories often portrayed the lives of prostitutes. In 1880 he published ‘Boule de Suif’ (Dumpling Butterball) in Émile Zola’s Soirées de Médan, an anthology of short stories about the 1870 Franco–Prussian war. 
         
 
         ‘Boule de Suif’ is a tale about a journey, class difference and the perils of flattery and self-deceit. It tells the story of a disparate group of French citizens — among them two nuns, a prostitute, businessmen and their wives, a count and countess — leaving Rouen in a carriage, after Prussian soldiers take control of the city. Only the prostitute — Boule de Suif — has thought to bring provisions for the long trip to Le Havre. The other occupants of the carriage snub her until hunger drives them to court her favour, convincing her to share her food. Boule de Suif is flattered and deceived by the false friendliness, happily sharing her provisions and engaging in political debate.
 
         The travellers spend the night at an inn. It has been taken over by a Prussian officer who refuses to let the group continue its journey until Boule de Suif sleeps with him. At first the intensely patriotic prostitute refuses, but eventually she obliges, convinced by the cajoling of her new ‘friends’ and in particular by the nuns’ claim that the end justifies the means. The next day the group is permitted to carry on to Le Havre but Boule de Suif is devastated to discover that her actions have relegated her status in the carriage back to that of a worthless prostitute. Her weakness for flattery has rendered her unworthy of conversation or of a share of the food that has been brought along for the remainder of the trip.
 
         There were two aspects of this story that captivated me — the isolation of being on a journey (and the associated loss of free will for the duration of the journey) and the human failing of conceit. In the case of Boule de Suif, the conceit results in her ostracism, once she has served her purpose. 
         
 
         
            ‘THE DOLL’S HOUSE’, KATHERINE MANSFIELD, 1922 
 ESSENTIAL NEW ZEALAND SHORT STORIES, SELECTED BY OWEN MARSHALL, AUCKLAND: GODWIT, 2002
            

         
 
         KATHERINE MANSFIELD WAS BORN in 1888 in Wellington, New Zealand, and died in Fontainebleu, France, in 1923. She wrote ‘The Doll’s House’ in October 1921 and it was included in The Doves’ Nest and Other Stories (1923). In his introductory note to that collection, John Middleton Murry says Mansfield’s journal records the original title of the story as ‘At Karori’.1
         
 
         ‘The Doll’s House’ has class consciousness as its major theme. The story begins with the arrival of a beautiful doll’s house, painted spinach green and yellow, at the home of the well-off Burnell children, Isabel, Lottie and Kezia. The moment at which the hook is prised open and the front of the doll’s house swings open is one of delight —
 
         
            ‘there you were, gazing at one and the same moment into the drawing room and the dining room, the kitchen and two bedrooms. That is the way for a house to open! Why don’t all houses open like that? How much more exciting than peering through the slit of a door into a mean little hall with a hat-stand and two umbrellas! That is — isn’t it — what you long to know about a house when you put a hand on the knocker.’2
            

         
 
          
          
         THE THREE GIRLS TAKE great care in deciding who, among their school friends, will be allowed to come and see the doll’s house. At the end of the queue are Lil and Else Kelvey — the daughters of a husbandless washerwoman — forbidden to visit by the class-conscious Mrs Burnell.
         
 
         The idea of a house being physically prised open — and its interior life publicly exposed — found its echo in the modern real estate practice of open homes.
 
         
            ‘THE TURN OF THE SCREW’, HENRY JAMES, 1898 
 THE TURN OF THE SCREW AND OTHER STORIES, OXFORD: OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS, 1992
            

         
 
         HENRY JAMES WAS BORN in New York in 1843 to Scottish and Irish parents. He spent most of his writing years in England, and was naturalised a British subject in 1915, a year before he died. Some of his works have been classified as ghost stories, but their potency emerges from the possibility of realistic unspoken evil rather than the overtly violent outcomes of traditional ghost tales. ‘The Turn of the Screw’ was described by one reviewer at the time as ‘the most hopelessly evil story that we have ever read, in any literature, ancient or modern’.3
         
 
         The story tells of a governess arriving in a rural English home to care for two very young orphaned children. Both children seem delightful, although the boy has been expelled from a boarding school for an unknown reason and the governess is unable, or unwilling, to insist on finding out why. After some time, the governess sees two ghostly figures — a man and a woman — in the grounds of the home and becomes convinced the children are aware of them. The woman is the children’s former governess, and the man her illicit lover, with whom the children spent a lot of time before their deaths.
          
 
          
          
         The new governess believes the children have been, or are being, corrupted by the ghostly figures in some unspecified way. She eventually drives the situation to a head, with the removal from the home of the little girl and the death of the little boy.
 
         Yet one can read the story from a different point of view — as did the critic Edmund Wilson in his 1934 essay ‘The Ambiguity of Henry James’ — and believe that the children are innocent, the new governess is hallucinating, that she kills the young boy and that she is ‘a neurotic case of sex repression’ whose reading is not to be trusted.4
         
 
         The narrative energy of ‘A Turn of the Screw’ has two sources. The first is the introduction, with its traditional storytelling-around-a-fire setting and the narrator’s reluctance to share the tale for fear of its impact on the listeners. He withholds the story for several nights, building tension for both the other characters and the reader.
 
         The second source of narrative energy — located in the tale itself — is the potency of unverifiable rumour: what is not, and cannot ever be, definitively known.
 
          
         
         
 
         
            ‘DEATH’, SHERWOOD ANDERSON, 1919 
 WINESBURG, OHIO, NEW YORK: BANTAM BOOKS, 2005
            

         
 
         SHERWOOD ANDERSON WAS BORN in Clyde, Ohio in 1876 and died in Panama in 1941. Frank O’Connor, in his introduction to The Lonely Voice: A Study of the Short Story, suggests that the modern American short story developed from Anderson’s ‘remarkable little book’ Winesburg, Ohio. O’Connor believes that short stories are primarily concerned with ‘submerged populations’ and in the case of Winesburg, Ohio that population is the lonely and alone American midwesterner.
         
 
         Winesburg, Ohio, published in 1919, comprised stories about the residents of the small fictitious town Winesburg. In his introduction to the 2005 edition of the book, Jeffrey Meyers says Anderson wrote the stories after making ‘intensive studies’ of people in his own home town.5 These connected stories explore isolation, displacement and loneliness within communities, families and marriages following World War One. Read together, they form the world of a novel, in a way similar to James Joyce’s Dubliners, E. Annie Proulx’s story collections and, most recently, Elizabeth Strout’s awardwinning Olive Kitteridge.
         
 
         In ‘Death’, Elizabeth Willard, against her father’s will, marries a hotel clerk ‘because he was at hand and at a time when determination to marry came to her’.6 Her angry father offers her a large sum of money to guarantee her
          independence — Elizabeth accepts it but never uses it, despite her desperate marital unhappiness. She hides the money from her husband in a wall in her bedroom.
          
 
          
          
         Elizabeth makes regular visits to her doctor to reminisce about their younger days. During these visits the doctor comes to love her — the discussions transform her dowdiness into the youthful beauty of her past — but this possibility of happiness between them is never fulfilled. Elizabeth falls ill in the bed next to the walled-up fortune. She strives, in her final words to her son George, to tell him about the money — to offer him a chance to avoid the melancholic isolation and loneliness of life in Winesburg — but fails to speak the words before she dies.
 
         This poignant story concerns itself with free will, stubbornness, utter isolation, paralysing loneliness and, above all, self-denial. In ‘Scratchy’ the same forces rob Edna Carson of her chance at happiness.
 
         
            ‘THE DEAD’, JAMES JOYCE, 1914 
 DUBLINERS, LONDON: PENGUIN, 2000
            

         
 
         JAMES JOYCE WAS BORN in Dublin in 1882 and died in Zurich in 1941. ‘The Dead’ was written in 1907 and is the final story in James Joyce’s 1914 collection, Dubliners. Although each of the fifteen stories in the collection stands alone, together they build a picture of a downtrodden lower-middle-class Dublin at the beginning of the twentieth century. The presence of death — literal and symbolic — pervades the final story, reaching a climatic moment in Gretta Conroy’s disclosure to her husband Gabriel about her childhood sweetheart Michael Furey: ‘I think he died for me’.7
         
 
         Dubliners, and ‘The Dead’ in particular, sparked intense literary discussion about the presence of epiphanies in Joyce’s writing. In his introduction to Dubliners, Terence Brown wrote that Joyce believed it the artist’s duty to expedite forth the manifestations of epiphanic moments in a context allowing the reader to discern their possible significance.8 However, critics have debated whether all or any of the Dubliners ‘moments’ constituted true epiphanies.
         
 
         
            THE CREATION STORY 
 RIKIHANA HYLAND, QUEENIE, PAKI WAITARA: MYTHS AND LEGENDS OF THE MĀORI, AUCKLAND: REED, 1997
            

         
 
         THE MAORI CREATION STORY is an oral tradition but it is recorded in many books of Māori legends. The story reflects on the beginning of life and existence from a natural perspective. There are different versions but most describe the creation of the world as the separation of the earth and the sky.
         
