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         An enthralling novel of individual bravery versus silent, collective complicity, set in a vividly drawn farming community in 1970s New Zealand.

         The Baxters do not know their place.

         On the first of June every year, sharemilkers load their trucks with their families, pets and possessions and crawl along the highways towards new farms, new lives. They’re inching towards that ultimate dream – buying their own land.

         Fenward’s always been lucky with its sharemilkers: grateful, grafting folk who understand what’s expected of them. Until now, when grief-stricken lan Baxter and his precocious daughter, Gabrielle, arrive.

         Nickie Walker is enchanted by the glamour and worldliness of Gabrielle. Nickie’s mother finds herself in the crossfire of a moral battle she dreads to confront. Each has a story to share.

         This is a coming-of-age story for two young girls who hold a mirror up to the place and people they love. It’s a coming-of-age story, too, for a community forced to stare back at the image of a damaged soul.

         The question is: who will blink first?

         
             

         

         
             

         

         ‘Tender, sly, comic and always deeply informed about the ways of the human heart.’

         – Dame Fiona Kidman, on From Under the Overcoat
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            For Paula Green

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            Behind every man’s external life, which he leads in company, there is another which he leads alone, and which he carries with him apart. We see but one aspect of our neighbour, as we see but one side of the moon; in either case there is also a dark half, which is unknown to us. We all come down to dinner, but each has a room to himself.

            
                

            

            Walter Bagehot, 1853
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         NICOLA WALKER LEAVES THE CITY at ten, after the motorway clears. She drives to the ruddy brow of the Bombay Hills. Waikato, tinged hazy, fans before her. To the west of the threaded river there are more hills and eventually the sea. To the east, where she is going, bruised clouds bank over the distant Hauraki Plains.

         The turnoff to State Highway Two will take her through Maramarua, past decrepit hoardings pleading ADOPT, DON’T ABORT. At Waitakaruru, she’ll drop to the low land. She might turn right soon after, and drive through Ngatea, or she might continue east across the plains, past the corrugated-iron shed where, once, a crazed man cut off the hands of his girlfriend with a sword. Then, over the little arched bridge where the Piako River roils into the Firth of Thames, past the old Kopuarahi cheese factory, towards the mangroved, mucky gape of the Waihou.

         From there, a right turn will take her along a rollercoaster road to Paeroa. To St Mary’s Catholic Church, for the funeral of her family’s old sharemilker, Josephine Janssen.

         
             

         

         The Josephine of Nicola’s childhood had been an arpeggio accent, weightlifter’s shoulders and a collapsing nest of blonde hair. Josephine’s husband, Hans, was a whippet of a man who never mastered English and floundered in the wake of his wife’s babble.

         It’s been twenty years since Nicola saw them. She was thirty-four then. On that day she’d accepted their offer to buy the farm left to her by her parents. They’d met in a lawyer’s office off the main street of Paeroa and signed the paperwork together. The meeting had not been necessary, but in Nicola’s mind the right thing to do.

         ‘Are you sad, girl?’ Josephine had asked. ‘Saying goodbye to the old place?’

         Nicola had flinched at the brittle coarseness of Josephine’s overworked palm as she shook her hand. ‘No,’ she nearly said, until her dead mother Joy whispered in her ear. If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all.

         
             

         

         Attending this funeral is also the right thing to do, although Hans will be eighty-something and Nicola is unsure whether they’ll speak at all.

         She pulls out now, passing rumbling trucks to her left.

         Another hand crosses her line of sight. It belongs to her mother. It’s a blur of pink as it stings Nicola’s face. The cool scrape of the engagement ring, turned inwards, leaves a faint single track across her cheek. The diamond is a solitaire.

         Nicola has worn the ring since her mother died. It’s loose on her finger. She spins it with her thumb and blinks into the morning sun.

         ‘The Dutch always made good sharemilkers. Hardworking and did what they were told. And they never wanted a holiday,’ says the ghostly Joy, beside her. Nicola touches her cheek, feels the tiny ancient scar that, thankfully, is invisible even without make-up. She misses the turnoff she’s been watching for.

         ‘Why’d you hit me?’ she hears her thirteen-year-old Nickie-self say.

         ‘Everyone hit their kids back then. Didn’t do any harm. Didn’t do you any harm.’

         Nicola switches on the radio, wondering whether, at fifty-four, she has the energy for an imagined argument with her mother.

         ‘People didn’t hit kids across the face. Backsides, yes. But not across the face, like pouting film stars.’

         Her mother mutters.

         ‘I knew you wouldn’t.’ Nicola taps at the steering wheel, as though playing the piano.

         ‘Wouldn’t what?’

         ‘Talk about it. The day you hit me across the face. You never talked about it.’

         
             

         

         An exit sign says Pukekawa, which is ‘hill of bitter memories’ in Maori, but for Nicola will always mean 1970, a double murder, bodies — one weighted down — floating in a river, and a baby called Rochelle, abandoned in a cot by her parents’ murderer. The Pukekawa killings are, bizarrely, on the radio news bulletin at the very moment she passes this exit. It’s all to do with the planting of evidence and police corruption.

         ‘The Janssens got a good deal on our place,’ Joy says. ‘No matter how hard they worked. I think you might’ve let them have it too cheap.’

         Joy has pulled a packet of cigarettes out of the nowhere space she inhabits. She taps one, end over end, on the outside of the box. This was a habit she developed late in life, after Nicola’s father Eugene died. ’Til then, she’d smoked his cigarettes.

         Rochelle Crewe is forty-four now, says the person on the radio. She is a new person, with a new identity, and a face no one knows. There hasn’t been a photo of her in the paper, or on the telly, since she was at high school. Reporters know who and where she is, but have allowed her the right to an untainted, unremarkable life.

         Nicola thinks that Rochelle Crewe could be anywhere right now. She could be in the car in front, or in an oncoming car, about to take the Pukekawa turnoff, about to visit the farm that made her famous.

         
             

         

         There’s another route to Paeroa, one that approaches from the south. The idea of coming in via the back roads suddenly appeals to Nicola. She’s not sure of those roads, she’ll be driving them as a stranger. Listening to the instructions from Tomtom, slowing to look at road signs. Slipping in to town, slipping in to the back pew of the church incognito. Making sure Hans sees that she attended, then slipping away again, for good.
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         Joy Walker

         At the mid-May cattle sale, Jack Gilbert told Eugene Walker he was hiring a sharemilker come first of June. ‘Good for you, Jack,’ Eugene said. Other men nearby leaned in to hear more, but Jack was done with talk.

         The men went home and told their wives, who laughed like drains. It was to do with the notion of parsimonious Jack Gilbert paying someone else to work his land. Hapless Jack Gilbert, who let his stock go hungry during the winter, refused to spend money on extra feed when his meagre hay supply ran out. The price of wire sent him apoplectic, so he didn’t mend his fences. His hungry cows went searching, wandered onto the road, got hit by vehicles, and died.

         
             

         

         ‘Is it true, Audrey, that you’re bringing on a milker next month?’

         There was a pause at Audrey Gilbert’s end. A pause, and a click, and Joy pictured Jack in his cowshed, hanging off the extension phone, picking at his teeth with a dirty fingernail.

         ‘Hello, Jack,’ Joy tested, alert for the wheezy evidence of his eavesdropping.

         ‘Audrey?’ she asked again.

         ‘Yes.’

         A muffled cry. It was Kerry Collins listening, not Jack. No one else on the line had a baby.

         ‘You can probably guess why I’m ringing, Audrey.’

         More silence.

         ‘Audrey?’

         ‘No,’ said Audrey. ‘What is it?’

         ‘Kids? Have your new sharemilkers got school-aged kids?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘How many, Audrey?’

         ‘Just the one. That’s what Jack says,’ said Audrey. ‘He says she’s thirteen.’

         ‘Shame,’ Joy said.

         ‘But still at primary school. Form Two,’ continued Audrey. ‘She’s been kept back, somewhere along the line, I suppose.’

         Joy wondered whether Audrey herself had been kept back, somewhere along the line.

         ‘Well, that’s good news. Have you spoken to her?’ Joy asked.

         ‘The girl?’

         ‘The mother, Audrey. Have you checked with the mother that the girl’s coming to us?’

         ‘No,’ said Audrey. ‘No, I haven’t.’

         ‘Would you mind ringing her? Just to check?’

         ‘She’s dead, the mother. There’s just the two of them. Him and his daughter.’

         ‘Would you mind checking anyway? Just to be sure?’

         ‘Alright,’ said Audrey.

         ‘Oh … and Audrey, just out of interest. What made Jack decide on a sharemilker? After all these years?’

         ‘I couldn’t tell you, Joy.’

         Three clicks, and the conversation was done.

         
             

         

         Two weeks later, Joy drove the other school committee wives to the Gilberts’ sharemilker cottage. It was Sunday night, just on six, darkness had settled an hour earlier. Joy hunched forward over the wheel as if to try to outsprint the rain. Evelyn Maxwell was in the front, Ruby Thompson and Ngaire McQuire in the back.

         This was the last of their visits to the new families. Cakes and casseroles had been delivered, welcomes effused, tea — buckets of it — sipped, intelligence gathered and collated.

         It was a yearly task, and they worked as a team. The mathematics were simple: the number of school-aged sharemilker children leaving the district on the first of June had to be equal to, or less than, the number of children arriving. One child short — just one, they were cutting it that fine now — and the education department would send a large lorry and take away the school’s second classroom. A one-classroom school was only ever a pen-pusher’s whim from closure.

         They’d just visited the Reynolds’ place, where the news was good. They were expecting to find two children, but one of the two had turned out to be twins. Calculating eyes sparkled as the women exclaimed at the likeness of the two little boys.

         ‘We could call it a day,’ Ruby said, minutes later, back in the car. ‘Now we’ve got the numbers.’

         Joy glanced in the rear-view mirror. Ruby was leaning back, her eyes closed. Ngaire spoke up. ‘I don’t know … how would it look if we missed out just one family? Especially if there’s no mother.’

         The others nodded and hmmd. The truth was they were all dying to eyeball the poor sod desperate enough to take up a last-minute contract with Jack Gilbert.

         Lights blazed from every room of the cottage. The women made for the front of the house.

         ‘Should’ve saved the corned beef for here,’ Joy whispered, as they waited at the door. ‘Given as it’s already cooked. And that leg of mutton. For their freezer.’

         The man was more than six-foot tall, his hair blond, turning grey. It was long, almost to his shoulders, and tucked back behind his ears in a style Joy considered girly. He wore all-in-one khaki overalls with a blue shirt underneath. The overalls hung from his bony shoulders like a suit jacket on a coat hanger. He was the thinnest man Joy had ever seen.

         ‘Yes?’ he said.

         Joy drew a long breath. ‘We’ve just dropped in to say hello, and welcome and—’

         ‘—to see that you’re okay for everything you need. And to drop off some dinner, because it’s probably the last thing you can be bothered thinking about at the moment,’ finished Evelyn. ‘It’s a vegetable bake.’

         The man frowned and ran his hand backwards through his hair. ‘Alright,’ he said.

         Joy wasn’t sure what this meant. Whether he wished to know if they, the school committee wives, were alright, or whether he had processed the purpose of the visit and found it to be alright. It just wasn’t clear at all.

         Perfume drifted outside. It was coming from somewhere close by. Joy didn’t know much about perfume, she owned just a single bottle of 4711. That had the fragrance of some combination of lemons and turpentine, a scent that was supposed to be ‘alpine’, according to the Woman’s Weekly. Joy liked it less than the clean trustworthiness of Sunlight soap. But she knew what this other perfume was. Not the exact name, but the purpose of it. It was whisky and cigarettes, and it got her thinking of women on late-night television — the beautiful, immoral, perpetually sad women of Peyton Place — it was that kind of scent.

         A head appeared from around the doorway of the room. A girl, made up as a trollop, with a fancy hairdo, rouge, lipstick and long black eyelashes.

         ‘Hello,’ the girl said. ‘I’m Gabrielle.’

         ‘Love a duck,’ whispered Ruby.

         The rain belted on the tin roof of the porch.

         Joy smiled at the girl. ‘Hi, Gabrielle,’ she said evenly. ‘It’s very nice to meet you. My daughter Nickie’s about the same age as you. She’s at Fenward Primary.’

         ‘Cool,’ said Gabrielle. ‘That’s where I’m going, isn’t it, Dad?’

         The man nodded.

         ‘Well, that’s wonderful,’ Joy said.

         Evelyn pushed the dish into the man’s hands. ‘I can call round and pick it up tomorrow, if you like,’ she said. ‘Or later in the week …’

         ‘Thanks,’ he said. He handed the dish back to Evelyn. ‘But we’re fine.’

         ‘Dad,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Don’t be such a snob. Take it.’ She grinned at Evelyn. ‘He’s a bit shy, sorry.’

         The dish passed out of Evelyn’s hands, back to the man. He held it awkwardly in front of him.