 
         In the beginning, there was nothing — Te Kore. From this Rangi-nui (the sky father) and Papa-Tū-ā-nuku (the earth mother) emerged. They were physically connected, and their children were born between them in darkness — Te Pō. Various versions name different children, but most include Tāne Mahuta (god of the forests), Tangaroa (god of the sea), Tūmatauenga (god of war and humans), Rongo-mā-Tāne (god of cultivated plants), Haumiatiketike (god of wild plants) and Tāwhirimatea (god of the weather).
          
 
          
          
         The children decided to separate their mother and father, to allow light into the world. The effort was led by Tāne, who forced his parents apart. The only child to object to the separation was Tāwhiri. While the other children stayed with their mother, he ascended to be with his father. From there, he attacked his brothers, using storms, high winds and seasonal changes.
 
         
            ‘LIEUTENANT GUSTL’, ARTHUR SCHNITZLER, 1900 
 GREAT GERMAN SHORT STORIES, EDITED BY EVAN BATES, NEW YORK: DOVER PUBLICATIONS, 2003
            

         
 
         ARTHUR SCHNITZLER WAS BORN in Austria in 1862 and died there in 1931. In 1900 he published one of the first tales written purely in interior monologue in European literature — a short story entitled ‘Lieutenant Gustl’.9
         
 
         The Austrian officer Gustl attends an opera and believes himself to be insulted there. The story — which takes place almost exclusively in Gustl’s mind — tells of the consequences of the perceived insult, the claustrophobic interior monologue a perfect vehicle for Gustl’s rising paranoia.
 
         The story’s negative portrayal of the officer cost Schnitzler his medical officer’s rank in the Austrian army.10
          The interior monologue form was later made famous by James Joyce in Molly Bloom’s soliloquy at the end of Ulysses.
          
 
          
          
         George Clarke Junior is inspired by a passage from a book published in 1859, The Story of New Zealand: Past and Present — Savage and Civilized. The excerpt dealt with the first official execution in New Zealand in 1842 and conflicting cultural — Māori versus British — perceptions of justice.
         
 
         
            ‘THE PARTY’, ANTON CHEKHOV, 1888 
 THE PENGUIN BOOK OF RUSSIAN SHORT STORIES, EDITED BY DAVID RICHARDS, LONDON: PENGUIN BOOKS, 1981
            

         
 
         RUSSIAN WRITER ANTON PAVLOVICH Chekhov was born in 1860, the son of a former serf. He trained as a medical doctor and practised medicine throughout his writing life. His most famous stories were written between 1890 and 1904. He died of consumption in 1904 at Badenweiler, Germany.
         
 
         Chekhov’s stories are drawn from everyday life, and focus on both the political and social conditions of the day and the emotional world of his characters. In his introduction to ‘The Party’, David Richards says the ‘poetic poignancy of [Chekhov’s] best work stems from the author’s unvoiced awareness of the ironic gap between our modest hopes and the banal realities of life’.11 ‘The Party’ tells the story of a large, all-day party hosted by Peter Mikhaylovna, a circuit court president, and his wife Olga. Olga, who is pregnant,
          drifts through the party in an uninvolved way, upset with her husband’s inability to communicate with her and bored with the pretences required by the occasion’s etiquette. She becomes increasingly disillusioned with her marriage as the night progresses, convincing herself that she really does not know her husband at all. By the end of the evening she is uncontrollably enraged and accuses him of marrying her for money. The story ends with her losing their baby.
          
 
          
          
         By setting this marital crisis entirely within a party — in effect a public forum — Chekhov created room to explore more than a personal domestic crisis. The extremely ‘correct’ behaviours required of both Olga and Peter as hosts amplify the chasm between man and wife; the more agitated they become, the more delighted they appear to their guests. The headiness of the event — the food, drink and false gaiety — deprives Olga of a context in which she can contemplate and assess the significance of an eavesdropped conversation. Tragedy occurs before the party finishes, before she has a chance to reflect rationally on what she has heard.
 
         
            ‘SLEEPING BEAUTY’, BROTHERS GRIMM VERSION, TITLED ‘ROSEBUD’, 1600S 
 GRIMMS’ POPULAR STORIES — ‘ROSEBUD’, LONDON: OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS, 1945
            

         
 
         ‘SLEEPING BEAUTY’ IS A tale of wakeful euphoria and somnolent despair. The origins of ‘Sleeping Beauty’ (or ‘Rosebud’) are difficult to trace — versions have been present in different cultures for centuries, with some experts believing that Rosebud’s tribulations were originally inspired by the stories of saints. French writer Charles Perrault included the tale ‘La Belle au Bois Dormant’ in his 1697 collection translated as The Tales of Mother Goose, but this version ran on past the happy awakening to deliver Rosebud and her two children (the off spring of the handsome prince) to further danger at the cannibalistic hands of the prince’s evil mother. Another version — acknowledged by Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm in their notes to ‘Rosebud’12 — was created in 1634 by Giovanni Battista Basile in his work Pentamerone. That story was called ‘Son, Moon and Talia’. The Brothers Grimm sourced most of their tales directly from German peasants13 and the notes accompanying ‘Rosebud’ source its origin as the Hessian story ‘Dornroschen’.
         
 
         The story, as told by the Brothers Grimm, starts with a king and queen who learn they are to have a child. A great party is thrown, but an uninvited fairy wreaks revenge by cursing the child to die at fifteen after pricking her finger on a spindle. Another fairy guest mitigates the promise, turning the death sentence to that of one hundred years’ sleep. The curse is fulfilled and the entire court submits to the sleep. A thorn-ridden thicket grows around the palace. The curse is broken by a prince who succeeds in breaking through the thicket and kissing the princess, awakening her. They marry and live happily ever after.
 
          
         
         
 
         
            ‘THE OVERCOAT,’ NIKOLAY GOGOL, 1842 
 THE WORKS OF NIKOLAY GOGOL III THE OVERCOAT AND OTHER STORIES, THE ENGLISH TRANSLATION BY CONSTANCE GARNETT, LONDON: CHATTO & WINDUS, 1923
            

         
 
         NIKOLAY GOGOL WAS BORN in Ukraine in 1809 and died in Russia in 1852. ‘The Overcoat’ has been described as the ‘first appearance in fiction of the Little Man’.14
         
 
         Set in St Petersburg, it tells the simple story of Akaky Akakyevitch, a poor, government clerk of low rank who, mocked by his colleagues for his threadbare overcoat, puts himself through enormous hardship to save enough money to buy a new one. A superior from his office hosts a party to celebrate Akakyevitch’s purchase, but on the way home from the occasion Akakyevitch is robbed of the coat. He turns for help to an important person in authority, but is ridiculed. Akakyevitch, coatless, dies of a fever brought on by the severe St Petersburg winter.
 
         The story seems to find its natural ending at that point but Gogol continues the tale to a fantastical conclusion, bringing Akakyevitch back as a ghost. The ghost roams the city streets, ripping overcoats off passers-by, including, eventually, the important person. The story ends with a policeman’s account of a ghost disappearing into the night, shaking his fist and asking ‘What do you want?’ The appearance of the ghost has — and continues — to spark literary debate as to Gogol’s intentions in extending the story past the death of Akakyevitch.
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            ‘THE OVERCOAT’
 
            NIKOLAY GOGOL

         
 
         In the department of … but I had better not mention in what department. There is nothing in the world more readily moved to wrath than a department, a regiment, a government office, and in fact any sort of official body. Nowadays every private individual considers all society insulted in his person. I have been told that very lately a petition was handed in from a police-captain of what town I don’t recollect, and that in this petition he set forth clearly that the institutions of the State were in danger and that its sacred name was being taken in vain; and, in proof thereof, he appended to his petition an enormously long volume of some work of romance in which a police-captain appeared on every tenth page, occasionally, indeed, in an intoxicated condition. And so, to avoid any unpleasantness, we had better call the department of which we are speaking a certain department.
         
 
         And so in a certain department there was a government clerk; a clerk of whom it cannot be said that he was very remarkable; he was short, somewhat pock-marked, with rather reddish hair and rather dim, bleary eyes, with a small bald patch on the top of his head, with wrinkles on both sides of his cheeks and the sort of complexion which is usually associated with haemorrhoids … no help for that, it is the Petersburg climate. As for his grade in the service (for among us the grade is what must be put first), he was what is called a perpetual titular councillor, a class at which, as we all know, various writers who indulge in the praiseworthy habit of attacking those who cannot defend themselves jeer and jibe to their hearts’ content. This clerk’s surname was Bashmatchkin. From the very name it was clear that it must have been derived from a shoe (bashmak); but when and under what circumstances it was derived from a shoe, it is impossible to say. Both his father and his grandfather and even his brother-in-law, and all the Bashmatchkins without exception wore boots, which they simply re-soled two or three times a year. His name was Akaky Akakyevitch. Perhaps it may strike the reader as a rather strange and far-fetched name, but I can assure him that it was not farfetched at all, that the circumstances were such that it was quite out of the question to give him any other name. Akaky Akakyevitch was born towards nightfall, if my memory does not deceive me, on the twenty-third of March. His mother, the wife of a government clerk, a very good woman, made arrangements in due course to christen the child. She was still lying in bed, facing the door, while on her right hand stood the godfather, an excellent man called Ivan Ivanovitch Yeroshkin, one of the head clerks in the Senate, and the godmother, the wife of a police official and a woman of rare qualities, Arina Semyonovna Byelobryushkov. Three names were offered to the happy mother for selection — Moky, Sossy, or the name of the martyr Hozdazat. ‘No,’ thought the poor lady, ‘they are all such names!’ To satisfy her, they opened the calendar at another place, and the names which turned up were: Trifily, Dula, Varahasy. ‘What an infliction!’ said the mother. ‘What names they all are! I really never heard such names. Varadat or Varuh would be bad enough, but Trifily and Varahasy!’ They turned over another page and the names were: Pavsikahy and Vahtisy. ‘Well, I see,’ said the mother, ‘it is clear that it is his fate. Since that is how it is, he had better be called after his father, his father is Akaky, let the son be Akaky too.’ This was how he came to be Akaky Akakyevitch. The baby was christened and cried and made wry faces during the ceremony, as though he foresaw that he would be a titular councillor. So that was how it all came to pass. We have recalled it here so that the reader may see for himself that it happened quite inevitably and that to give him any other name was out of the question. No one has been able to remember when and how long ago he entered the department, nor who gave him the job. However, many directors and higher officials of all sorts came and went, he was always seen in the same place, in the same position, at the very same duty, precisely the same copying clerk, so that they used to declare that he must have been born a copying clerk in uniform all complete and with a bald patch on his head. No respect at all was shown him in the department. The porters, far from getting up from their seats when he came in, took no more notice of him than if a simple fly had flown across the vestibule. His superiors treated him with a sort of domineering chilliness. The head clerk’s assistant used to throw papers under his nose without even saying: ‘Copy this’ or ‘Here is an interesting, nice little case’ or some agreeable remark of the sort, as is usually done in well-behaved offices. And he would take it, gazing only at the paper without looking to see who had put it there and whether he had the right to do so; he would take it and at once set to work to copy it. The young clerks jeered and made jokes at him to the best of their clerkly wit, and told before his face all sorts of stories of their own invention about him; they would say of his landlady, an old woman of about seventy, that she beat him, would enquire when the wedding was to take place, and would scatter bits of paper on his head, calling them snow. Akaky Akakyevitch never answered a word, however, but behaved as though there was no one there. It had no influence on his work even; in the midst of all this teasing, he never made a single mistake in his copying. Only when the jokes were too unbearable, when they jolted his arm and prevented him from going on with his work, he would bring out: ‘Leave me alone! Why do you insult me?’ and there was something strange in his words and in the voice in which they were uttered. There was a note in it of something that aroused compassion, so that one young man, new to the office, who, following the example of the rest, had allowed himself to mock at him, suddenly stopped as though cut to the heart, and from that time forth, everything was, as it were, changed and appeared in a different light to him. Some unnatural force seemed to thrust him away from the companions with whom he had become acquainted, accepting them as wellbred, polished people.
         
 
         And long afterwards, at moments of great gaiety, the figure of the humble little clerk with a bald patch on his head rose before him with his heart-rending words: ‘Leave me alone! Why do you insult me?’ and in those heart-rending words he heard others: ‘I am your brother.’ And the poor young man hid his face in his hands, and many times afterwards in his life he shuddered, seeing how much inhumanity there is in man, how much savage brutality lies hidden under refined, cultured politeness, and, my God! Even in a man whom the world accepts as a gentleman and a man of honour …
 
         It would be hard to find a man who lived in his work as did Akaky Akakyevitch. To say that he was zealous in his work is not enough; no, he loved his work. In it, in that copying, he found a varied and agreeable world of his own. There was a look of enjoyment on his face; certain letters were favourites with him, and when he came to them he was delighted; he chuckled to himself and winked and moved his lips, so that it seemed as though every letter his pen was forming could be read in his face. If rewards had been given according to the measure of zeal in the service, he might to his amazement have even found himself a civil councillor; but all he gained in the service, as the wits, his fellow-clerks expressed it, was a buckle in his button-hole and a pain in his back. It cannot be said, however, that no notice had ever been taken of him. One director, being a good-natured man and anxious to reward him for his long service, sent him something a little more important than his ordinary copying; he was instructed from a finished document to make some sort of a report for another office; the work consisted only altering the headings and in places changing the first person into the third. This cost him such an effort that it threw him into a regular perspiration: he mopped his brow and said at last, ‘No, better let me copy something.’
         
 
         From that time forth they left him to go on copying for ever. It seemed as though nothing in the world existed for him outside his copying. He gave no thought at all to his clothes; his uniform was — well, not green but some sort of rusty, muddy colour. His collar was very short and narrow, so that, although his neck was not particularly long, yet, standing out of the collar, it looked as immensely long as those of the plaster kittens that wag their heads and are carried about on trays on the heads of dozens of foreigners living in Russia. And there were always things sticking to his uniform, either bits of hay or threads; moreover, he had a special art of passing under a window at the very moment when various rubbish was being flung out onto the street, and so was continually carrying off bits of melon rind and similar litter on his hat. He had never once in his life noticed what was being done and going on in the street, all those things at which, as we all know, his colleagues, the young clerks, always stare, carrying their sharp sight so far even as to notice any one on the other side of the pavement with a trouser strap hanging loose — a detail which always calls forth a sly grin. Whatever Akaky Akakyevitch looked at, he saw nothing anywhere but his clear, evenly written lines, and only perhaps when a horse’s head suddenly appeared from nowhere just on his shoulder, and its nostrils blew a perfect gale upon his cheek, did he notice that he was not in the middle of his writing, but rather in the middle of the street.
         
 
         On reaching home, he would sit down at once to the table, hurriedly sup his soup and eat a piece of beef with an onion; he did not notice the taste at all, but ate it all up together with the flies and anything else that Providence chanced to send him. When he felt that his stomach was beginning to be full, he would rise up from the table, get out a bottle of ink and set to copying the papers he had brought home with him. When he had none to do, he would make a copy expressly for his own pleasure, particularly if the document were remarkable not for the beauty of its style but for the fact of its being addressed to some new or important personage.
 
         Even at those hours when the grey Petersburg sky is completely overcast and the whole population of clerks have dined and eaten their fill, each as best he can, according to the salary he receives and his personal tastes, when they are all resting after the scratching of pens and bustle of the office, their own necessary work and other people’s, and all the tasks that an over-zealous man voluntarily sets himself even beyond what is necessary, when the clerks are hastening to devote what is left of their time to pleasure; some more enterprising are flying to the theatre, others to the street to spend their leisure, staring at women’s hats, some to spend the evening paying compliments to some attractive girl, the star of a little official circle, while some — and this is the most frequent of all — go simply to a fellow-clerk’s flat on the third or fourth storey, two little rooms with an entry or a kitchen, with some pretentions to style, with a lamp or some such article that has cost many sacrifices of dinners and excursions — at the time when all the clerks are scattered about the little flats of their friends, playing a tempestuous game of whist, sipping tea out of glasses to the accompaniment of farthing rusks, sucking in smoke from long pipes, telling, as the cards are dealt, some scandal that has floated down from higher circles, a pleasure which the Russian can never by any possibility deny himself, or when there is nothing better to talk about, repeating the everlasting anecdote of the commanding officer who was told that the tail had been cut off the horse on the Falconet monument — in short, even when every one was eagerly seeking entertainment, Akaky Akakyevitch did not give himself up to any amusement. No one could say that they had ever seen him at an evening party. After working to his heart’s content, he would go to bed, smiling at the thought of the next day and wondering what God would send him to copy. So flowed on the peaceful life of a man who knew how to be content with his fate on a salary of four hundred roubles, and so perhaps it would have flowed on to extreme old age, had it not been for the various calamities that bestrew the path through life, not only of titular, but even of privy, actual court and all other councillors, even those who neither give counsel to others nor accept it themselves.
         
 
         There is in Petersburg a mighty foe of all who receive a salary of four hundred roubles or about that sum. That foe is none other than our northern frost, although it is said to be very good for the health. Between eight and nine in the morning, precisely at the hour when the streets are full of clerks going to their departments, the frost begins giving such sharp and stinging flips at all their noses indiscriminately that the poor fellows don’t know what to do with them. At that time, when even those in the higher grade have a pain in their brows and tears in their eyes from the frost, the poor titular councillors are sometimes almost defenceless. Their only protection lies in running as fast as they can through five or six streets in a wretched, thin little overcoat and then warming their feet thoroughly in the porter’s room, till all their faculties and qualifications for their various duties thaw again after being frozen on the way. Akaky Akakyevitch had for some time been feeling that his back and shoulders were particularly nipped by the cold, although he did try to run the regular distance as fast as he could. He wondered at last whether there were any defects in his overcoat. After examining it thoroughly in the privacy of his home, he discovered that in two or three places, to wit on the back and the shoulders, it had become a regular sieve; the cloth was so worn that you could see through it and the lining was coming out. I must observe that Akaky Akakyevitch’s overcoat had also served as the butt for the jibes of the clerks. It had even been deprived of the honourable name of overcoat and had been referred to as the ‘dressing jacket.’ It was indeed of rather a strange make. Its collar had been growing smaller year by year as it served to patch the other parts. The patches were not good specimens of the tailor’s art, and they certainly looked clumsy and ugly. On seeing what was wrong, Akaky Akakyevitch decided that he would have to take the overcoat to Petrovitch, a tailor who lived on a fourth storey up a back staircase, and, in spite of having only one eye and being pock-marked all over his face, was rather successful in repairing the trousers and coats of clerks and others — that is, when he was sober, be it understood, and had no other enterprise in his mind. Of this tailor I ought not, of course, to say much, but since it is now the rule that the character of every person in a novel must be completely drawn, well, there is no help for it, here is Petrovitch too. At first he was called simply Grigory, and was a serf belonging to some gentleman or other. He began to be called Petrovitch from the time that he got his freedom and began to drink rather heavily on every holiday, at first only on the chief holidays, but afterwards on all church holidays indiscriminately, wherever there is a cross in the calendar. On that side he was true to the customs of his forefathers, and when he quarrelled with his wife used to call her ‘a worldly woman and a German.’ Since we have now mentioned the wife, it will be necessary to say a few words about her too, but unfortunately not much is known about her, except indeed that Petrovitch had a wife and that she wore a cap and not a kerchief, but apparently could not boast of beauty; anyway, none but the soldiers of the Guards peeped under her cap when they met her, and they twitched their moustaches and gave vent to a rather peculiar sound.
         