         ‘We’ll leave you to it. You’re busy unpacking, I suppose,’ Joy said. ‘My name’s Joy, by the way. Joy Walker. This is Ruby Thompson, Ngaire McQuire and Evelyn Maxwell. Our husbands are all on the school committee. It’s what we do.’

         The man looked puzzled.

         ‘I mean, this is what we do, once all the new sharemilkers have arrived. Just check everyone’s okay …’ Joy held out her hand, waiting for a handshake. Not the done thing, women shaking hands, but Joy liked the sting of it, the way it confirmed that when it came to the school committee the wives did all the work.

         ‘Ian Baxter.’

         ‘We’re not that busy. Everything’s unpacked. We’ve got bugger-all left to do,’ chipped in Gabrielle, from behind her father.

         ‘Goodnight,’ said Ian.

         Gabrielle had gone back into the bedroom. Joy heard the girl murmur something to her father.

         ‘Thanks for the food. Thank you very much,’ he called out, like a chastised child, as he closed the door.

         

         Nickie Walker

         They sat at their desks and waited. Nickie concentrated on cleaning the mud out of the fluff on her slippers that were only a week old but already a disgrace. It was June the fifth, being the first Monday after June the first. June the first was the day that sharemilkers came into the district to start their new jobs.

         Nickie’s mother, Joy, called it Gypsy Day. All the sharemilkers’ belongings stacked high on the back of trucks and utes — sofas, fridges, beds, kids, dogs, everything crammed in. If Nickie’s father, Eugene, came up behind one on the road, he slowed right down. He always gave a toot and a friendly wave and asked where they were heading. Then he shouted: Good luck!

         Nickie stopped cleaning her slippers and checked what was happening in the cloakroom, where the new sharemilker kids were waiting. The tops of quite a few heads were being kissed by mothers. She could see only one father out there, and he was kissing no one. Mr Burgess took huge steps towards the door. Nickie watched the new kids move away from him.

         ‘Come in, come in,’ he shouted at them. ‘Come on now … such a miserable day.’

         One of the mothers tried to come in, too, but Mr Burgess put his hand on her shoulder.

         ‘Probably best if you don’t,’ he said.

         ‘It’s his first day—’

         ‘First day for all of them.’

         ‘I mean, it’s his first day ever … he’s five.’

         He steered the mother backwards. Backwards with one hand, while he closed the door with the other.

         They lined up at the front of the classroom. There was just one girl, she was at the end of the row. She had blonde hair parted down the middle and falling to just above her shoulders. It flicked up outwards at the ends. Nickie had never seen anything so cool. Hair was the sort of thing she noticed. Hers was tough and black and curly and grew mainly upwards like wire. The only place Nickie had seen hair like the new girl’s was on TV, on Happen Inn. Suzanne was her favourite singer and that’s exactly what her hairdo was like — Suzanne’s.

         In each tiny earlobe, the sharemilker girl had miniature crosses. This new girl had pierced ears.

         Only tarts get their ears pierced. Her mother had views on everything.

         Mr Burgess welcomed the sharemilker kids and introduced the juniors’ teacher, Miss Tremain.

         ‘Perhaps you’d like to take turns to tell us what your name is, where you’ve come from, the things you like doing and whose farm it is that you’ve come to,’ he said.

         Mr Burgess tapped the first boy on the shoulder with the long ruler. The boy looked about eight. His ginger hair was cut in chunks, and black freckles splattered across his face. He said his name was Wayne Bennett and he’d come from down south. He waited then, saying nothing, staring at his shoes. His head jerked back up.

         ‘The farm we’ve moved to is Maxwells’. The thing I like doing best is feeding out. And hosing the shed down.’

         Nickie could tell by his voice he’d done the speech before. He stared at the back wall of the classroom.

         It had been raining all morning, and now the rain turned to hailstones. They smashed against the windows. Finally it was the girl’s turn. Mr Burgess, who’d been taking notes, put down his pen and looked at her.

         ‘My name is Gabrielle Baxter,’ she said. Her voice was soft and buttery, not much more than a whisper. Nickie leaned forward, watching her mouth, listening. Gabrielle Baxter. Nickie murmured it, to see how it sounded out loud. Gabrielle Baxter. It had a delicious flavour.

         ‘We’re on the Gilbert farm. We came from Silverdale. Near Auckland. My dad’s name is Ian. My mum’s called Bridie but she’s dead.’

         Gabrielle Baxter had finished her talk. She looked at Mr Burgess.

         ‘Do I have to do the other stuff?’ she asked.

         ‘Pardon?’

         ‘The other bit. The things I like doing …’

         ‘Only if you want to, Gabrielle.’

         ‘No,’ she said.

         Nickie looked across at Erin Fraser and Julie Maxwell. They were staring at Gabrielle’s ears and whispering to each other, and Julie was touching her own ears, pulling at invisible earrings. There was a lot of looking going on generally. Nickie turned back to Gabrielle Baxter. Gabrielle’s eyes were roving the room and, when she came to Nickie, Nickie quickly smiled.

         
             

         

         By morning tea time, the sleet had stopped. The Form Two girls were on the wooden seats outside their classroom. Gabrielle tucked her Suzanne hair back behind her ears and took the little cross earrings out. Nickie watched as she carefully clipped the tiny silver backs onto the stalks.

         ‘They’re called butterflies, the back bits,’ she said, handing them to Nickie.

         Gabrielle Baxter was all butter voice and butter hair and butterflies. Nickie imagined, just for a crazy moment, licking her butter skin. She let the earrings rest in the palm of her hand. They were the most beautiful things she’d seen.

         ‘Can I have a look after Nickie, Gabrielle?’ asked Erin, who had managed to wedge herself in between Nickie and Gabrielle.

         ‘Yeah, but don’t lose them. They were Mum’s.’

         Erin took the butterfly back off one of the earrings and was pushing the little stalk hard against her own earlobe. ‘I’m getting my ears pierced,’ she said. ‘For my birthday.’

         ‘Me, too,’ said Nickie, knowing it would never happen.

         Erin gave the earrings back to Gabrielle. ‘How did your mother die?’ she said, after a while.

         Nickie couldn’t believe she’d asked.

         ‘She had cancer.’

         ‘Couldn’t the doctors fix her?’

         God, Erin, Nickie thought. Obviously not. She held her breath, waiting for the answer.

         ‘Nope. It ate her brain up.’ Gabrielle’s mouth had turned into a little pink straight line, and her eyebrows had sunk a bit towards her eyes, as though she had a headache. ‘There’s just me and Dad now.’

         

         Ian Baxter

         He tucked his chin into his chest, walking across the playground. Hail landed in his collar and tracked freezing down his back. He put his hands in his pockets, clenched his fists to hold his jacket closed. The zip had broken back in early March. Bridie tried to mend it, but by then she was too sick to sit for long enough at the sewing machine. Too sick to sit anywhere.

         Ahead of him, the women ran to their cars. Most of them wore gumboots. They lumbered along lopsided and heavy. Conversation — See you, Ring me if you need — flickered in the wind. He slowed his steps, keeping his distance; the words weren’t meant for him.

         Gabrielle was the only girl among the new kids. He hadn’t thought about that until leaving the cloakroom, when he took a last look at her to make sure she was okay. Nine lads and Gabrielle, right at the end of the row.

         He was careful not to catch her eye, for his own sake as much as hers. They were trying to learn, the both of them, how to be alright. It was the sudden locking of eyes that set him off. A shutter-click near the back of his brain and Bridie was still alive. Afterwards, deep in his chest, there was a pain so strong he expected his heart to stumble, then stop.

         
             

         

         In the cloakroom, the women had spat into their hankies, rubbed breakfast off their sons’ faces. Bridie never fussed over Gabrielle like that, like a monkey.

         The high-pitched prattle of all those women was suffocating at first. He fought hard to stop himself backing out of the cloakroom, leaving Gabrielle to cope on her own. After a while, though, the noise became almost comforting, in the way the waves of a fever could be. The women were talking about the cold and the hail and the Godforsaken mud and how were you supposed to get anything dry in this weather and and and … like a race commentary, or a relay; no start or finish, one picking up where the other left off.

         One mother dragged a comb out of her pocket and pulled it through her boy’s hair. Good idea, another said, then she was patting the pocket of her coat for a comb that wasn’t there. Here, use this one, the first one said, no nits, too cold for nits. More laughing as the comb went around the group, head to head.

         All the time they looked at Gabrielle: away and back, giving her the once-over, but more than once, many times. Taking in her hair and her face and her clothes and feet. Leave her alone, that’s what he wanted to say.

         
             

         

         The cottage was the colour of spinach; it faced the road square on. There were no wooden fences separating a lawn from the surrounding paddock. Gabrielle had laughed when she saw it for the first time.

         ‘It’s like a kid’s drawing,’ she said. ‘You know, Dad, how a little kid would draw a house.’

         He felt a pang of sadness at that — at the natural way she had distanced herself from childhood since Bridie’s death. And she was right about the house. It looked as though it had dropped out of the sky and bounced to a soft landing.

         When he got home from school, he made tea and sat at the kitchen table. It was still raining. The cows grazed in the next paddock over, black and white smudges behind the grubby, wet window.

         Empty cardboard boxes were stacked in the hallway. They’d started Saturday afternoon, agreeing to put away just the essentials. First, the kitchen — pots and pans tucked into cupboards, cutlery clattering out of the carton straight into the drawer with its wooden dividers. They worked quietly together unpacking groceries into high cupboards, the few cold things in the chilly bin into the fridge. There was no heavy furniture to move — the place came furnished.

         By late Saturday afternoon the kitchen and bathroom and lounge were done. Their spare linen — one set each of single and double sheets — was folded on a shelf in the hot water cupboard outside the bathroom door. There were two bedrooms — a large room with a double bed, facing the road, and a smaller one.

         ‘Gabrielle,’ he said, as she dragged the first of the boxes marked with her name towards the small room. ‘How about you take the big room?’

         ‘You mean it?’ She smiled, glancing in at the double bed. ‘The bed, too?’

         ‘Why not? You’ve got a lot more stuff than me. And it’s the nicest room, sunnier.’

         It made him feel better, seeing her excited. She quickly pulled the box out of the small bedroom and slid it around the corner to the big one. ‘Shall we just do our own rooms?’ she suggested. ‘You know, when we feel like it?’

         He nodded. ‘No hurry, is there?’

         She grinned. ‘No time like the present,’ she said, disappearing into her new room and closing the door behind her.

         
             

         

         The rain didn’t stop. He took his tea into the bedroom and pulled up the single flannelette sheets, white with tiny pink flowers, and the purple candlewick bedspread, Gabrielle’s old bedding from up north. Tucked the corners of the sheets and blankets in tight.

         On the other side of the room there was a white four-drawer tallboy. Above it hung, at child’s height, a mirror, the edges embossed with leaves and vines and branches. He stood in front of it and looked at the reflection of his chest and waist, then lifted the mirror down and pulled out the hook. With a hammer from the tool chest in the corner of the bedroom he nailed the hook higher up the wall.

         His clothes were still in a box by the door. A single box — they all fitted in there. His suit was gone. He burned it after the funeral. It had smelled of Bridie; all through the service her smell had filled the space around him. At one point, he reached for her hand. It had slipped into his own big paw and he had stroked it, feeling anxiously for her missing wedding and engagement rings. They weren’t there — the little hand in his belonged to Gabrielle. He’d resisted the urge to pull away, instead letting it rest, clammy and still, in his own.

         
             

         

         He dragged on his wet-weather gear and gumboots and stood on the front steps of the house. His eyes closed, he breathed deeply. He was growing accustomed to the dankness; moist, thick air rising from the ground to merge with heavy-bellied black clouds. Pungent, too, the vinegar stench of fresh cow piss and the curdled sulphur of the animals’ shit as they fed, processed and emptied just feet away from where he stood. Funny, he thought, how he’d never noticed it at Silverdale. The stock had been just as close to the house there. He took it all as a sign of good luck, in a general sense. A sign that he was breathing, alive, aware.

         He’d mapped out his day — feed out first, then walk the farm. He wanted to step out every boundary, cross every paddock, taking notes on what needed attending to.

         Jack Gilbert’s dark brow had creased, puzzled, and he’d cocked his head like a rooster, when Ian had suggested the idea the day before.

         ‘Makes sense, I suppose,’ Jack said, finally, lifting his grubby towelling hat and scratching the back of his head. ‘Seeing what needs doing, before calving starts. Don’t spend too long on it, though. This business of walking the farm.’

         Jack Gilbert was one minute calm, the next viciously scathing. The change happened mid-sentence, sometimes mid-word. The alternating currents of the man’s thinking were terrifying.

         
             

         

         The cows had abandoned the nearby fence and, in a steaming mass, slopped through the mud towards the gate. They were waiting, preprogrammed, for feed. Ian could hear them bellowing from the doorway of the decrepit hay barn, where he surveyed its contents.