 
         As he climbed the stairs leading to Petrovitch’s — which, to do them justice, were all soaked with water and slops and saturated through and through with that smell of spirits which makes the eyes smart, and is, as we all know, inseparable from the back-stairs of Petersburg houses — Akaky Akakyevitch was already wondering how much Petrovitch would ask for the job, and inwardly resolving not to give more than two roubles. The door was open, for Petrovitch’s wife was frying some fish and had so filled the kitchen with smoke that you could not even see the blackbeetles. Akaky Akakyevitch crossed the kitchen unnoticed by the good woman, and walked at last into a room where he saw Petrovitch sitting on a big, wooden, unpainted table with his legs tucked under him like a Turkish Pasha. The feet, as is usual with tailors when they sit at work, were bare; and the first object that caught Akaky Akakyevitch’s eye was the big toe, with which he was already familiar, with a misshapen nail as thick and strong as the shell of a tortoise. Round Petrovitch’s neck hung a skein of silk and another of thread and on his knees was a rag of some sort. He had for the last three minutes been trying to thread his needle, but could not get the thread into the eye and so was very angry with the darkness and indeed with the thread itself, muttering in an undertone: ‘It won’t go in, the savage! You wear me out, you rascal.’ Akaky Akakyevitch was vexed that he had come just at the minute when Petrovitch was in a bad humour; he liked to give him an order when he was a little ‘elevated’, or, as his wife expressed it, ‘had fortified himself with fizz, the one-eyed devil.’ In such circumstances Petrovitch was as a rule very ready to give way and agree, and invariably bowed and thanked him, indeed. Afterwards, it is true, his wife would come wailing that her husband had been drunk and so had asked too little, but adding a single ten-kopeck piece would settle that. But on this occasion Petrovitch was apparently sober and consequently curt, unwilling to bargain, and the devil knows what price he would be ready to lay on. Akaky Akakyevitch perceived this and was, as the saying is, beating a retreat, but things had gone too far, for Petrovitch was screwing up his solitary eye very attentively at him and Akaky Akakyevitch involuntarily brought out: ‘Good day, Petrovitch!’ ‘I wish you a good day, sir,’ said Petrovitch, and squinted at Akaky Akakyevitch’s hands, trying to discover what sort of goods he had brought.
         
 
         ‘Here I have come to you, Petrovitch, do you see …!’
 
         It must be noticed that Akaky Akakyevitch for the most part explained himself by apologies, vague phrases, and particles which have absolutely no significance whatever. If the subject were a very difficult one, it was his habit indeed to leave his sentences quite unfinished, so that very often after a sentence had begun with the words ‘It really is, don’t you know …’ nothing at all would follow and he himself would be quite oblivious, supposing he had said all that was necessary.
 
         ‘What is it?’ said Petrovitch, and at the same time with his solitary eye he scrutinised his whole uniform from the collar to the sleeves, the back, the skirts, the button-holes — with all of which he was very familiar, they were all his own work. Such scrutiny is habitual with tailors, it is the first thing they do on meeting one.
 
         ‘It’s like this, Petrovitch … the overcoat, the cloth … you see everywhere else it is quite strong; it’s a little dusty and looks as though it were old, but it is new and it is only in one place just a little … on the back, and just a little worn on one shoulder and on this shoulder, too, a little … do you see? That’s all, and it’s not much work …’
 
         Petrovitch took the ‘dressing jacket’, first spread it out over the table, examined it for a long time, shook his head and put his hand out to the window for a round snuff-box with a portrait on the lid of some general — which precisely I can’t say, for a finger had been thrust through the spot where a face should have been, and the hole had been pasted up with a square bit of paper. After taking a pinch of snuff, Petrovitch held the ‘dressing jacket’ up in his hands and looked at it against the light, and again he shook his head; then he turned it with the lining upwards and once more shook his head; again he took off the lid with the general pasted up with paper and stuff ed a pinch into his nose, shut the box, put it away and at last said: ‘No, it can’t be repaired; a wretched garment!’ Akaky Akakyevitch’s heart sank at those words.
         
 
         ‘Why can’t it, Petrovitch?’ he said, almost in the imploring voice of a child. ‘Why, the only thing is it is a bit worn on the shoulders; why, you have got some little pieces …’
 
         ‘Yes, the pieces will be found all right,’ said Petrovitch, ‘but it can’t be patched, the stuff is quite rotten; if you put a needle in it, it would give way.’
 
         ‘Let it give way, but you just put a patch on it.’
 
         ‘There is nothing to put a patch on. There is nothing for it to hold on to; there is a great strain on it, it is not worth calling cloth, it would fly away at a breath of wind.’
 
         ‘Well, then, strengthen it with something — upon my word, really, this is …!’
 
         ‘No,’ said Petrovitch resolutely, ‘there is nothing to be done, the thing is no good at all. You had far better, when the cold winter weather comes, make yourself leg wrappings out of it, for there is no warmth in stockings, the Germans invented them just to make money.’ (Petrovitch was fond of a dig at the Germans occasionally.) ‘And as for the overcoat, it is clear that you will have to have a new one.’
         
 
         At the word ‘new’ there was a mist before Akaky Akakyevitch’s eyes, and everything in the room seemed blurred. He could see nothing clearly but the general with the piece of paper over his face on the lid of Petrovitch’s snuff-box.
 
         ‘A new one?’ he said, still feeling as though he were in a dream; ‘why, I haven’t the money for it.’
 
         ‘Yes, a new one,’ Petrovitch repeated with barbarous composure.
 
         ‘Well, and if I did have a new one, how much would it …?’
 
         ‘You mean what will it cost?’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         ‘Well, three fifty-rouble notes or more,’ said Petrovitch, and he compressed his lips significantly. He was very fond of making an effect, he was fond of suddenly disconcerting a man completely and then squinting sideways to see what sort of a face he made.
 
         ‘A hundred and fifty roubles for an overcoat,’ screamed poor Akaky Akakyevitch — it was perhaps the first time he had screamed in his life, for he was always distinguished by the softness of his voice.
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Petrovitch, ‘and even then it’s according to the coat. If I were to put marten on the collar, and add a hood with silk linings, it would come to two hundred.’
 
         ‘Petrovitch, please,’ said Akaky Akakyevitch in an imploring voice, not hearing and not trying to hear what Petrovitch said, and missing all his effects, ‘do repair it somehow, so that it will serve a little longer.’
 
         ‘No, that would be wasting work and spending money for nothing,’ said Petrovitch, and after that Akaky Akakyevitch went away completely crushed, and when he had gone Petrovitch remained standing for a long time with his lips pursed up significantly before he took up his work again, feeling pleased that he had not demeaned himself nor lowered the dignity of the tailor’s art.
         
 
         When he got into the street, Akaky Akakyevitch was as though in a dream. ‘So that is how it is,’ he said to himself. ‘I really did not think it would be so …’ and then after a pause he added, ‘So there it is! So that’s how it is at last! And I really could never have supposed it would have been so. And there …’ There followed another long silence, after which he brought out: ‘So there it is! Well, it really is so utterly unexpected … who would have thought … what a circumstance …’ Saying this, instead of going home he walked off in quite the opposite direction without suspecting what he was doing. On the way a clumsy sweep brushed the whole of his sooty side against him and blackened all his shoulder; a regular hatful of plaster scattered upon him from the top of a house that was being built. He noticed nothing of this, and only after he had been jostled against a sentry who had set his halberd down beside him and was shaking some snuff out of his horn into his rough fist, he came to himself a little and then only because the sentry said: ‘Why are you poking yourself right in one’s face, haven’t you the pavement to yourself?’ This made him look round and turn homeward; only there he began to collect his thoughts, to see his position in a clear and true light and began talking to himself no longer incoherently but reasonably and openly as with a sensible friend with whom one can discuss the most intimate and vital matters. ‘No, indeed,’ said Akaky Akakyevitch, ‘it is no use talking to Petrovitch now; just now he really is … his wife must have been giving it to him. I had better go to him on Sunday morning; after the Saturday evening he will be squinting and sleepy, so he’ll want a little drink to carry it off and his wife won’t give him a penny. I’ll slip ten kopecks into his hand and then he will be more accommodating and maybe take the overcoat …’
         
 
         So reasoning with himself, Akaky Akakyevitch cheered up and waited until the next Sunday; then, seeing from a distance Petrovitch’s wife leaving the house, he went straight in. Petrovitch certainly was very tipsy after the Saturday. He could hardly hold his head up and was very drowsy: but, for all that, it seemed as though the devil had nudged him. ‘I can’t,’ he said, ‘you must kindly order a new one.’ Akaky Akakyevitch at once slipped a ten-kopeck piece into his hand. ‘I thank you sir, I will have just a drop to your health, but don’t trouble yourself about the overcoat; it is not a bit of good for anything. I’ll make you a fine new coat, you can trust me for that.’
 
         Akaky Akakyevitch would have said more about repairs, but Petrovitch, without listening, said: ‘A new one now I’ll make you without fail; you can rely on that, I’ll do my best. It could even be like the fashion that has come in with the collar to button with silver claws under appliqué.’
 
         Then Akaky Akakyevitch saw that there was no escape from a new overcoat and he was utterly depressed. How indeed, for what, with what money could he get it? Of course he could to some extent rely on the bonus for the coming holiday, but that money had long ago been appropriated and its use determined beforehand. It was needed for new trousers and to pay the cobbler an old debt for putting some new tops to some old boot-legs, and he had to order three shirts from a seamstress as well as two specimens of an undergarment which it is improper to mention in print; in short, all that money absolutely must be spent, and even if the director were to be so gracious as to assign him a gratuity of forty-five or even fifty, instead of forty roubles, there would still be left a mere trifle, which be but as a drop in the ocean beside the fortune needed for an overcoat. Though, of course, he knew that Petrovitch had a strange craze for suddenly putting on the devil knows what enormous price, so that at times his own wife could not help crying out: ‘Why, you are out of your wits, you idiot! Another time he’ll undertake a job for nothing, and here the devil has bewitched him to ask more than he is worth himself.’ Though, of course, he knew that Petrovitch would undertake to make it for eighty roubles, still, where would he get those eighty roubles? He might manage half of that sum; half of it could be found, perhaps even a little more; but where could he get the other half? … But, first of all, the reader ought to know where that first half was to be found. Akaky Akakyevitch had the habit every time he spent a rouble of putting aside two kopecks in a little locked-up box with a slit in the lid for slipping the money in. At the end of every half-year he would inspect the pile of coppers there and change them for small silver. He had done this for a long time, and in the course of many years the sum had mounted up to forty roubles and so he had half the money in his hands, but where was he to get the other half, where was he to get another forty roubles? Akaky Akakyevitch pondered and pondered and decided at last that he would have to diminish his ordinary expenses, at least for a year; give up burning candles in the evening, and if he had to do anything he must go into the landlady’s room and work by her candle; that as he walked along the streets he must walk as lightly and as carefully as possible, almost on tiptoe, on the cobbles and the flagstones, so that his soles might last a little longer than usual, that he must send his linen to the wash less frequently, and that, to preserve it from being worn, he must take it off every day when he came home and sit in a thin cotton-shoddy dressing-gown, a very ancient garment which Time itself had spared. To tell the truth, he found it at first rather hard to get used to these privations, but after a while it became a habit and went smoothly enough — he even became quite accustomed to being hungry in the evening; on the other hand, he had spiritual nourishment, for he carried ever in his thoughts the idea of his future overcoat. His whole existence had in a sense become fuller, as though he had married, as though some other person were present with him, as though he were no longer alone, but an agreeable companion had consented to walk the path of life hand in hand with him, and that companion was no other than the new overcoat with its thick wadding and its strong, durable lining. He became, as it were, more alive, even more strong-willed, like a man who has set before himself a definite aim. Uncertainty, indecision, in fact all the hesitating and vague characteristics vanished from his face and his manners. At times there was a gleam in his eyes, indeed the most bold and audacious ideas flashed through his mind. Why not really have marten on the collar? Meditation on the subject always made him absent-minded. On one occasion when he was copying a document, he very nearly made a mistake, so that he almost cried out ‘ough’ aloud and crossed himself. At least once every month he went to Petrovitch to talk about the overcoat, where it would be best to buy the cloth, and what colour it should be, and what price, and, though he returned home a little anxious, he was always pleased at the thought that at last the time was at hand when everything would be bought and the overcoat would be made. Things moved even faster than he had anticipated. Contrary to all expectations, the director bestowed on Akaky Akakyevitch a gratuity of no less than sixty roubles. Whether it was that he had an inkling that Akaky Akakyevitch needed a greatcoat, or whether it happened so by chance, owing to this he found he had twenty roubles extra. This circumstance hastened the course of affairs. Another two or three months of partial fasting and Akaky Akakyevitch had actually saved up nearly eighty roubles. His heart, as a rule very tranquil, began to throb. The very first day he set off in company with Petrovitch to the shops. They bought some very good cloth, and no wonder, since they had been thinking of it for more than six months before, and scarcely a month had passed without their going to the shop to compare prices; now Petrovitch himself declared there was no better cloth to be had. For the lining they chose calico, but of a stout quality, which in Petrovitch’s words was even better than silk, and actually as strong and handsome to look at. Marten they did not buy, because it certainly was dear, but instead they chose cat fur, the best to be found in the shop — cat which in the distance might almost be taken for marten. Petrovitch was busy over the coat for a whole fortnight, because there were a great many button-holes, otherwise it would have been ready sooner. Petrovitch asked twelve roubles for the work; less than that it hardly could have been, everything was sewn with silk, with fine double seams, and Petrovitch went over every seam afterwards with his own teeth imprinting various figures with them. It was … it is hard to say precisely on what day, but probably on the most triumphant day of the life of Akaky Akakyevitch that Petrovitch at last brought the overcoat. He brought it in the morning, just before it was time to set off for the department. The overcoat could not have arrived more in the nick of time, for rather sharp frosts were just beginning and seemed threatening to be even more severe. Petrovitch brought the greatcoat himself as a good tailor should. There was an expression of importance on his face, such as Akaky Akakyevitch had never seen there before. He seemed fully conscious of having completed a work of no little moment and of having shown in his own person the gulf that separates tailors who only put in linings and do repairs from those who could make up new materials. He took the greatcoat out of the pocket-handkerchief in which he had brought it (the pocket-handkerchief had just come home from the wash), he then folded it up and put it in his pocket for future use. After taking out the overcoat, he looked at it with much pride and, holding it in both hands, threw it very deftly over Akaky Akakyevitch’s shoulders, then pulled it down and smoothed it out behind with his hands; then draped it about Akaky Akakyevitch with somewhat jaunty carelessness. The latter, as a man advanced in years, wished to try it with his arms in the sleeves. In fact it turned out that the overcoat was completely and entirely successful. Petrovitch did not let slip the occasion for observing that it was only because he lived in a small street and had no signboard, and because he had known Akaky Akakyevitch so long, that he had done it so cheaply, but on the Nevsky Prospect they would have asked him seventy-five roubles for the work alone. Akaky Akakyevitch had no inclination to discuss this with Petrovitch, besides he was frightened of the big sums that Petrovitch was fond of flinging airily about in conversation. He paid him, thanked him, and went off on the spot, with his new overcoat on, to the department. Petrovitch followed him out and stopped in the street, staring for a good time at the coat from a distance and then purposely turned off and, taking a short cut by a side street, came back into the street and got another view of the coat from the other side, that is, from the front.
         
 
         Meanwhile Akaky Akakyevitch walked along with every emotion in its most holiday mood. He felt every second that he had a new overcoat on his shoulders, and several times he actually laughed from inward satisfaction. Indeed, it had two advantages, one that it was warm and the other that it was good. He did not notice the way at all and found himself all at once at the department; in the porter’s room he took off the overcoat, looked it over and put it in the porter’s special care. I cannot tell how it happened, but all at once everyone in the department learned that Akaky Akakyevitch had a new overcoat and that the ‘dressing jacket’ no longer existed. They all ran out at once into the porter’s room to look at Akaky Akakyevitch’s new overcoat, they began welcoming him and congratulating him so that at first he could do nothing but smile and afterwards he felt positively abashed. When, coming up to him, they all began saying that he must ‘sprinkle’ the new overcoat and that he ought at least to stand them all a supper, Akaky Akakyevitch lost his head completely and did not know what to do, how to get out of it, nor what to answer. A few minutes later, flushing crimson, he even began assuring them with great simplicity that it was not a new overcoat at all, that it was just nothing, that it was an old overcoat. At last one of the clerks, indeed the assistant of the head clerk of the room, probably in order to show that he was not proud and was able to get on with those beneath him, said: ‘So be it, I’ll give a party instead of Akaky Akakyevitch and invite you all to tea with me this evening; as luck would have it, it is my name-day.’ The clerks naturally congratulated the assistant head clerk and eagerly accepted the invitation. Akaky Akakyevitch was beginning to make excuses, but they all declared that it was uncivil of him, that it was simply a shame and a disgrace and that he could not possibly refuse. However, he felt pleased about it afterwards when he remembered that through this he would have the opportunity of going out in the evening, too, in his new overcoat. That whole day was for Akaky Akakyevitch the most triumphant and festive day in his life. He returned home in the happiest frame of mind, took off the overcoat and hung it carefully on the wall, admiring the cloth and lining once more, and then pulled out his old ‘dressing jacket’, now completely coming to pieces, on purpose to compare them. He glanced at it and positively laughed, the difference was so immense! And long afterwards he went on laughing at dinner, as the position in which the ‘dressing jacket’ was placed recurred to his mind. He dined in excellent spirits and after dinner wrote nothing, no papers at all, but just took his ease for a little while on his bed, till it got dark, then, without putting things off, he dressed, put on his overcoat, and went out into the street. Where precisely the clerk who had invited him lived we regret to say that we cannot tell; our memory is beginning to fail sadly, and everything there in Petersburg, all the streets and houses, are so blurred and muddled in our head that it is a very difficult business to put anything in orderly fashion. However that may have been, there is no doubt that the clerk lived in the better part of town and consequently a very long distance from Akaky Akakyevitch. At first the latter had to walk through deserted streets, scantily lighted, but as he approached his destination the streets became more lively, more full of people, and brightly lighted; passers-by began to be more frequent, ladies began to appear, here and there, beautifully dressed, beaver collars were to be seen on the men. Cabmen with wooden trellis-work sledges, studded with gilt nails, were less frequently to be met; on the other hand, jaunty drivers in raspberry coloured velvet caps with varnished sledges and bearskin rugs appeared, and carriages with decorated boxes dashed along the streets, their wheels crunching through the snow.
         