         Bales were stacked against the back wall, more had tumbled down and were strewn across the wet ground. The wind blew through gaping holes in the walls and roof, and when it eased he could hear the rustle of small animals somewhere in the shonky towers of hay. Rats, probably, or feral cats.

         There was a strange smell. It swirled behind the gusts of chilling air, something past the sweetness of hay, something sour, rotten. Outside, the cows bellowed louder. Ian would put that on his list: find the dead thing in the hay barn.

         He was unsure how many bales to feed out. The shed was about half full, but Jack hadn’t told him how long the supply needed to last. He backed the tractor in and loaded five onto the tray, then drove out into the weak sunshine.

         The stench followed him. Ian jumped off the tractor seat and went around the barn. He readied himself for the discovery of a dead animal — something big — but found nothing except rusted machinery and a spectacular crop of gorse.

         The cows were tearing at the bales on the tractor tray. Ian pushed his way through them and pulled a knife from his pocket. The green twine flicked as he sliced through it and the first bale split open.

         The black spoors exploded from the centre of the packed hay. Ian recoiled, coughing, waving his hands to clear the air in front of his face. He stepped backwards off the tractor tray, turning away from the toxic cloud. The nearest cows tore at the open bale while others gnawed frantically at those yet to be split.

         Ian paced beside the tractor, unsure what to do. The hay was rotten, mouldy, yet the cows must have been eating it before he arrived on the farm. He pulled his shirt up over his face and quickly flicked the blade of the knife through the twine on the other bales. Then he threw the fetid black hay as far as he could. The cows ravaged it as he drove the tractor back into the barn.

         
             

         

         Ian returned home along the road, away from ravenous stock and mud and gorse. He tried to reason through the problem with the hay, but there were too many unknown variables. The animals had survived eating it so far, but how much rotten feed had there been to start with? He didn’t even know what the risks were, or if there were any at all.

         A red truck slowed next to him. The driver was smiling cheerfully. ‘You must be Jack’s new man? How you doing?’ He reached out towards Ian, offering a handshake. ‘Eugene Walker. From up the road.’

         Ian shook Eugene’s hand and bent to greet the man sitting in the passenger’s seat. That man smiled and nodded but didn’t speak.

         ‘Hans Janssen, my sharemilker. His English’s not so hot,’ said Eugene. ‘Just a few words, the essentials, eh Hans?’

         ‘My wife does the speaking,’ the man said slowly.

         ‘Does she ever,’ said Eugene. ‘So. How’re you getting on?’

         Ian scuffed at the tarseal and looked back towards the barn. The cows had finished the hay and were grazing the sparse growth of the paddock again. He pulled at his ear, unsure what to say.

         Eugene smiled again and flicked his cigarette butt onto the road. ‘How about a cup of tea?’

         
             

         

         They took their cups outside. Ian remembered handling the mouldy hay and darted back inside to quickly wash his hands.

         ‘The feed. Jack’s hay in the barn. It’s rotten,’ he said, returning.

         Eugene stretched his legs out in front of him and set his cup on the ground. ‘Jesus. All of it?’

         ‘I don’t know. Short of cutting open every bale, I don’t know how to tell.’

         ‘It’s been sitting there two years. Jack never made hay last year. He wasn’t ready, when the time came.’ Eugene pulled cigarettes out of his pocket. He offered the packet to Ian, who waved it away.

         ‘What’ll it do to the stock? I mean, if you feed it out, do you know? I’ve never had mouldy hay before.’

         ‘There’s always been talk that it can cause cows to abort. I’d be chucking it out.’ Eugene shrugged. ‘Then again, I’d make sure my feed was dry and the bloody barn wasn’t falling down to begin with.’

         Ian didn’t know what else to say. ‘I’ll talk to him about it. See if we can buy in some more feed. I guess that’s the only thing to do … unless I can find good growth down the back of the farm …’ He remembered his plan to walk the entire property, looking for tasks. He was starting to understand that the tasks would come to him, faster than he could ever complete them.

         Eugene coughed. ‘You’ll get to know how things are with Jack, Ian.’

         Ian waited. Waiting and listening, learning that way, seemed as though it might be the best plan. ‘He doesn’t like spending money? Is that what you mean? Because the place needs a lot of capital, I reckon …’ Ian bit his lip. Careful.

         Eugene squinted up at Ian.

         ‘Needs capital, you’re right,’ Eugene said, passing his teacup to Ian and hoisting himself off the step. ‘But it’s more than that, with Jack. He’s got a lot on his plate. He’s not a bad bugger, he’s alright.’

         

         Joy Walker

         Only the body and legs were visible. The beast was side on, blocking the narrow road, its head buried deep in the long grass between the tarseal and the pitiful excuse for a fence. Joy tooted at it. It looked up at her for a few seconds, chewed and contemplated, then dropped its head back to the feed.

         Joy turned off the car and put her hand flat down on the horn. The cow didn’t look up again. It was raining; she wasn’t getting out to chase it off the road. She turned the key in the ignition and revved the motor, inching forward. The cow didn’t move. She did it again, her hand flat against the horn, the front bumper of the car so close to the animal now that surely it must be touching.

         Rain pattered the windscreen and the cow kaleidoscoped under the wipers. Joy’s foot rested steady on the accelerator. She glanced down at it, encased in its brown town brogue. If it pushed forcefully, suddenly, the car would lurch forward and the thin legs of the cow would snap one two three four.

         
             

         

         The altercation with Jack Gilbert had happened a few weeks earlier, after midnight, at the do at the hall to farewell the departing sharemilkers. The do was an annual ritual, although some years Joy wondered why they bothered. This had been one of those years.

         The outgoing crowd had shown a mean ingratitude throughout the evening, bunching in a huddle close to the door, as though they couldn’t get out of the district fast enough. They’d barely acknowledged the gifts — hampers of meat and home preserves — and they’d mumbled in response to the Go well speeches.

         It was the end of the evening. The women were clearing plates and glasses from the Supper Room and the men were draining the last of the keg. Jack Gilbert was bad-mouthing someone, nothing new there, and Joy, having drunk three Pimms, was brave.

         ‘Jack,’ she shrilled across the room, interrupting the flow of his nastiness. ‘Just wondering … when are you going to fix your pathetic fences?’

         The other women carried on with their chores. Hands wiped and stacked and picked things up, but eyes fixed, hawk-like, first on Joy, then Jack. Joy, heart thumping, searched the room for Audrey Gilbert, but did not find her. In the silence a broom swished next door in the main hall, Audrey on the end of it. Her tuneless humming faintly kept time with the sweeping.

         The women looked at Jack but the men fixed on Eugene. Joy watched embarrassment spread thick across her husband’s face as he turned away from her. Jack’s eyes narrowed to a squint and his top lip curled under — almost a snarl — as he, too, turned his back on Joy.

         ‘Jack? What was that? Sorry … didn’t catch what you said.’ Not so shrill now. Joy knew it was a waste of time. She just wanted Jack to know that she hadn’t forgotten.

         The sweeping and humming next door had stopped. Joy pictured Audrey on the other side of the wall, craning to hear what was not being said. Then, as if a starter gun had fired, the men turned back to the keg, and the women to their chores. But a few minutes later, Joy saw Jack in Eugene’s ear, glancing her way, wearing a look that said Get your wife under control.

         Eugene spoke quietly as they drove home. ‘There was no need, Joy.’

         ‘Whose side are you on?’

         ‘There aren’t sides. We’ve got to get on.’

         ‘Is that because they couldn’t tell Neville and the beast apart, after the accident? That’s what you mean, is it, about there being no sides?’

         Eugene shifted gears. ‘For God’s sake …’

         She was glad it was dark. She’d been strong in the hall, urged on by the memory of Neville, by the need, under glare of strip lighting, to put things right. But now she felt as though those few words, hurled recklessly across the room, had drained the last life spark from her.

         
             

         

         Neville had been just fifteen when one of Jack’s scrawny steers stepped out of the murky night and tumbled through the windscreen of the car. Joy had been seventeen.

         The last time she saw her younger brother, he was a silhouette in her bedroom doorway. There was a head and shoulders and arms, a body and legs; a paperdoll boy severed from his companions either side. The hallway light, which was always left on all night, shone around him.

         It was a Sunday night, eleven o’clock, and he’d pushed open her door just as she was dropping off to sleep.

         ‘I’m going into town to see Jo-Lee,’ he whispered. ‘I’ll roll the car down the drive.’

         Joy blinked in the darkness. She thought Neville was stupid going after Jo-Lee Henderson and she’d told him so lots of times. Jo-Lee was a townie and only fourteen and by all accounts had several boyfriends on the go. He said it was love and what would she know.

         ‘I’m not covering for you. If they get up.’

         ‘They won’t … they’ve been asleep for ages.’

         Joy groaned and rolled away from the light.

         ‘I’ve stuffed my bed. Even if they look in they won’t know.’ Neville pulled her door shut again and was gone.

         Joy heard the crunch of tyres on the gravel as the car passed near her window. She planted her face in her pillow and imagined Neville lifting Jo-Lee’s long hair, kissing her on her neck. She didn’t want to think about what happened next between her little brother and Jo-Lee. It wasn’t fair, anyway, that he was getting into girls when she was two years older and no boy would look her way.

         She was still awake when her father shuffled past her door, not long afterwards. She listened as his muffled steps paused at the doorway of her brother’s bedroom, then carried on. She listened to all of this, just as she’d listened earlier to her parents talk about a heavy fog coming down at dusk, how the roads would be treacherous once night fell and how that bloody young Jack Gilbert better have secured his stock for a change.

         There’d been a lot to listen to that night, not least her own angry thoughts about the unfairness of boys chasing girls and girls having to wait for someone to chase them. The final thing she heard was the telephone ringing, her father answering, and the thud as his body slumped against the wall, and her mother howling like a dog under the moon.

         Elsie Shanks at the telephone exchange had spread the call for help. Just one long grind of the telephone handle per party line, one long eerie ring; that was how she let everyone know the what of the situation. Joy heard the night hum with short rings and long rings and combinations of shorts and longs as word circulated around the district.

         
             

         

         The blood and bone of the boy and the animal coalesced to a point past identification. That’s what people remembered about Neville’s accident, that’s what made it a grotesquely unique thing. Those facts were there for the hearing — breathless murmurings in shop queues, behind library shelves, on the shared telephone lines that crisscrossed the fields and narrow roads — but Joy knew it was her fault that Neville had died and that, in itself, was enough to remember.

         When she thought back on that night, the thing she remembered first, always, was the way the hallway light had formed triangles around his body and a halo around his head, and that, at that very last moment, he had been a whole, connected-up person.

         
             

         

         Joy, after resisting the urge to cripple Jack Gilbert’s cow, spent the rest of the day tidying the house. The vacuum cleaner crashed against furniture, gouging marks in the woodwork. She scrubbed and mopped until the house sparkled. She was angry at Jack Gilbert for his murderous farming, angry at her younger brother for being dead, angry at Eugene for his lack of anger.

         There was enough anger for some to be left over for herself. Over the years, she’d repackaged the facts of Neville’s accident, locking away and sealing the horror of his final seconds of life. She’d finally allowed herself to concur with her parents’ brave, wavering assurance that the accident had not been her fault, that nothing she could have said, or done, that night would have stopped Neville stealing the car. She’d accepted it not because it was true — it could never be true — but because her parents needed to believe it. They had just one child now and they needed to know she was a good person.

         Jack kept his opinions to himself while families grieved. But not too much later Joy had heard him talking down the telephone line to who knows who, quietly putting things straight.

         The law was on the farmer’s side, when it came to collisions between stock and motorists. It was never the animal’s fault, always the motorist’s. Even when the motorist was fifteen and breaking no law except teenage rebellion.

         ‘I could have gone the Walkers, you know. I could have gone them the value of the beast,’ Joy heard him say.

         
             

         

         Joy threw bottles of cleaning products into the back of the laundry cupboard and slammed the door. She sat, frumpy, on the end of her bed.

         The little bottle of 4711 was on her dresser, in the centre of a crocheted white doily that, on close inspection, was clogged with dust. Neville had given her the perfume for Christmas — the last one before he died. Joy picked up the bottle and unscrewed the cap. She closed her eyes and held the open bottle under her nose, drawing a deep breath, remembering the rich, heady scent of Gabrielle Baxter.

         A virtuous life would be conducted by the wearer of 4711. Joy put her finger over the top of the bottle and tipped it. She dabbed the scent behind her left ear, then her right.

         

         Nickie Walker

         Nickie did the dishes without being asked.

         ‘She’s a good girl,’ Eugene said to Joy, who was making sandwiches for Nickie’s lunch the next day. He gave Joy a shoulder rub as he walked past her towards the sitting room. ‘Isn’t she?’

         Joy went hmm.

         Nickie waited until Eugene was out of earshot. ‘If I ask you something, will you promise not to say no straight away?’

         ‘Maybe,’ Joy said.

         ‘Mum. Yes or no?’

         ‘For heaven’s sake, Nickie. What’s the question?’