 
         Akaky Akakyevitch looked at all this as a novelty; for several years he had not gone out into the streets in the evening. He stopped with curiosity before a lighted shop-window to look at a picture in which a beautiful woman was represented in the act of taking off her shoe and displaying as she did so the whole of a very shapely leg, while behind her back a gentleman with whiskers and a handsome imperial on his chin was putting his head in the door. Akaky Akakyevitch shook his head and smiled and went on his way. Why did he smile? Was it because he had come across something quite unfamiliar to him, though every man retains some instinctive feeling on the subject, or was it that he reflected, like many other clerks, as follows: ‘Well, upon my soul, those Frenchmen! It’s beyond anything! If they try on anything of the sort, it really is …!’ Though possibly he did not even think that; there is no creeping into a man’s soul and finding out all that he thinks. At last he reached the house in which the assistant head clerk lived in fine style; there was a lamp burning on the stairs, and the flat was on the second floor. As he went into the entry Akaky Akakyevitch saw whole rows of galoshes. Amongst them in the middle of the room stood a samovar hissing and letting off clouds of steam. On the walls hung coats and cloaks, among which some actually had beaver collars or velvet revers. The other side of the wall there was noise and talk, which suddenly became clear and loud when the door opened and the footman came out with a tray full of empty glasses, a jug of cream and a basket of biscuits. It was evident that the clerks had arrived long before and had already drunk their first glass of tea. Akaky Akakyevitch, after hanging up his coat with his own hands, went into the room, and at the same moment there flashed before his eyes a vision of candles, clerks, pipes, and card tables, together with the confused sounds of conversation rising up on all sides and the noise of moving chairs. He stopped very awkwardly in the middle of the room, looking about and trying to think what to do, but he was observed and received with a shout and they all went at once into the entry and again took a look at his overcoat. Though Akaky Akakyevitch was somewhat embarrassed, yet, being a simple-hearted man, he could not help being pleased at seeing how they all admired his coat. Then of course they all abandoned him and his coat, and turned their attention as usual to the tables set for whist. All this — the noise, the talk, and the crowd of people — was strange and wonderful to Akaky Akakyevitch. He simply did not know how to behave, what do with his arms and legs and his whole figure; at last he sat down beside the players, looked at the cards, stared first at one and then at another of the faces, and in a little while began to yawn and felt that he was bored — especially as it was long past the time at which he usually went to bed. He tried to take leave of his hosts, but they would not let him go, saying that he absolutely must have a glass of champagne in honour of the new coat. An hour later supper was served, consisting of salad, cold veal, a pasty, pies, and tarts from the confectioner’s, and champagne. They made Akaky Akakyevitch drink two glasses, after which he felt that things were much more cheerful, though he could not forget that it was twelve o’clock and that he ought to have been home long ago. That his host might not take it into his head to detain him, he slipped out of the room, hunted in the entry for his greatcoat, which he found, not without regret, lying on the floor, shook it, removed some fluff from it, put it on, and went down the stairs into the street. It was still light in the streets. Some little general shops, those perpetual clubs for house serfs and all sorts of people, were open; others which were closed showed, however, a long streak of light at every crack of the door, proving that they were not yet deserted, and probably maids and men-servants were still finishing their conversation and discussion, driving their masters to utter perplexity as to their whereabouts. Akaky Akakyevitch walked along in a cheerful state of mind; he was even on the point of running, goodness knows why, after a lady of some sort who passed by like lightning with every part of her frame in violent motion. He checked himself at once, however, and again walked along very gently, feeling positively surprised himself at the inexplicable impulse that had seized him. Soon the deserted streets, which are not particularly cheerful by day and even less so in the evening, stretched before him. Now they were still more dead and deserted; the light of the street lamps was scantier, the oil was evidently running low; then came wooden houses and fences; not a soul anywhere; only the snow gleamed on the streets and the low-pitched slumbering hovels looked black and gloomy with their closed shutters. He approached the spot where the street was intersected by an endless square, which looked like a fearful desert with its houses scarcely visible on the further side.
         
 
         In the distance, goodness knows where, there was a gleam of light from some sentry-box which seemed to be standing at the end of the world. Akaky Akakyevitch’s lightheartedness grew somehow sensibly less at this place. He stepped into the square, not without an involuntary uneasiness, as though his heart had a foreboding of evil. He looked behind him and to both sides — it was as though the sea were all around him. ‘No, better not look,’ he thought, and walked on, shutting his eyes, and when he opened to see whether the end of the square were near, he suddenly saw standing before him, almost under his very nose, some men with moustaches; just what they were like he could not even distinguish. There was a mist before his eyes and a throbbing in his chest. ‘I say the overcoat is mine!’ said one of them in a voice like a clap of thunder, seizing him by the collar. Akaky Akakyevitch was on the point of shouting ‘Help’ when another put a fist the size of a clerk’s head against his very lips, saying: ‘You just shout now.’ Akaky Akakyevitch felt only that they took the overcoat off, and gave him a kick with their knees, and he fell on his face in the snow and was conscious of nothing more. A few minutes later he came to himself and got on his feet, but there was no one there. He felt that it was cold on the ground and that he had no overcoat, and began screaming, but it seemed that his voice could not carry to the end of the square. Overwhelmed with despair and continuing to scream, he ran across the square straight to the senry-box, beside which stood a sentry leaning on his halberd and, so it seemed, looking with curiosity to see who the devil the man was who was screaming and running towards him from the distance. As Akaky Akakyevitch reached him, he began breathlessly shouting that he was asleep and not looking after his duty not to see that a man was being robbed. The sentry answered that he had seen nothing, that he had only seen him stopped in the middle of the square by two men, and supposed that they were his friends, and that, instead of abusing him for nothing, he had better go the next day to the superintendent and that he would find out who had taken the overcoat. Akaky Akakyevitch ran home in a terrible state: his hair, which was still comparatively abundant on his temples and the back of his head, was completely dishevelled; his sides and chest and his trousers were all covered with snow. When his old landlady heard a fearful knock at the door she jumped hurriedly out of bed and, with only one slipper on, ran to open it, modestly holding her shift across her bosom; but when she opened it she stepped back, seeing what a state Akaky Akakyevitch was in. When he told her what had happened, she clasped her hands in horror and said that he must go straight to the superintendent, that the police constable of the quarter would deceive him, make promises and lead him a dance; that it would be best of all to go to the superintendent, and that she knew him indeed, because Anna the Finnish girl who was once her cook was now in service as a nurse at the superintendent’s; and that she often saw him himself when he passed by their house, and that he used to be every Sunday at church too, saying his prayers and at the same time looking good-humouredly at every one, and that therefore by every token he must be a kind-hearted man. After listening to this advice, Akaky Akakyevitch made his way very gloomily to his room, and how he spent that night I leave to the imagination of those who are in the least able to picture the position of others. Early in the morning he set off to the police superintendent’s, but was told that he was asleep. He came at ten o’clock, he was told again that he was asleep; he came at eleven and was told that the superintendent was not at home; he came at dinner-time, but the clerks in the ante-room would not let him in, and insisted on knowing what was the matter and what business had brought him and exactly what had happened; so that at last Akaky Akakyevitch for the first time in his life tried to show the strength of his character and said curtly that he must see the superintendent himself, that they dare not refuse to admit him, that he had come from the department on government business, and that if he made complaint of them they would see. The clerks dared say nothing to this, and one of them went to summon the superintendent. The latter received his story of being robbed of his overcoat in an extremely strange way. Instead of attending to the main point, he began asking Akaky Akakyevitch questions, why had he been coming home so late? Wasn’t he going, or hadn’t he been, to some house of ill-fame? So that Akaky Akakyevitch was overwhelmed with confusion, and went away without knowing whether or not the proper measures would be taken in regard to his overcoat. He was absent from the office all that day (the only time that it had happened in his life). Next day he appeared with a pale face, wearing his old ‘dressing jacket’ which had become a still more pitiful sight. The tidings of the theft of the overcoat — though there were clerks who did not let even this chance slip of jeering at Akaky Akakyevitch — touched many of them. They decided on the spot to get up a subscription for him, but collected only a very trifling sum, because the clerks had already spent a good deal on subscribing to the director’s portrait and on the purchase of a book, at the suggestion of the head of their department, who was a friend of the author, and so the total realised was very insignificant. One of the clerks, moved by compassion, ventured at any rate to assist Akaky Akakyevitch with good advice, telling him not to go to the district police inspector, because, though it might happen that the latter might be sufficiently zealous of gaining the approval of his superiors to succeed in finding the overcoat, it would remain in the possession of the police unless he presented legal proofs that it belonged to him; he urged that far the best thing would be to appeal to a Person of Consequence; that the Person of Consequence, by writing and getting into communication with the proper authorities, could push the matter through more successfully. There was nothing else for it. Akaky Akakyevitch made up his mind to go to the Person of Consequence. What precisely was the nature of the functions of the Person of Consequence has remained a matter of uncertainty. It must be noted that this Person of Consequence had only lately become a person of consequence, and until recently had been a person of no consequence. Though, indeed, his position even now was not reckoned of consequence in comparison with others of still greater consequence. But there is always to be found a circle of person to whom a person of little consequence in the eyes of others is a person of consequence. It is true that he did his utmost to increase the consequence of his position in various ways, for instance by insisting that his subordinates should come out on to the stairs to meet him when he arrived at his office; that no one should venture to approach him directly, but all proceedings should be by the strictest order of precedence; that a collegiate registration clerk should report the matter to the provincial secretary, and the provincial secretary to the titular councillor or whomsoever it might be, and that business should only reach him by this channel. Every one in Holy Russia has a craze for imitation, every one apes and mimics his superiors. I have actually been told that a titular councillor who was put in charge of a small separate office, immediately partitioned off a special room for himself, calling it the head office, and set special porters at the door with red collars and gold lace, who took hold of the handle of the door and opened it for every one who went in, though the ‘head office’ was so tiny that it was with difficulty that an ordinary writing table could be put into it. The manners and habits of the Person of Consequence were dignified and majestic, but not complex. The chief foundation of his system was strictness, ‘strictness, strictness and — strictness!’ he used to say, and at the last word he would look very significantly at the person he was addressing, though, indeed, he had no reason to do so, for the dozen clerks who made up the whole administrative mechanism of his office stood in befitting awe of him; any clerk who saw him the distance would leave his work and remain standing at attention till his superior had left the room. His conversation with his subordinates was usually marked by severity and almost confined to three phrases: ‘How dare you? Do you know to whom you are speaking? Do you understand who I am?’ He was, however, at heart a good-natured man, pleasant and obliging with his colleagues; but the grade of general had completely turned his head. When he received it, he was perplexed, thrown off his balance, and quite at a loss how to behave. If he chanced to be with his equals, he was still quite a decent man, a very gentlemanly man, in fact, and in many ways even an intelligent man, but as soon as he was in company with men who were even one grade below him, there was simply no doing anything with him: he sat silent and his position excited compassion, the more so as he himself felt that he might have been spending his time to incomparably more advantage. At times there could be seen in his eyes an intense desire to join in some interesting conversation, but he was restrained by the doubt whether it would not be too much on his part, whether it would not be too great a familiarity and lowering of his dignity, and in consequence of these reflections he remained everlastingly in the same mute condition, only uttering from time to time monosyllabic sounds, and in this way he gained the reputation of being a very tiresome man.
         