         ‘Can I get my ears pierced?’

         ‘Of course not.’ Joy didn’t even look up.

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘You know why. It’s not a thing nice girls do.’

         ‘Gabrielle Baxter has pierced ears.’

         Joy put the knife down. ‘Gabrielle Baxter is …’

         Joy had that look, the one that meant she was going to talk about people less fortunate than themselves in Africa and China. ‘You know about Gabrielle Baxter’s mother, Nickie,’ she said.

         ‘Yes. She’s dead. So what? She’s got these cross earrings that her mother gave her, little silver ones, and a necklace that matches them …’

         ‘Just when a girl needs a mother the most … poor thing.’

         Nickie didn’t understand. There was Gabrielle Baxter with earrings being called a poor thing, so she wasn’t a tart. This meant there was a new category of people who could have their ears pierced — girls whose mothers had just died.

         ‘They’re crosses.’

         ‘Pardon me?’

         ‘Gabrielle Baxter’s earrings. I told you. They’re little silver crosses.’

         ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’

         ‘Crosses mean she believes in God. So how can someone who believes in God be a tart?’ Nickie pushed on. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’

         ‘You’re not getting your ears pierced. End of story,’ Joy said.

         
             

         

         Religious instruction happened on the last Friday of the month. The Catholics had it in the Big Room and the Anglicans, Presbyterians and Methodists all went to the Little Room.

         There was another small group of kids — the heathens, Joy called them, though Mr Burgess referred to them as Miscellaneous. They didn’t believe in anything, or if they did it was one of those weird religions like the God Squad who came to people’s houses and pretended to chat about the weather before getting around to the point, which was always Hell and Damnation. Anyway, those kids went to the staff room with books from the library and they had to wash and dry the teachers’ dishes. They came back saying they’d sneaked the teachers’ biscuits, which, if true, proved they were in the right group.

         Mr Burgess read out the names of the new kids and told them which room to go to. Nickie waited for Gabrielle’s name to be on Miscellaneous — she was sure, with the pierced ears, that she’d be on that list. But she wasn’t. The next list was Anglicans, Methodists and Presbyterians. But he got right to the end of that one, too, without Gabrielle being called.

         ‘Catholics,’ Mr Burgess said. ‘Just one new one. Gabrielle Baxter.’

         Nickie couldn’t help but grin at Erin. For days, Erin had been working hard to be Gabrielle’s best friend. Erin glared back. They both knew what this meant. The Walkers would see the Baxters at Mass. The parents would get to know each other. Everyone at church would be even friendlier to Gabrielle’s father because his wife was dead. Including Joy, who would have to be because of the situation.

         The Catholics waited for Father Brindle to arrive. Sometimes he turned up and sometimes he didn’t. In the car on the way home from church, Eugene and Joy often talked about Father Brindle’s problem with the bottle. Eugene would say something like That was a sermon and a half and Joy would say A dog’s breakfast, and what they both meant was that the sermon had made no sense at all because Father Brindle was either drunk or hung over. Nickie didn’t know why they bothered speaking in adult codes about it, seeing as the kids had to put up with the same problem at religious instruction.

         
             

         

         Father Brindle sat down on Mr Burgess’s chair. Everyone moved back. He had a certain smell, a combination of incense from the church and a stink that could be onions but also the bottle the day after. He closed his eyes and tilted his head forward.

         ‘Let us start with the Lord’s Prayer.’

         At the end, after Amen, everyone sneaked a look at Father Brindle. His eyes stayed closed and his head didn’t move. He’d gone to sleep. It happened at church sometimes, too — he’d doze off during one of those parts where you Take Time to Reflect. One of the men in a front pew would cough a few times, and the altar boys, who were usually Kevin and Kelly Flynn, would get the hint and shake him to wake him up.

         The school kids did the opposite. They all sat absolutely still, not making a sound. They kept their heads down, avoided looking at each other and laughing. The record was four minutes. That time, Ryan Ferguson sneaked out, had a pee, and came back before Father woke up.

         Nickie looked at Gabrielle, who was frowning, confused. Hangover, Nickie mouthed, slowly. She ran her finger across her closed mouth, like a zip.

         There was a dribble of spit coming out of the corner of his mouth; it was getting to the stage where it was nearly ready to drop into his lap. His head leaned too far forward and he woke up.

         ‘Amen,’ he said.

         ‘Amen,’ everyone replied.

         ‘Today,’ said Father Brindle, ‘we are going to talk about sacrifice. How the Lord Jesus sacrificed His life for us, so that we can look forward to eternal happiness in Heaven.’

         Nickie let his words hum away. She wanted to know exactly how much sacrifice was needed, to be sure to get to Heaven. And also the type of thing you’d need to do. She was worried about it enough to be prepared to do the minimum, but there was a risk of over-sacrificing.

         Gabrielle was sitting with her legs crossed, leaning forward on her elbows, listening hard to Father Brindle. Nickie tried unsuccessfully to catch her eye.

         That lunchtime Nickie asked Gabrielle what she thought of Father Brindle.

         ‘Nothing,’ she said.

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘I don’t have any thoughts about him.’

         ‘What about what he said about sacrifice?’

         ‘Well, that bit’s all true.’

         ‘I didn’t really get it,’ Nickie said. ‘That stuff about sacrifice. How do you know for sure it’s going to be better in Heaven? You could go through your life turning down fun and then, when you get there, it’s actually not that great.’

         ‘My mother’s there already,’ Gabrielle said. ‘In Heaven. It’s true that everything’s perfect there.’

         Nickie looked at her. She remembered how Gabrielle had talked about her mother being dead, back on her first day at school. How the cancer had eaten up her mother’s brain. How she’d said this as though it wasn’t her mother, as though it wasn’t anyone she’d ever cared about at all. It felt safe to ask.

         ‘Um … if your mother’s dead, how can she tell you what it’s like? In Heaven?’

         ‘She tells me in my dreams. I dream about her most nights, and she gives me all the details.’

         The bell rang.

         ‘It’s neat you dream about your mum, Gabrielle. But you know, it is just dreaming. That’s all.’

         ‘I knew you’d say that.’ Gabrielle laughed. They walked towards the classroom. ‘Dad has the exact same dreams. That’s how we know they’re true.’

         
             

         

         When Nickie first asked her mother if she could go to Gabrielle’s place on Saturday, her mother said nothing. This came as a surprise. Her mother always had an opinion on things.

         ‘Well, can I?’

         ‘Who will be there?’ her mother asked.

         ‘I don’t know, do I. Not her mother. Obviously.’

         Joy gave Nickie a look. ‘It’s just that I don’t know them, Nickie. I don’t know Gabrielle and I don’t know her father. You don’t let your kids go off somewhere if you don’t know the people.’

         ‘Sharemilkers are just like us, Mum. They’re human beings.’

         ‘It’s nothing to do with them being sharemilkers.’

         ‘Well, what is it then? Why can’t you just say I can go?’

         ‘You’d better ask your father.’

         
             

         

         The next morning, Eugene was out on the farm, and her mother was having a lie-in. Nickie slipped out the door, got on her bike and started out for Gabrielle’s.

         She rode past their own cowshed. Mr and Mrs Janssen were painting the outside of the building. The Janssens had been their sharemilkers for years. They’d come straight from Holland. Her mother loved them; no one worked as hard as the Dutch, she reckoned, they didn’t complain, they just got on with it. Nickie liked Mrs Janssen, but it was hard to have an opinion about Mr Janssen who never talked to her or anyone else.

         Nickie turned down the road to Gabrielle’s and cycled past the Gilberts’ house. Mrs Gilbert was outside her house, hanging washing on the clothes line in the rain. She was wearing her gumboots; underneath the line it was deep mud. The sheets she’d already hung out were so wet they were making the clothes line sag in the middle and they were nearly dragging in the mud. Nickie rang her bike bell and waved out to her. She just stood under the line, holding her big clothes basket, and stared at Nickie. It was nothing personal. Mrs Gilbert did a lot of staring and not much talking.

         Nickie considered Mrs Gilbert to be the most beautiful woman she’d ever known. She looked exactly like Audrey Hepburn — an amazing coincidence because Audrey was Mrs Gilbert’s name. Nickie wondered whether her parents had seen the likeness at birth, and named her in honour of the glamorous film star. It was a waste that Mrs Gilbert was not quite right, Nickie thought. She could have gone places.

         Gabrielle was waiting on the steps at the front of her cottage. She was wearing a mini-dress with purple and green swirls all over it, and white Beatle boots that came up to her knees. When she came close, Nickie could see she was wearing make-up.

         ‘You look amazing Gabrielle,’ Nickie said. She just couldn’t take her eyes away from all the aspects of Gabrielle’s face. There was pale blue eyeshadow on the bottom bits of her eyelids, it was powdery but with little sparkles of silver. Her eyelashes were long and black, and underneath you could see she had drawn black eyeliner, like Elly May in The Beverly Hillbillies. On her lips was shiny orange pearly lipstick, and there was the same colour rouge on her cheeks. ‘Did you do this all yourself?’

         Gabrielle smiled. ‘Of course. Come on,’ she said, holding Nickie’s elbow. ‘Come and see my room.’

         Nickie had never seen a kid’s room like this before. The bed was a double. Opposite was a wooden dresser. On top of it was the make-up. Little black plastic cases with eyeshadows — every colour possible. Rows of lipstick — at least ten tubes altogether — and the colours were lined up in order, starting with the palest pink at one end and finishing with the reddest red. Nail polishes, rouges in little round blue cases, creams and of course the mascara. The cases all had swirly writing on them, either gold or silver. Nickie recognised two names from magazines, Helena Rubenstein and Max Factor.

         Behind all the make-up, on a little wooden shelf slightly raised from the dresser, there were bottles of perfume. Some of them were really tiny, no bigger than a fat pencil lead, but you could tell it was real perfume inside every one of them.

         Nickie knew some of the names — not from real life, but from advertisements in the Woman’s Weekly — Chanel, Je Reviens, Shalimar, Tabu, Arpège, Blue Grass and Musk.

         Nickie sat down at the dresser. She ran her fingers over all the smooth little cases, picking up one now and again to click it open and shut. Even that little click was special; it felt as though secrets were being unlocked and set free. Her own mother was not a glamorous person. She had one red lipstick and that was all. Once, when she’d been out, Nickie had sneaked into her bedroom and looked through her drawers, thinking that even if she was boring now, she must have been young once and worn make-up to get a husband. She found nothing.

         ‘Sit still,’ Gabrielle said. She knelt down beside Nickie and looked across the range of lipsticks. Her fingers took one of the little tubes. She held Nickie’s head with her left hand and carefully painted her lips red. Not a single smudge.

         ‘Where did it all come from?’ Nickie asked with her new luscious lips.

         ‘It was Mum’s,’ Gabrielle said.

         ‘So … why did she need all this make-up?’ Who, Nickie wondered, could need so much make-up? Was she really ugly, Gabrielle’s mother? That didn’t seem likely. Or maybe she needed it when she was nearly dead, to keep her looking human.

         ‘She didn’t need it,’ said Gabrielle. ‘She wanted it.’

         Nickie said nothing. If you needed something, like new undies or socks, then sooner or later you got it, in her experience. If you wanted something, you didn’t get it. Not unless you already needed it as well. An example would be shoes — if you needed new shoes, you might get a say in the type or colour of shoes you ended up with. Something like make-up could never be needed.

         Nickie wished she’d met Gabrielle’s mother — a lady who wanted and got beautiful things like make-up and perfume and earrings.

         ‘She was given most of the stuff for free,’ Gabrielle said. ‘She worked in a chemist shop in town, when she wasn’t too sick. The make-up sellers always brought free samples into the shop. The owner let her have them.’

         ‘That’s what I’m doing, when I finish school,’ Nickie said. ‘I’m working in a chemist shop. For sure.’

         They moved on to the perfume.

         ‘Go on, choose one,’ said Gabrielle.

         Nickie fingered the little bottles, one after another. Some of them had the tiniest little black rubber caps in them. It felt as though she would break the glass, just trying to open them. She picked up a bottle called Tabu.

         It fitted into the palm of her hand. The label was black and Tabu was printed in elegant white letters. In the corner of the label, someone called Dana had signed her name. Underneath Dana, New York and Paris were written. Around the black lid of the bottle there was a very thin string.

         The liquid was a deep orange colour, almost brown. Nickie held the bottle up to the sunlight and tipped it to one side. The liquid took its time to move; slowly, more like oil in a bottle than water.

         ‘It’s beautiful,’ Nickie said. ‘Already it’s beautiful, and I haven’t even smelled it yet.’

         She looked at Gabrielle.

         ‘Trust you to choose that one,’ she said, giggling.

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Tabu. You know what that means.’

         ‘No, what’s it mean?’

         ‘Tabu — it’s French or something for … taboo! T.A.B.O.O.’

         Nickie had never heard of the word. ‘Oh, really!’ she said.

         Gabrielle was smiling. ‘You’ve got no idea, have you?’