 
         So it was the Person of Consequence to whom our friend Akaky Akakyevitch appealed, and appealed to him at a most unpropitious moment, very unfortunate for himself, though fortunate, indeed, for the Person of Consequence. The latter happened to be in his study, talking in the very best of spirits with an old friend of his childhood who had only just arrived and whom he had not seen for several years. It was at this moment that he was informed that a man called Bashmatchkin was asking to see him. He asked abruptly, ‘What sort of man is he?’ and received the answer, ‘A government clerk.’ ‘Ah! He can wait, I haven’t time now,’ said the Person of Consequence. Here I must observe that this was a complete lie on the part of the Person of Consequence: he had time; his friend and he had long ago said all they have to say to each other and their conversation had begun to be broken by very long pauses during which they merely slapped each other on the knee, saying, ‘So that’s how things are, Ivan Abramovitch!’ — ‘There it is, Stepan Varlamovitch!’ but, for all that, he told the clerk to wait in order to show his friend, who had left the service years before and was living at home in the country how long clerks had to wait in his ante-room. At last after they had talked, or rather been silent to their heart’s content and had smoked a cigar in very comfortable arm-chairs with sloping backs, he seemed suddenly to recollect, and said to the secretary, who was standing at the door with papers for his signature: ‘Oh, by the way, there is a clerk waiting, isn’t there? Tell him he can come in.’ When he saw Akaky Akakyevitch’s meek appearance and old uniform, he turned to him at once and said: ‘What do you want?’ in a firm and abrupt voice, which he had purposefully practised in his own room in solitude before the looking-glass for a week before receiving his present post and the grade of a general. Akaky Akakyevitch, who was overwhelmed with befitting awe beforehand, was somewhat confused and, as far as his tongue would allow him, explained to the best of his powers, with even more frequent ‘-ers’ than usual, that he had had a perfectly new overcoat and now he had been robbed of it in the most inhumane way, and that now he had come to beg him by his intervention either to correspond with his honour the head policemaster or anybody else, and find the overcoat. This mode of proceeding struck the general for some reason as taking a great liberty. ‘What next, sir,’ he went on as abruptly, ‘don’t you know the way to proceed? To whom are you addressing yourself? Don’t you know how things are done? You ought first to have handed in a petition at the office; it would have gone to the head clerk of the room, and to the head clerk of the section, then it would have been handed to the secretary and the secretary would have brought it to me …’
         
 
         ‘But your Excellency,’ said Akaky Akakyevitch, trying to collect all the small allowance of presence of mind he possessed and feeling at the same time that he was getting into a terrible perspiration, ‘I ventured, your Excellency, to trouble you because secretaries … er … are people you can’t depend on …’
 
         ‘What? What? What?’ said the Person of Consequence, ‘where did you get hold of that spirit? Where did you pick up such ideas? What insubordination is spreading among young men against their superiors and betters.’ The Person of Consequence did not apparently observe that Akaky Akakyevitch was well over fifty, and therefore if he could have been called a young man it would only have been in comparison with a man of seventy. ‘Do you know to whom you are speaking? Do you understand who I am? Do you understand that, I ask you?’ At this point he stamped and raised his voice to such a powerful note that Akaky Akakyevitch was not the only one to be terrified. Akaky Akakyevitch was positively petrified; he staggered, trembling all over, and could not stand; if the porters had not run up to support him, he would have flopped upon the floor; he was led out almost unconscious. The Person of Consequence, pleased that the effect had surpassed his expectations and enchanted at the idea that his words could even deprive a man of consciousness, stole a sideways glance at his friend to see how he was taking it, and perceived not without satisfaction that his friend was feeling very uncertain and even beginning to be a little terrified himself.
         
 
         How he got downstairs, how he went out into the street — of all that Akaky Akakyevitch remembered nothing, he had no feeling in his arms or legs. In all his life he had never been so severely reprimanded by a general, and this was by one of another department, too. He went out into the snowstorm, that was whistling through the streets, with his mouth open, and as he went he stumbled off the pavement; the wind, as its way is in Petersburg, blew upon him from all the points of the compass and from every side street. In an instant it had blown a quinsy into his throat, and when he got home he was not able to utter a word; with a swollen face and throat he went to bed. So violent is sometimes the effect of a suitable reprimand!
 
         Next day he was in a high fever. Thanks to the gracious assistance of the Petersburg climate, the disease made more rapid progress than could have been expected, and when the doctor came, after feeling his pulse he could find nothing to do but prescribe a fomentation, and that simply that the patient might not be left without the benefit of medical assistance; however two days later he informed him that his end was at hand, after which he turned to his landlady and said: ‘And you had better lose no time, my good woman, but order him a deal coffin, for an oak one will be too dear for him.’ Whether Akaky Akakyevitch heard these fateful words or not, whether they produced a shattering effect upon him, and whether he regretted his pitiful life, no one can ever tell, for he was all the time in delirium and fever. Apparitions, each stranger than the one before, were continually haunting him: first, he saw Petrovitch and was ordering him to make a greatcoat trimmed with some sort of traps for robbers, who were, he fancied, continually under the bed, and he was calling his landlady every minute to pull out a thief who had even got under the quilt; then he kept asking why his old ‘dressing jacket’ was hanging before him when he had a new overcoat, then he fancied he was standing before the general listening to the appropriate reprimand and saying ‘I am sorry, your Excellency,’ then finally he became abusive, uttering the most awful language, so that his old landlady positively crossed herself, having never heard anything of the kind from him before, and the more horrified because these dreadful words followed immediately upon the phrase ‘your Excellency’. Later on, his talk was a mere medley of nonsense, so that it was quite unintelligible; all that could be seen was that his incoherent words and thoughts were concerned with nothing but the overcoat. At last poor Akaky Akakyevitch gave up the ghost. No seal was put on his room nor upon his things, because, in the first place, he had no heirs and, in the second, the property left was very small, to wit, a bundle of goose-feathers, a quire of white government paper, three pairs of socks, two or three buttons that had come off his trousers, and the ‘dressing jacket’ with which the reader is already familiar. Who came into all this wealth God only knows, even I who tell the tale must own that I have not troubled to enquire. And Petersburg remained without Akaky Akakyevitch, as though, indeed, he had never been in the city. A creature had vanished and departed whose cause no one had championed, who was dear to no one, of interest to no one, who never even attracted the attention of a student of natural history, though the latter does not disdain to fix a common fly upon a pin and look at him under the microscope — a creature who bore patiently the jeers of the office and for no particular reason went to his grave, though even he at the very end of his life was visited by a gleam of brightness in the form of an overcoat that for one instant brought colour into his poor life — a creature on whom calamity broke as insufferably as it breaks upon the heads of the mighty ones of this world …!
         
 
         Several days after his death, the porter from the department was sent to his lodgings with instructions that he should go at once to the office, for his chief was asking for him; but the porter was obliged to return without him, explaining that he could not come, and to the enquiry ‘Why?’ he added, ‘Well, you see: the fact is he is dead, he was buried three days ago.’ This was how they learned at the office of the death of Akaky Akakyevitch, and the next day there was sitting in his seat a new clerk who was very much taller and who wrote not in the same upright hand but made his letters more slanting and crooked.
 
         But who could have imagined that this was not all there was to tell about Akaky Akakyevitch, that he was destined for a few days to make a noise in the world after his death, as though to make up for his life having been unnoticed by any one? But so it happened, and our poor story unexpectedly finishes with a fantastic ending. Rumours were suddenly floating about Petersburg that in the neighbourhood of the Kalinkin Bridge and for a little distance beyond, a corpse had taken to appearing at night in the form of a clerk looking for a stolen overcoat, and stripping from the shoulders of all passers-by, regardless of grade and calling, overcoats of all descriptions — trimmed with cat fur, or beaver or wadded, lined with racoon, fox and bear — made, in fact, of all sorts of skin which men have adapted for the covering of their own. One of the clerks of the department saw the corpse with his own eyes and at once recognised it as Akaky Akakyevitch; but it excited him in such terror, however, that he ran away as fast as his legs could carry him and so could not get a very clear view of him, and only saw him hold up his finger threateningly in the distance.
         
 
         From all sides complaints were continually coming that backs and shoulders, not of mere titular councillors, but even of upper court councillors, had been exposed to taking chills, owing to being stripped of their greatcoats. Orders were given to the police to catch the corpse regardless of trouble or expense, alive or dead, and to punish him in the cruellest way, as an example to others, and, indeed, they very nearly succeeded in doing so. The sentry of one district police station in Kiryushkin Place snatched a corpse by the collar on the spot of the crime in the very act of attempting to snatch a frieze overcoat from a retired musician, who used in his day to play the flute. Having caught him by the collar, he shouted until he had brought two other comrades, whom he charged to hold him while he felt just for a minute in his boot to get out a snuff-box in order to revive his nose which had six times in his life been frost-bitten, but the snuff was probably so strong that not even a dead man could stand it. The sentry had hardly had time to put his finger over his right nostril and draw up some snuff in the left when the corpse sneezed violently right into the eyes of all three. While they were putting their fists up to wipe them, the corpse completely vanished, so that they were not even completely sure that he had been in their hands. From that time forward, the sentries conceived such a horror of the dead that they were even afraid to seize the living and confined themselves to shouting from a distance: ‘Hi, you there, be off!’ and the dead clerk began to appear even on the other side of Kalinkin Bridge, rousing no little terror in all timid people.
         
 
         We have, however, quite deserted the Person of Consequence, who may in reality almost be said to be the cause of the fantastic ending of this perfectly true story. To begin with, my duty requires me to do justice to the Person of Consequence by recording that soon after poor Akaky Akakyevitch had gone away crushed to powder, he felt something not unlike regret. Sympathy was a feeling not unknown to him; his heart was open to many kindly impulses, although his exalted grade very often prevented them from being shown. As soon as his friend had gone out of his study, he even began brooding over poor Akaky Akakyevitch, and from that time forward, he was almost every day haunted by the image of the poor clerk who had succumbed so completely to the befitting reprimand. The thought of the man so worried him that a week later he actually decided to send a clerk to find out how he was and whether he really could help him in any way. And when they brought him word that Akaky Akakyevitch had died suddenly in delirium and fever, it made a great impression on him, his conscience reproached him and he was depressed all day. Anxious to distract his mind and to forget the unpleasant impression,  he went to spend the evening with one of his friends, where he found a genteel company and, what was best of all, almost every one was of the same grade so he was able to be quite free from restraint. This had a wonderful effect on his spirits, he expanded, became affable and genial — in short, spent a very agreeable evening. At supper he drank a couple of glasses of champagne — a proceeding which we all know has a happy effect in inducing good-humour. The champagne made him inclined to do something unusual, and he decided not to go home yet but to visit a lady of his acquaintance, one Karolina Ivanovna — a lady apparently of German extraction, for whom he entertained extremely friendly feelings. It must be noted that the Person of Consequence was a man no longer young, an excellent husband, and the respectable father of a family. He had two sons, one already serving in his office, and a nice-looking daughter of sixteen with a rather turned-up, pretty little nose, who used to come every morning to kiss his hand, saying: ‘Bonjour, Papa.’ His wife, who was still blooming and decidedly good-looking, indeed, used first to give him her hand to kiss and then would kiss his hand, turning it the other side upwards. But though the Person of Consequence was perfectly satisfied with the kind amenities of his domestic life, he thought it proper to have a lady friend in another quarter of the town. This lady friend was not a bit better-looking nor younger than his wife, but these mysterious facts exist in the world and it is not our business to criticise them. And so the Person of Consequence went downstairs, got into his sledge, and said to his coachman, ‘To Karolina Ivanovna,’ while luxuriously wrapped in his warm fur coat he remained in that agreeable frame of mind sweeter to a Russian than anything that could be invented, that is, when one thinks of nothing while thoughts come into the mind of themselves, one pleasanter than the other, without the labour of following them or looking for them. Full of satisfaction, he recalled all the amusing moments of the evening he had spent, all the phrases that had set the little circle laughing; many of them he repeated in an undertone and found them as amusing as before, and so, very naturally, laughed very heartily at them again. From time to time, however, he was disturbed by a gust of wind which, blowing suddenly, God knows whence and wherefore, cut him in the face, pelting him with flakes of snow, puffing out his coat-collar like a sack, or suddenly flinging it with unnatural force over his head and giving him endless trouble to extricate himself from it. All at once, the Person of Consequence felt that some one had clutched him very tightly by the collar. Turning around he saw a short man in a shabby old uniform, and not without horror recognised him as Akaky Akakyevitch. The clerk’s face was white as snow and looked like that of a corpse, but the horror of the Person of Consequence was beyond all bounds when he saw the mouth of the corpse distorted into speech and, breathing upon him the chill of the grave, it uttered the following words: ‘Ah, so here you are at last! At last I’ve … er … caught you by the collar. It’s your overcoat I want, you refused to help me and abused me into the bargain! So now give me yours!’ The Person of Consequence very nearly died. Resolute and determined as he was in his office and before subordinates in general, and though any one looking at his manly air and figure would have said: ‘Oh, what a man of character!’ yet in this plight he felt, like very many persons of athletic appearance, such terror that not without reason he began to be afraid that he would have some sort of fit. He actually flung his overcoat off his shoulders as fast as he could and shouted to his coachman in a voice unlike his own: ‘Drive home and make haste!’ The coachman, hearing the tone which he had only heard in critical moments and then accompanied by something more rousing, hunched his shoulders up to his ears in case of worse following, swung his whip and flew on like an arrow. In a little over six minutes the Person of Consequence was at the entrance of his own house. Pale, panic-stricken, and without his overcoat, he arrived home instead of at Karolina Ivanovna’s, dragged himself to his own room and spent the night in great perturbation, so that next morning his daughter said to him at breakfast, ‘You look quite pale today, Papa’: but her papa remained mute and said not a word to any one of what had happened to him, where he had been, and where he had been going. The incident made a great impression on him. Indeed, it happened far more rarely that he said to his subordinates, ‘How dare you? Do you understand who I am?’ and he never uttered those words at all until he had first heard all the rights of the case.
         
 
         What was even more remarkable is that from that time the apparition of the dead clerk ceased entirely; apparently the general’s overcoat had fitted him perfectly, anyway nothing more was heard of overcoats being snatched from any one. Many restless and anxious people refused, however, to be pacified, and still maintained that in remote parts of the town the ghost of the dead clerk went on appearing. One sentry in Kolomna, for instance, saw with his own eyes a ghost appear from behind a house; but, being by natural constitution somewhat feeble — so much so that on one occasion an ordinary, well-grown pig, making a sudden dash out of some building, knocked him off his feet to the vast entertainment of the cabmen standing round, from whom he exacted two kopecks each for snuff for such rudeness — he did not dare to stop it, and so followed it in the dark until the ghost suddenly looked round and, stopping, asked him: ‘What do you want?’ displaying a fist such as you never see among the living. The sentry said: ‘Nothing,’ and turned back on the spot. This ghost, however, was considerably taller and ado rned with immense moustaches, and, directing its steps apparently towards Obuhov Bridge, vanished into the darkness of the night. 
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