         ‘Nope.’ Nickie laughed.

         ‘Well.’ Gabrielle nudged Nickie over and sat on the chair with her. ‘Taboo means forbidden. Completely forbidden,’ she said. She lifted the bottle to her nose and took a deep breath in. Then she held it under Nickie’s nose. Nickie sniffed. She’d never smelled anything like it before. It was like every flower ever grown had been mushed up together, then after that mixed with something else. Sherry or whisky.

         ‘It was made by a famous perfume maker in Europe,’ Gabrielle carried on. ‘And the story is that he was given a challenge.’

         Gabrielle was tipping the little bottle. Her finger was over the hole. She brushed aside Nickie’s hair and gently dabbed her finger against her neck, behind her ear. ‘This is where ladies put it, to attract men,’ she said. ‘For allure.’

         Nickie didn’t bother asking what allure meant.

         ‘So,’ Gabrielle went on. ‘Do you want to know what the challenge was?’

         She was breathing closely into Nickie’s ear. Her words seemed to touch the place where she’d dabbed the perfume. It made Nickie feel weird, little shivers went down her back. It was a wonderful thing, this Tabu. One little touch of it and the glamour spread right through her.

         ‘Tell me,’ Nickie replied.

         ‘The perfume maker had to make a perfume for a whore.’

         Gabrielle stared into the mirror. Her eyes were wide open and her cheeks were red — not just from the rouge.

         ‘Golly,’ Nickie said. She sniffed. ‘Wow.’

         ‘You don’t know what a whore is either, do you?’

         ‘No.’ Nickie was past being embarrassed about what she didn’t know.

         Gabrielle took in a deep breath.

         ‘Ohh kaay. Well you say hore, like John Hore, but it’s actually spelt differently, with a W. So it’s W.H.O.R.E.’

         ‘Got it,’ Nickie said. ‘So what’s it mean?’

         ‘A whore,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Is a prozzy. Prostitute.’

         ‘Wow. So explain it to me again, the thing about the perfume.’

         ‘So. The guy who makes perfume was asked to create a perfume for a whore. Which if you think about it means he had to make a perfume that would make men choose you, instead of other whores.’

         Nickie wanted to say something cool. She wanted to talk about sex, and a perfume that would make men want sex from you. But the smell behind her ear seemed to be getting stronger. It was starting to make her feel sick.

         ‘Can we wash this stuff off?’ she asked Gabrielle. ‘Mum will go crazy if I come home smelling like a … whore.’

         ‘We’ll do it later,’ Gabrielle said. ‘Let’s finish the job.’

         She swished brushes around Nickie’s face, ordering her to open her eyes, then close them, look up, look down. For the last bits, Nickie had to close her eyes.

         ‘Don’t open them,’ Gabrielle said. ‘Don’t open them ’til I say it’s okay.’

         It seemed to take forever. Nickie tried not to think about the sex perfume but it was hard, it was so strong.

         ‘Open,’ Gabrielle said finally.

         Nickie stared at the mirror, at the amazing person that Gabrielle had turned her into.

         ‘Oh.’ That was all she could manage. She was so happy, tears were coming. She blinked them away before they leaked onto the make-up. ‘Thank you. Oh my God …’

         ‘Cool, eh?’ Gabrielle grinned at the reflection.

         ‘So cool … Does your dad mind you wearing it? All the make-up, I mean?’

         ‘He doesn’t even notice.’

         ‘How can he not notice? My father would go nuts. Actually, he wouldn’t go nuts, because Mum would have already gone nuts and made me wash it off before Dad ever saw it.’

         Gabrielle said nothing and Nickie felt bad. It felt as though she’d been rubbing it in that her mother was dead.

         ‘Um … sorry, I didn’t mean to remind you …’

         ‘Doesn’t matter.’

         It was hard to tell whether Gabrielle cared or not.

         They sat and looked in the mirror together for a bit longer.

         ‘Shame about the hair,’ Gabrielle said. ‘It destroys the look.’

         ‘Sort of,’ Nickie said, and they both giggled. ‘A glamorous toilet brush.’

         ‘I know,’ said Gabrielle. She jumped off the seat again and went to her wardrobe. She dragged a cardboard box out of the bottom of the cupboard. ‘It’s in here somewhere …’

         She pulled out a handful of shimmery fabric, the deepest red Nickie’d ever seen. Gabrielle shook it out and laid it on her bed.

         The beauty of it made Nickie swallow. ‘Can I touch it?’

         Gabrielle nodded. ‘Just watch the sequins.’

         The material was silk and, although Nickie’d thought it entirely red, there were other colours hidden in the weave. The sequins were all shades of blue and green and formed the tail of a peacock. The peacock itself was painted in the centre.

         ‘Mum’s,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Dad bought it for her last birthday before she died. She used to wear it like this—’ Gabrielle flung the peacock across Nickie’s shoulders, letting the sparkle drape down her back — ‘until right at the end, when Mum’s hair came out from the cancer medicine. Then she wore it like this.’

         Gabrielle lifted the fabric and gently draped it over Nickie’s head. She knotted it to one side and let the sequins tumble like a waterfall over Nickie’s shoulder. ‘There,’ she said. ‘That sorts out the hair problem.’

         They looked at themselves in the mirror. Nickie fingered the scarf. The silk was so light, so fine, it was almost impossible to feel it at all.

         ‘Is your father alright about it just being stuffed in a box, in your wardrobe?’

         ‘He doesn’t know I’ve got it,’ Gabrielle said. ‘He put most of Mum’s stuff in the rubbish after she died. Or else he gave it to the Sallies. This was in the Sallies’ box, I took it out when he wasn’t watching.’

         ‘Neat.’

         ‘Yeah … so that’s why I have to keep it hidden in the box. It’ll be fine if you want to take it away for a while.’

         Nickie looked at herself again. With the neat scarf, and the perfect make-up, and the dangerous perfume, she looked beautiful. The hand of this beautiful person went over her mouth.

         ‘I can’t believe it, Gabrielle. I think I’m going to cry. Do you really mean it, that I can borrow it?’ Nickie shook her head and watched the fluttering turquoise tail feathers swinging against her shoulders.

         ‘As long as you like. You’ll take better care of it than me.’

         

         Ian Baxter

         He was terrified of sleeping. Between memory and reality was a membrane and Bridie pressed against it all the time. At night, she pressed with her voice, a murmur that ebbed and flowed. Her little hands, those gentle fingers, had found a weak spot in the flimsy veil — she had clawed and prodded and made a tear that could rip wide open at any time.

         He sat up late at night, by the lounge window. The cool night breeze blew in, flicking the curtain against his face. He switched the television off and listened to the nocturnal noises. Beasts, massive and tiny, moving through grass. A hedgehog snuffling somewhere close. Miles away, on the highway, trucks rumbled their way north. It was impossible to hear them during the day but late at night even the gear changes were clear.

         The moonlight made a monochrome photo of the endless paddocks, the silhouettes of cows sleeping and standing at the same time. Ian stared out across them for a long time. He fell asleep upright, too, in the chair, and woke as dawn filtered the darkness to grey. It was usually too close to milking time to go back to sleep.

         One night, the murmuring was interrupted by a hum. It drilled his slumber, gradually drawing him to wakefulness.

         He stumbled to find a warm jacket in the darkness and went outside. The noise was coming from the barn, across the paddocks. Ian shook his head, forcing himself awake. It was the sound of a truck. He searched the black horizon and saw flickering lights fading.

         There was nothing in the shed worth stealing. Ian went to bed and hoped for sleep.

         He remembered the night’s strangeness the next morning, when he got up to milk. Everything was in order at the shed; he wondered if he’d imagined it all. But when he swung open the barn doors, there were four new towering stacks of sweet, dry hay before him.

         
             

         

         Later that morning, after he returned from milking, Gabrielle came out of her bedroom in her pyjamas, unsteady in half-sleep.

         ‘I dreamed about her again, Ian,’ she said, smiling.

         ‘Me, too,’ he replied. He turned away from her.

         ‘I’ve been telling Nickie at school how she sends us both the same dreams. She thought it was really neat. She’s so happy, isn’t she? Mum, I mean.’

         ‘She is.’

         ‘She told me last night that it never rains up there during the day. Just at night. It rains every night so everything grows properly. But the days don’t get ruined. Heaven days are just non-stop sunshine.’

         ‘Imagine it, Gabrielle. Isn’t it just something?’ His back to her, always. ‘And did she say to you how it’s usually good rain, a nice heavy downpour so it sinks deep into the ground and lasts? That’s what she said to me.’

         ‘No,’ said Gabrielle, wide awake, spoon and bowl clattering on the bench. ‘She never told me that. But probably she was going to and I woke up too soon.’

         Gabrielle would, sometime soon, catch him out. Instead of rushing to share her dream first, she would drift into the kitchen and, in a sleepy way, ask him what he’d dreamed about the night before.

         
             

         

         He might bluff about the weather in Heaven, but Ian couldn’t deny the press of spring, now less than a month away. The cows in the herd were swollen in calf, barely able to drag themselves forward through the muddy pastures to meet the tractor at feeding-out time. Remembering the chilling remark about rotten hay causing abortions, Ian constantly put his hand against the tight bellies, searching for the squirm of life within.

         The donor of the new hay remained a mystery. It was obviously not Jack, and Ian sensed it wouldn’t be wise to tell him about it. Jack and Ian went to the cattle sale in Paeroa most weeks — never to buy, but to see what prices other farmers’ stock were fetching. On the Wednesday following the arrival of the bales, Ian had slipped in beside Eugene Walker at the stockyard rails.

         ‘I just want to say, Eugene, thanks.’

         ‘For what?’

         ‘The hay you dropped off. It’s appreciated. And I understand, you know … why you had to do it that way …’

         Eugene leaned away from Ian, his arms folded across his chest. ‘I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.’

         Ian nodded. Maybe he’d never understand the rituals around farming, around helping out a neighbour too proud and volatile to accept charity. At least he’d acknowledged the good deed.

         
             

         

         Vivid green buds clung to the branches of bare trees. When he stood, shoeless, on the ground near the house, he felt a timid warmth in the soil beneath his feet. He imagined sensing actual movement there, too, just below the surface; tiny grass shoots unfurling, pulsing upwards, seeking light. It was strangely enervating and helped to keep Bridie at bay.

         At first Jack had called in every morning to lay down the day’s tasks. But as the season neared its end, his visits became sporadic. The main task, they agreed, was fencing, and there was enough work there to keep a man busy for months.

         No matter how the conversations began, they ended on the same note: Jack’s lament at the cost of farming. His demeanour teetered, always, between gruff camaraderie and a barely repressed anger at the world. The change was as sudden as a skid of black cloud across the face of the sun.

         Ian saw how the sinews in Jack’s neck swelled and pumped the rage around his body. He tried to make sense of the man, tried to guess why Jack had hired him — hired anyone — when his hatred of his land was so obvious. Ian watched this mesmerising spectacle and reminded himself that the cost of hiring a sharemilker was expensive. The fact that Jack had hired one who knew very little about farming was not something Ian wanted to draw attention to.

         
             

         

         He and Bridie had rented an old cottage on a farm in Silverdale years ago, after Bridie first got sick. They didn’t know it was cancer then.

         They got the house cheap, in return for doing odd jobs for the couple who owned it. He did milk the herd — a week at a time, now and again, while the farmer was away on holiday — but you couldn’t call that real farming. He had a job in Orewa, labouring at a wood yard. That’s where he learned to build a fence.

         In those first few days after Bridie died, he spent every waking moment fighting the urge to get in the truck and drive away. It wasn’t just the grief, although that’s how everyone saw it. He wanted to get away from Gabrielle.

         She was a living, miniature version of Bridie: her face, the way she tilted her chin and looked skywards before saying what she thought about things. It was possible to adore and despise the most precious person left in his life. Finding this out was terrifying and debilitating in equal measures.

         One hellish morning he found himself sitting in the car, watching the sun come up. Gabrielle was still asleep inside. He couldn’t remember leaving the house. But he was dressed, and there were random items of his clothing and shoes spread across the back seat. Only his stuff. Nothing of Gabrielle’s. And the key was in the ignition. His hand shook as he took the key out.

         Back inside, he searched frantically for the newspaper. He turned to the situations vacant at the back. There was an advertisement in the farming section for a twenty-nine per cent sharemilker job in Fenward. Where that was, he had no idea. There was a number, so he rang it.

         ‘Jack Gilbert,’ a man said.

         ‘I’m ringing about the sharemilking job,’ he said.

         ‘Who am I speaking to?’

         ‘Ian Baxter. I’m ringing from Silverdale.’

         ‘You’re farming up there?’

         ‘I’m on a farm, yes.’

         ‘What are you on?’

         ‘Pardon?’

         ‘What contract are you on now?’

         Ian swallowed. ‘Twenty-nine per cent,’ he lied.

         ‘Well that’s all I’m offering, you know.’

         ‘I saw that.’

         Silence.

         ‘So why aren’t you looking for thirty-nine per cent?’ Jack Gilbert asked.

         Ian waited, unsure of what to say.

         ‘Are you still there?’

         ‘Yes. Sorry … I’d been hoping for thirty-nine per cent, but I’ve … I’ve left it a bit late. There’s not much around now.’

         ‘No, there’s not, is there?’

         Both of them waited for the other to speak.

         ‘Why so late to look for something new?’

         His voice was flat and cool. Ian knew what Jack Gilbert was thinking. That he’d applied for other jobs and been turned down. That he was desperate.

         ‘I’ve, um … my wife’s just died. Things haven’t … I’m thinking now we probably need a new start. My daughter and I.’

         The silence was longer this time.

         ‘Have you got references?’

         ‘Yes. I can post them down to you … get them away tomorrow, if you like?’

         ‘You do that, Ian. Put your phone number on the back of the envelope. I’ll have a look at them and we can take it from there.’

         ‘Alright,’ Ian said. ‘What’s your address?’ He scribbled it down on a piece of paper.

         ‘Ian,’ said Jack. ‘Are you still there?’

         ‘Yes.’ ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

         ‘Thanks.’

         ‘We’ll see how we go,’ said Jack Gilbert, and hung up.

         Ian wrote himself two references. In one of them, he spoke of his absolute reliability and commitment. In the other he wrote how sorry I, Jeffrey Burnside, was to be losing Ian Baxter. I understand his need to move away from Silverdale, due to the sad passing of his wife, but I regret losing a fine employee. Please feel free to contact me for further information. I wish Ian all the best.

         Ian knew that this was wrong, all of it. That somewhere along the way there’d be a price to pay for the dishonesty. But the alternative — abandoning Gabrielle — made his actions feel honourable. More than honourable — essential, unavoidable, urgent. He posted both the references to Jack Gilbert.

         Four days later, Jack rang and offered him the job. He hadn’t rung or written to the referees, he said. They’d both forgotten to put their phone numbers down. Jack said he’d thought about writing to them, but time was moving on, and given the circumstances …

         Ian thanked Jack, offered to seek out the two phone numbers and ring him back with them. He held his breath, waiting for Jack’s response.

         ‘Don’t worry about it, Ian,’ he said.

         
             

         

         Ian loaded the fencing gear onto the tractor and headed for the back paddocks. Here the fences were in better condition, the paddocks underused compared to the ones next to the road. He guessed that Jack Gilbert couldn’t be bothered travelling further across the farm than he had to — that he preferred to rotate the stock in the front paddocks, close to his house. That’s why they were mud pools, and the grass back here was thick and plentiful.

         For the first time in weeks it wasn’t raining, but heavy grey clouds were banking up on the flat horizon. Ian watched as they dissolved into a murky wall of mist, far away still, but coming his way. To his back were the Kaimais — Mount Te Aroha, with its television tower, marking the highest point. He preferred to face the hills while he worked; they were less smothering, somehow, than the vast openness of the flat farmland.

         He was unravelling a roll of wire between new fence posts. The first spots of rain hit his coat hood in fat flicks.

         ‘Why don’t you have a dog, Ian?’

         Jack was leaning against the tractor, lighting a roll-your-own. He shielded the glowing match from the rain and held it close to the tip of the cigarette. He flicked the match into the wet grass and drew hard on the smoke.

         ‘Jesus, you gave me a fright.’ Ian looked around for Jack’s truck. It wasn’t there.

         ‘Sorry. Usually your dogs would bark. You’d hear me coming that way.’

         Ian nodded and turned back to the wire roll.

         ‘Which made me suddenly think — why is it that you don’t have a dog?’ said Jack.

         Ian put the wire down and walked towards the tractor. My dog died. My wife died and then my dog died too. Of grief. No.

         ‘I never had one, Jack. Not at the last place.’

         Jack held out the yellow tobacco pouch. Ian took it and rolled himself a cigarette. The rain made the paper soggy, difficult to handle. He persevered.

         ‘Whenever I needed a dog, I used the boss’s. He was an aggressive little bastard. Great with the stock, smart. But wouldn’t tolerate another dog nearby.’

         Jack handed him the matches.

         ‘What brings you out here? On foot?’ Ian asked. ‘Is something the matter?’

         ‘Everything’s fine. Just thought I’d see how you’re getting on.’

         ‘Fine … fine thanks. I’ll push on, if you don’t mind. Before it gets too wet.’

         ‘Never too wet for fencing, Ian. Never too wet for most farming work. Eh?’

         ‘That’s right, Jack.’

         Jack watched Ian return to the fence line.

         ‘You won’t want to bother doing five wires. Not down the back here,’ said Jack. ‘A waste of money. Paddocks down here don’t get used enough to make five wires worthwhile.’

         ‘The stock will get out, with only four. Don’t you reckon?’ Ian said.

         ‘As I said. The stock’s hardly ever down here.’

         ‘If I do five, we can put the stock in safely. Use these good paddocks, knowing they won’t wander. I don’t mind the extra legwork, bringing them up to the shed from here.’

         ‘Four wires, Ian. Happy to make it five, however, if it comes out of your wages.’

         The herd grazed in the next paddock. Most of the cows had rushed over to the tractor when Ian had arrived, hopeful for hay. They’d hung around for a few minutes, then drifted away again when they saw the load was wiring and tools.

         ‘Another couple of weeks, we’ll have our first calves,’ said Jack. Ian pretended not to have heard him. He felt sick, thinking about it. About what he knew about calving. Nothing.

         One of the cows was bellowing. It stood away to the left. Its spine was buckled and its back legs splayed. Ian looked again. Two slimy thin black legs protruded from the beast’s back end.

         ‘Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ.’

         Ian looked at Jack. Jack threw his cigarette on the ground.

         They ran through the mud to the cow. Its eyes were white and rolling back in its head. Ian didn’t know what to do. He stopped short of the beast, his arms hanging at his sides.

         ‘Turn it around,’ Jack yelled at him. He’d grabbed the heifer around the neck and was holding it tight. The cow put up no resistance but kept up a low keen.

         Ian couldn’t see the point of turning the cow around, but followed instructions and moved towards the rear of her. Then he saw what it was he had to do. Not turn the cow around. Turn the calf. Turn the calf inside the heifer, so it came out head first.

         He rolled up his sleeve and grabbed the spindly, hairy legs. He clutched them together like a handful of kindling. Then, pushing, he eased the legs slowly back inside the cow.

         The calf was alive. Its legs slipped out of his grip. They slid apart. He thought about the time he’d tried to eat with chopsticks, the time Bridie and he had gone to the city and, drunk, visited a Chinese place for dinner. They had a life of their own, those chopsticks, flicking themselves and the salty sauce from the dish all over the table.

         ‘Fucking get on with it,’ Jack yelled at him.

         The calf was alive, that was the main thing. He regained his grip on the legs and kept pushing. His arm was almost entirely inside the cow. He felt the legs buckle and bend away from his hand. He’d managed to force it back into the uterus.

         ‘It’s alright,’ he called out. ‘I’m turning it. It’s turning now.’

         He let go of the legs as he felt another part of the calf brush up against the back of his hand. Repositioning himself behind the cow, he turned his arm and grabbed. An ear, he was pretty sure it was an ear in his hand. His hand felt its way down the back of the calf’s head to the neck.

         Slowly, he pulled. There was a tiny pulse under his hand. The head moved, inch by inch, towards him.

         He grinned over the back of the heifer at Jack. ‘I’ve got it. It’s coming now.’

         Jack didn’t smile back. ‘Hurry the fuck up,’ he said.

         He saw then that the cow was shaking. Convulsing. It was ready to collapse.

         One last tug and the calf slid out of its mother. It lay on the ground in the mud, twitching. ‘We’ve saved it,’ Ian said.

         ‘Saved what?’ asked Jack. ‘Saved a half-baked fucking calf? Fuck it.’

         The mother lay next to the calf. Her breathing became shallow. Her eyes were all white, no pupils to be seen.

         ‘What have you got?’ shouted Jack. ‘What have you got with you?’

         ‘Nothing. I only came out for the fences …’

         ‘Grab your gun then. We’re not going to save her. Grab the gun.’

         Ian had no gun. Not on the tractor. Not anywhere.

         ‘It’s not here either,’ he said.

         ‘Jesus.’

         Jack marched over to the tractor and picked up a fencing post. He strode back. Then he stopped. In those few seconds between walking away and returning, the cow had stopped shaking. Its eyes were wide open, glassy. It was dead.

         ‘Jesus,’ Jack said again, shaking his head.

         The calf was barely moving. Ian bent down beside it, pulled away the placenta, clearing its nostrils and mouth. Its eyes were closed.

         ‘Get out of the way.’ Jack was standing behind Ian.

         Ian stood up and stepped backwards.

         ‘Further. Get out of the fucking way.’

         Ian thought Jack was going to put the calf on the tray. It was still alive. He thought they’d take it to the vet. Gabrielle could rear it by hand. She’d love that.

         Jack lifted the fencing post high above his head, then brought it down onto the calf’s head. The calf didn’t move. Again, he lifted the post. Ian felt bile rise in his throat. He turned away.

         The wall of black cloud had moved across the acres of land. The rain was only two or three paddocks away now. Ian imagined being caught in a vice — the vertical plane of the coming deluge forcing him backwards, jamming him up against the mountains behind him.

         Ian heard the wooden post come down hard again. How many times had it been? The calf had been dead after the first blow, he was sure about that.

         When Ian finally turned around, Jack was walking away from the mash of bone, blood and black hair.

         
             

         

         After Gabrielle and Ian finished their tea that night, Ian started the washing. Two sets of clothes lay in the corner of the bathroom — his thick woollen singlets and pants and shirts, smelling of shit and silage, and Gabrielle’s smaller pile.

         He thought back to the first few days after Bridie’s death. He couldn’t remember how the ordinary household jobs had been achieved. The washing, food, cleaning — had there been cleaning?

         It must have been the women, Bridie’s friends. The ones who had slipped in and out of the shadows, quiet figures who touched his shoulder as they brushed passed him, set to heating meals and folding clothes.

         He gathered the clothes and took them to the wooden shed near the back door. A single lightbulb hung from the ceiling, its cord hanging next to it, cobwebs draping to the corners of the room.

         There was a short red hose attached to the single tap over the concrete tub. He flicked the end of it into the white agitator drum and turned the water on.

         As he threw his clothes into the washer, the death of the animals came back to him. The sleeve of his shirt was covered in rusty, clotted blood and shit. The stench of it turned his stomach. The water clouded immediately to a rose pink.

         He was about to put Gabrielle’s clothes in too, but stopped just in time. Unthinkable, her pretty, frilly things soaking in the residue of two violent, ugly deaths. She would never know what had happened in the back paddock.

         He finished the washing of his clothes and put them through the wringer before starting over with Gabrielle’s. Except they weren’t her clothes. They were Bridie’s.

         He was less shocked by his daughter wearing her dead mother’s clothes than by the fact that he hadn’t noticed it. He strained to remember the familiar fabrics against Gabrielle’s small body but couldn’t. And now, now that they were just garments laying lifeless on the floor, they were so painfully Bridie’s that they may as well have been lifted off her warm, living body just seconds earlier.

         He bent down and lifted the top item from the pile. It was a blouse made of seersucker, white and blue: the blue of a policeman’s uniform. He held the blouse to his face, breathed in as deeply as he could.

         It was still there. Through the sweet, fresh scent of Gabrielle’s shampoo, he could smell the duskiness of Bridie.

         He waited for sadness; he wanted it badly. Instead a hunger grabbed him. He reached up and pulled the cord to the light. In the darkness, he again held the blouse to his face and breathed in deeply, frantically. He draped the blouse over the concrete lip of the sink, careful not to let it get wet, and groped again at his feet, at the pile of clothes. Working by touch, he found a silky fabric. Bridie’s scent was there, too — the cream she had rubbed onto her face at night before going to bed. He calmed himself, made his breathing shallow. Rubbing the silk nightdress against his cheek, he closed his eyes and gently breathed in and out. He was sleeping next to Bridie.

         He switched the light back on. The blouse and the nightdress he would not wash, not ever. He folded them carefully and put them to one side.

         The rest of Gabrielle’s clothes went into the tub. He needed to talk to her about why she was wearing Bridie’s things. Did she not have enough of her own clothes? Did she need new ones? He would never notice. Would she ask him?

         Not tonight, though. He was not ready for the conversation yet.

         
             

         

         Car lights shone in through the window of the little shed. The vehicle pulled to a stop near the end of the gravel. The headlights went out. It was Jack.

         Ian put the blouse and the nightdress carefully on a shelf and came to the doorway.

         ‘Ian,’ said Jack, as he walked towards the door. His head was down and his hands were in his trouser pockets.

         ‘Hello, Jack.’

         ‘Got a minute? I would have phoned first but your line was engaged …’

         ‘Sorry … that’d be Gabrielle. She’s got a new friend at school.’

         ‘You’ll have to remind her you’re on a party line. It’s all party lines around here. She’ll piss everyone off if she sits on the phone all night.’

         ‘I will tell her, thanks Jack. I’ve left her to it, it’s just good to see her making friends. But you’re right.’

         ‘Ha,’ said Jack. ‘Tell her other people listen in. The mothers. Tell her that. That should sort her out. Anyway. Just wanted a word about this morning.’

         Ian had been waiting for this. Right until he started the washing, he’d thought of nothing else. It was all over. They’d be on the road.

         Jack pulled his cap off his head and scratched at the back of his scalp. Then he flicked the hat back on his head.

         ‘Have you got a rifle, Ian?’

         ‘Ah … to be honest with you, Jack, no. I had a gun, a while back. But something happened, a bit of a near miss to an accident, and I got rid of it. Brid … my wife, she didn’t want it in the house. Not with a kid around.’

         All of that was true. Ian watched Jack shuffle his feet, looking at the ground. Every time Ian mentioned Bridie to another male, the reaction was the same.

         ‘Well, look, you need one. For situations like today.’

         Ian felt the tension seep out of his neck. ‘Yes, I know. You’re right. I should have one. I should have gone and bought a new one, after …’

         ‘Never mind all that now,’ said Jack quietly. ‘I’ve got a spare at home. You can use that until you get yourself sorted out. You’re supposed to have a licence but. Have you still got your licence from the other one?’

         ‘No.’ Ian had never had a licence. Again, not a lie, as such.

         ‘Well, you’ll need to sort that out. I’ll drop the rifle off tomorrow.’

         Jack stepped back into the darkness. Ian listened to the crunch of his boots on the gravel. He’d spent all afternoon imagining how the conversation would go. Not once did he anticipate it turning out like that.

         ‘Oh, Ian?’

         Ian looked out the doorway. Jack had stopped at his car door.

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘That calf. It could never have lived, you know. So early, half its bloody organs wouldn’t have even developed. I had no choice …’

         Ian looked at Jack’s silhouette. It was quite still. Behind Jack, at the bright bare window of the kitchen, Gabrielle was watching. She waved to Ian, he waved back at her. The window was shut. She couldn’t hear what was being said.

         ‘I know, Jack. It was a bloody shame, wasn’t it?’

         ‘But you know, sometimes with those calves, even though they’re going to die, there’s something in them.’

         Ian wasn’t sure what Jack meant.

         ‘There’s some kind of will. What I’m saying is that they don’t give in so easily, when the moment comes. Like today, for example. It taking more than one blow.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘That’s why you need a gun.’

         ‘Like I said, Jack. It was a bloody shame.’

         Ian hesitated in the doorway of the wash house. Jack lingered by his car. The menace of the day’s events — the violent death of the calf, the stifling threat of Jack’s constant sniffing around Ian’s past — it all seemed to be closing in on Ian.

         The window above Jack’s head swung open.

         ‘Dad, do you want a cup of tea?’ Gabrielle’s head popped out, she looked down. ‘Hi, Mr Gilbert … tea?’

         
             

         

         Ian carried two chairs from the kitchen and sat them in the front porch. It was too dark for them to see each other’s faces clearly. Ian steadied his breathing as Jack fished in his pocket for tobacco and papers.

         For a moment they sat silently.

         The teacups chinked together as Gabrielle pushed the door open with her free hand. As she brushed past Ian, he caught the drift of perfume, the same one he’d smelled on Bridie’s clothes minutes earlier. He glanced at Jack, who was licking his cigarette paper into a tight tube. The fading light silhouetted Gabrielle; her nose, lips, forehead. She turned into Bridie a little more, every day.

         She asked whether Jack wanted milk or sugar, he mumbled No thanks, the cigarette drooping from the corner of his mouth. Jack stared straight out into the darkness, as though willing himself not to see Gabrielle.

         ‘How many kids do you have, Jack?’ If Ian initiated the conversation, he might keep it on a navigable track.

         ‘No kids.’

         ‘Oh …’

         ‘Audrey. Women’s problems.’

         Ian recalled Eugene mentioning Audrey, the day they talked about the rotten hay, but he couldn’t remember how her name had come up. Hadn’t he said something about problems? Ian felt rueful of the conversation he’d started. He followed the glow of Jack’s cigarette.

         ‘Have you got anything stronger than tea?’ Jack asked suddenly.

         ‘No … sorry.’ The truth of it was Ian didn’t dare allow himself near alcohol. Keeping a lid on his grief was a full-time job sober.

         The silence returned. It was becoming awkward now for Ian. He wanted to be inside, with Gabrielle.

         ‘Too bad.’ Jack shifted in his seat. Ian watched the red dot flicker as Jack tapped ash onto the wooden boards under him. Then the dot burned bright, wide, as Jack took another drag off it. ‘Don’t you drink?’

         ‘Oh, I do. Just haven’t picked anything up yet … How long have you had the farm, Jack?’

         ‘All my life. Born here, it belonged to my old man.’

         ‘That’s something, eh? Land, the way it’s passed on …’

         Jack slurped his tea. ‘It’s something alright. Fucking something.’

         An incredible fatigue washed over Ian. The physical tiredness he didn’t mind, but the mental stress of steering the conversation away from himself, from the lies he had told, was overwhelming. If he continued talking, the night might never end. If he stopped, Jack would start asking questions of his own.

         ‘I never wanted to farm. I should’ve shot through early on, before the old man got sick,’ Jack said.

         ‘What did you want to do?’

         The cigarette had gone out. Jack pulled a box of matches from his shirt pocket and relit it. ‘Dunno. So long ago I’ve forgotten. Just wanted to take off. Hated shitty bloody cows, milking twice a day. Didn’t know then what I wanted to do, but it didn’t matter.’

         Jack stood up, flicked the butt on the top step, and stood on it. ‘Hung in here long enough, hoping to pass it on to my kids.’ He laughed. The noise was somewhere between a snarl and a spitting pain, caught in the back of his throat. ‘Maybe you’ll like it here long enough to buy it off me. One day, that is. That’s what sharemilkers want, isn’t it? That’s what you all think you want … your own piece of muddy swamp?’

         

         Joy Walker

         The migraine started in the early morning, just after four. Joy bumbled around the house, searching for aspirin, trying to avoid crashing into the furniture. Her sight had slipped to peripheral; she knew the sickening pain wasn’t far away. She took enough pills to send her back to sleep before the wave crashed inside her.

         She woke later to rain that sounded like an endless roll of thunder. Joy tried to focus on that sound, laying still. During her migraines, her other senses became piercingly sharp. She could hear individual drops hitting the windowpane.

         The pain had eased, but lingered across the space between her temples. She ran her hand across the other side of the bed. Eugene was up. The bedside clock said it was two in the afternoon. Apart from the rain, the house was silent.

         She was drifting back into sleep when the smell reached her. It crowded her head, scratching at the surface of her headache like fingernails down a blackboard. There was the scent and the suffocating closeness of the damp of the rain and Joy panicked, fighting for breath.

         It was sweet and thick and dark; she could taste it in the back of her throat. June the first, standing at the front door of the Gilbert cottage. The bizarre vision, the girl — Gabrielle — peeking around the corner, looking like a painted doll.

         
             

         

         The next time she woke it was dark. Her headache was gone. She picked up the clock — seven o’clock. A whole day had disappeared.

         There were voices in the kitchen, the crashing of pots. Joy noticed other odours now — the rich aroma of gravy and slow-cooked mutton. She pushed the disturbing memory of perfume to the back of her mind. She was hungry.

         Eugene was sitting at the table, reading the newspaper. He looked up at Joy when she came in. ‘How are you feeling, love?’ he asked. ‘A nasty one, eh?’

         ‘Killer,’ Joy said. ‘But it’s gone now.’

         She leaned against the doorway, wobbly on her feet, and looked at the back of a person at the kitchen bench. ‘Excuse me, young lady — what is that on your head?’

         ‘A scarf.’

         ‘I can see it’s a scarf. Where’d it come from?’

         Nickie swung around from the bench. Her face was red and blotchy, for a minute Joy thought she’d been crying. But there were traces of glitter across her cheeks and eyes. Dark smudges of mascara, or something, under her eyes. And, the shocking smell of that perfume.

         ‘And what’s that make-up doing all over your face?’

         ‘What make-up?’ Nickie turned away from Joy, scowling.

         Joy grabbed Nickie’s arm, pulled her around to face her again. ‘Don’t what me, Nickie. I asked you a question. I asked you two questions. What’s all the muck on your face, and where did the scarf come from?’

         ‘None of your business.’ Nickie wrenched her arm out of Joy’s grip. ‘Why are you picking on me anyway?’

         ‘You’ve been at the Baxters’,’ Joy shouted. She turned to Eugene. ‘Don’t just sit there. Look at the state of her.’

         Eugene did just that — just sat there. He looked over his paper, watching Nickie and Joy fighting, as though it was a tennis match. Finally he spoke. ‘Do that again, Nickie.’

         ‘Do what?’ she asked, swinging around to face him this time.

         ‘Shake your head like that. It looks neat, the way the sequins sparkle.’ He was grinning at her. ‘Don’t you reckon, Joy?’

         Joy grabbed at the scarf and pulled it off. For a second she was caught off-balance by its sensual nothingness, by the contrast with the materials she knew — wool, rough cotton, the chamois of the wet-weather jackets.

         ‘Be careful, you stupid — the sequins can come off, you know.’ Nickie glared at her, shouting as though Joy was a peasant. She took the scarf back and adjusted it on her head, checking her reflection in the kitchen window. ‘It was Gabrielle’s mother’s. She wore it when her hair fell out from cancer.’

         Joy looked at Eugene. He stared back. Neither of them said a word.

         ‘Let me get this straight,’ Joy said. ‘You went over to the Baxters and … Mr Baxter gave you his wife’s scarf? His dead wife’s … cancer scarf? To keep?’

         ‘Not exactly,’ said Nickie. ‘It was Gabrielle that let me have it. She insisted that I take it.’

         ‘Oh yes?’ said Eugene. Joy gave him a look. Thanks a lot for finally stepping in here.

         Nickie flicked the scarf away from her face. ‘Well,’ she said slowly. ‘The thing is. She asked me to take it because … um … she’s not supposed to have it. Actually.’

         ‘So, are you saying, Nickie, that she stole it off her father? Because if that’s the case—’

         ‘No no,’ Nickie interrupted. ‘She didn’t steal it. She’s not supposed to have it because … no one’s supposed to have it. After her mother died, her dad was so devastated that he threw most of her stuff out. That’s what Gabrielle says. And she didn’t want him to get rid of it all — she wanted to keep her mother’s things — but it was too upsetting to even talk to him about it.’

         Joy looked at Eugene again, waiting for him to say something.

         ‘So Gabrielle watched where he put it, and she managed to sneak the best things back inside, before it all went to the rubbish dump or wherever it was going to go. But she has to keep it hidden now.’

         ‘So explain this to me, Nickie. How is Mr Baxter going to feel if he sees you wearing his dead wife’s thrown-away scarf?’

         ‘I’ll make sure he doesn’t see me wearing it.’

         ‘Let’s make it easy,’ said Eugene. ‘In fact, you won’t be wearing it again, Nickie. It’s just not right. And to make it even easier for you to avoid upsetting Mr Baxter, you won’t be going to his house again either.’

         ‘Dad …’

         ‘I’m not saying Gabrielle can’t come here. But you’re not going over there again.’

         Joy and Eugene sat silently after Nickie stomped out of the room. Joy let her chin rest in her hand as she stared at the newspaper on the table. Her fingers brushed across the dry, weathered skin on her cheek. Make-up brushes hadn’t danced their magic across her face for years, not since she and Eugene had been courting. Even then the paintwork had barely been visible — Joy’s memory of getting ready for a date was dominated by her mother hovering with a wet flannel and revelations about the relationship between heavy make-up and heavy petting. Ordering Nickie to Get that muck off your face was a family keepsake.

         ‘You need to keep her occupied, Joy.’

         Eugene’s words startled her.

         ‘Too much bloody time on her hands. That’s the problem.’

         ‘I’ve been thinking … she can be in charge of feeding the calves this year. What say we pay her? She’ll have to stick with it then,’ Joy replied.

         As Eugene sniffed and smirked at the notion of paying his daughter to stay out of trouble, Joy’s fingertips brushed across her eyelashes. She was surprised to find them thick and long.

         
             

         

         Country Women’s Institute was the following day. They were meeting to decide on the final recipes for the year’s fundraiser, a cookbook.

         Joy had been against the idea of the cookbook from the beginning. They’d tried it five years earlier and the arguments over the selection of recipes had threatened to scar friendships forever. She was tempted, given her mood, to not bother going. She didn’t trust herself to hold her tongue when the pettiness began.

         She spent the morning of the meeting in the garden weeding and planting out vegetable seedlings she’d started off in the kitchen. There was still the possibility of frosts, but she felt warmth in the rich black soil as she let it tumble through her fingers. She always gardened with bare hands, the touch of the earth revealing more about its readiness for new planting than any other sense. The sun heated her back as she bent and dug. It seeped into her bones, diluting the gloominess of the previous days.

         The phone rang shortly after eleven. Joy ignored it. She couldn’t think of a single person she wanted to talk to. It rang a second time, stopped, and then a third. She threw down her trowel and went inside to answer the call.

         ‘It’s Audrey.’

         Joy sighed.

         ‘Could I get a ride with you this afternoon?’

         She hesitated, tempted to say no, that she wasn’t well and wouldn’t be going. Any other woman would intuit the hesitation as reluctance, and quickly backtrack on the asking of a favour. Audrey said nothing.

         Joy listened to breathing down the line. Her own breathing fell into time with her neighbour’s. Behind her, on the hallway wall, the clocked ticked. Audrey would wait forever.

         ‘I’ll pick you up at quarter to,’ she said finally.

         ‘See you then,’ Audrey replied.

         Audrey was waiting on the side of the road, by the letterbox. A bright yellow dress marked her clearly from a distance. It belted at the waist and flared from the hips. She was clutching a book and at her feet was a large hamper basket. For a terrible moment, Joy thought it was Audrey’s washing basket, but it was smaller than that. Audrey pulled open the car door and slid into the passenger seat, putting the basket at her feet and clutching the book to her chest.

         The car sped along the road. Audrey hadn’t shut her door properly and it rattled. Joy imagined Audrey leaning, leaning, falling out the swinging door of the speeding car, bouncing like a discarded apple core to the side of the road and landing, eventually, upright in the long grass. Her book still in her hands, her expression unchanged.

         ‘What sort of a morning have you had, Audrey?’

         ‘Not too bad. Got the washing done.’

         ‘That’s good. With the weather the way it is. What’s in the basket?’

         ‘A cake … I’ve brought a cake for afternoon tea.’ Audrey’s chin was high, she blinked evenly and stared at the road.

         She was a tiny woman, not much bigger than Nickie. Like Nickie, she wore the battle marks of a tomboy; bruises and scars marking her arms and legs. Joy glanced down at her own limbs, heavy and bloated. Childhood scars had long disappeared.

         Joy knew very little about Audrey — where she’d grown up, who she was, and the time had long passed for asking. Jack Gilbert had turned up with her on his arm at a district dance about a year after Neville had died. Joy remembered that night; she was dating Eugene by then. Unlike her friends, she’d refused to make Audrey welcome; she simply ignored her. Eugene, sensing her agitation, had stayed by her side for the barest time before joining the men at the bar.

         Joy’s friends had reported back. They’d said, taking sidelong glances at the newcomer, that although Audrey might be easy on the eye, she wasn’t quite the full quid and that explained a lot, didn’t it? It explained everything.

         Nickie, too, sometimes said that Audrey was beautiful, like her namesake Audrey Hepburn. Like a pixie. Joy had always scoffed at that, but now she saw the fine angle of the woman’s jaw, the deep clavicle, her cheekbones defining her triangular face. Unlike any other woman in Fenward, Audrey always wore layers of make-up; powder and rouge on her face, bright eyeshadow, deep red lipstick. It was applied heavily, reminding Joy of a child made up for a pantomime. The childless Audrey could be the mother of the embossed, glittering Gabrielle Baxter.

         ‘What’s that book, Audrey?’

         ‘Recipes. It’s Jack’s. Well, not Jack’s exactly, it was his grandmother’s.’ Audrey placed the book in her lap and stroked the hard cover. It was brown and stained. The spine was fraying, pages were slipping out of place, protruding from the edges. ‘She left it to Jack.’

         ‘It looks like a precious thing,’ said Joy.

         Audrey shrugged. ‘I don’t use it much. But there’re one or two good recipes.’

         Audrey smoothed out imaginary creases on the cover. Joy didn’t like to say that it was too late to be submitting new recipes for the fundraiser, if that’s what Audrey was thinking.

         It occurred to Joy — for the first time — that Audrey might not know about Neville’s death. Who knew what Jack Gilbert had shared with her? It wasn’t as if Jack had shown remorse for the part he’d played in the accident … perhaps, by the time the strange and waiflike Audrey had crossed his path, he’d swallowed his anger about his stock loss and forgotten about it.

         ‘Eugene was saying about the hay,’ Joy said, after a spell of silence. ‘How it’s rotten, and your new man’s got no winter feed.’

         ‘We’ve never had extra winter feed. We don’t need it. That’s what Jack says.’ Audrey was smiling the smile of a woman who knew. ‘We’re lucky, having the land down by the river. Plenty of pasture there.’

         Audrey Gilbert, the Peter Pan simpleton sailing through life with nothing on her mind except clean washing. Joy contemplated raising the subject of Ian Baxter, and his precocious daughter with her makeup and slutty perfume. Audrey reached across and switched on the radio. She hummed tunelessly to the music.

         Joy looked at Audrey’s smooth, tiny hands. Her nails were perfectly manicured and painted a pearly off-white. Child’s hands. Her own hands, positioned steadily on the steering wheel, looked chumpy; meaty and rough, dirt still visible under her fingernails from the morning’s gardening. The skin was dry and her nails ragged. Joy lifted the seatbelt away from the folds of her belly and sat up straight in her seat.

         
             

         

         Joy pulled open the heavy door to the hall kitchen. The Zip whistled and white teacups lined the bench underneath. Two bottles of milk sat to one side, next to the big stainless steel teapot. On the counter, spread across three piles, were stacks of recipes: Luncheon, Supper, Afternoon Tea.

         The women, leaning against the long bench down the middle of the room, greeted Joy, then Audrey. Joy was pleased to see Josephine Janssen had made her own way to the hall — they often shared a ride, but Joy had forgotten to call her. The Zip reached its highest pitch and faded to a half-hearted whistle.

         ‘Lovely to see you, Audrey, what a surprise.’ Evelyn Maxwell reached over for a milk bottle. ‘It’s been ages, hasn’t it?’

         The sunlight beamed in through the high windows down one side of the kitchen. It shone on two or three of the women and left the others in the cool shadow. Evelyn was being shone upon and she interpreted this as an endorsement to keep talking.

         ‘What’s that you’ve brought, Audrey? It’s a jolly big basket …’

         Joy swallowed as Evelyn glanced around the room. All eyes were on the hamper. The women thought they’d smelled fear on Audrey. Joy knew they were wrong; fear was not a feeling Audrey was capable of. That made her even more vulnerable.

         ‘Audrey’s brought us a cake,’ Joy said.

         The silence lasted just a few seconds.

         ‘I can’t say no to cake, never,’ said Josephine kindly. ‘Let’s have a look, Audrey … let’s see what you’ve made for us.’

         ‘The cookbook’s more or less finished, unfortunately.’ Evelyn glared at Joy, as though Audrey’s bake-off was somehow her fault. ‘We’re taking recipes out, not putting new ones in.’

         Audrey lifted the hamper onto the bench. She flipped the lid back and gently reached inside. Josephine helped, moving the basket away.

         ‘Oh Audrey. She’s a beauty. Isn’t it, ladies?’ Josephine smiled broadly and clasped Audrey’s hand in her own. Josephine touched people without a moment’s hesitation — Joy imagined this was a Dutch thing and felt a swell of worldliness that Fenward people had got used to it in a matter of mere years.

         The platter seemed bigger than Audrey. On top were two large cakes, dressed with white icing.

         ‘It’s a carrot cake,’ said Audrey.

         ‘For goodness’ sake …’ The mutter came from behind Joy, then a whisper in her ear. ‘What are you doing, encouraging her …?’

         Audrey took a long, sharp knife from the drawer under the Zip. She slipped the knife through one of the cakes, cutting a triangle. She handed the first piece to Josephine, then the second to Evelyn.

         Evelyn sniffed at the cake. It occurred to Joy, for the first time ever, that her friend was ratlike. ‘What’s the icing? What icing do you put on a carrot cake?’ Evelyn bit into it.

         ‘Lemon goes well,’ said Audrey proudly.

         There was silence, but for the eating of cake. Audrey waited and smiled at the crumbs on the plate before her. Josephine groaned in delight and Joy grinned at her.

         ‘This cake,’ said Josephine, ‘has gotta be in the book. No question about it ladies.’

         Evelyn opened her mouth, her face pained.

         ‘I know, I know what you’re going to say. There’s no more room,’ said Josephine. ‘But hey, guess what? You can take my recipe out and put this one in. Audrey’s Carrot Cake. Yes.’

         It was, in Joy’s view, a fair cake, and a fair decision.

         

         Nickie Walker

         Her frozen fingers searched inside her school bag and found what they were looking for — the velvet of her old ballet shoe bag. Gabrielle’s mother’s scarf was inside.

         Nickie had left home wearing a woolly hat. When she was out of sight of the house, she stopped on the side of the road and pulled it off.

         Sooner or later, she’d have to give the scarf back to Gabrielle. But once — just once — she wanted to wear it to school. To let Erin and Julie and everyone else see the beauty of it. To let everyone know that she and Gabrielle were best friends.

         Erin and Julie were there already, putting their bikes in the rack. Nickie didn’t call out. She wanted to see how long it would take them to recognise her. She arranged the scarf across her shoulders, the sequins spitting in the sunshine.

         Nickie never heard the person approach her from behind. She sensed nothing, until she felt the pressure of a hand settling on her shoulder. She turned slowly around.

         She knew who he was, although she’d not seen him before. Her heart hiccupped. The warmth of his fingers seeped through her shirt and cardigan and raincoat.

         Soon the fingers would start squeezing her shoulder hard, harder, harder, or move to her neck. Or maybe lift that scarf off her head, grabbing her hair as well, pulling it right out of its roots.

         The hand didn’t move. She looked at Mr Baxter trying not to cry. His eyes were watery and he was frowning, as though he was trying to figure something out.

         His hand lifted off her shoulder. Here it comes. She closed her eyes, waiting for pain. Instead, his big fingers ran slowly down her shoulders, following the path of the peacock tail. Very softly, like a gentle giant’s fingers. The cold wind touched her neck. Nickie swallowed, her eyes still closed. He caressed her again, and again.

         Finally, she had to look. A single teardrop slipped down his face. He turned from Nickie and walked away, without saying a thing.

         Gabrielle was in the ute. Her father got in beside her. Nickie could tell they were talking; she wondered exactly how much trouble she and Gabrielle were in.

         
             

         

         Julie and Erin had seen.

         ‘Nickie?’ Erin said, squinting, her chin poked forward like a chicken. ‘Is that you?’

         ‘Of course it’s her,’ said Gabrielle, who had waved her father off and joined the girls. Nickie looked at her closely, there was no sign she was upset.

         ‘She looks so neat,’ said Julie, touching the scarf. ‘You look so neat, Nickie. Could I have a—’

         ‘Sorry, Gabrielle gave it to me,’ Nickie said, stepping backward. ‘In the weekend when I was at her place.’ She couldn’t help but add that.

         ‘Well, can I just touch it then?’ asked Julie.

         ‘Okay,’ Nickie said. ‘Gently though.’

         While Julie patted her on one side, and Erin on the other, Nickie tried to work out what had happened between Gabrielle and her father. Mr Baxter should have been angry, yet Gabrielle was calm and happy, smiling at the fussing. Nickie had to wait until the bell went before the others moved away.

         ‘What happened? Was he angry?’

         ‘I thought he would be but … he was more sad. I told him I’d loved that scarf, that’s why I sneaked it out of the box. I said it was my favourite thing of hers.’

         Nickie lifted the scarf off her head and handed it to Gabrielle. ‘You’ve got to take it back. Tell your dad I’m sorry I made him cry.’

         
             

         

         Her favourite job on the farm was feeding calves, and, now, her parents were going to pay her to do it. It didn’t take her long to work out why — if she was being paid, she couldn’t miss a feed. And if she couldn’t miss a feed, she’d have hardly any time to spend with Gabrielle. She looked at her smirking mother and said Fine and thought I’ll fix you.

         On the first morning, Gabrielle rode up the driveway on a bike, swerving around the puddles. Her white Beatle boots were whizzing round fast, she wore really bright green tights. It was hard to see what else she had on because of her raincoat. It was the mysterious purple colour of oil spilled in a puddle of rainwater.

         ‘I wasn’t sure what to wear,’ Gabrielle said, getting off the bike.

         Nickie wanted to say that she had just the right outfit on for feeding calves. But those boots would be wrecked in seconds and the calves would try to suck at the beautiful jacket and Gabrielle would never want to come back and help, who could blame her, and Nickie’d be feeding calves on her own.

         ‘Um,’ Nickie said. ‘Wait there.’

         
             

         

         They walked over to the shed, Gabrielle in Nickie’s clothes. Nickie explained how you had to put your fingers in the mouths of the smallest, skinniest calves and lead them, sucking, to the teats on the feeding machine. You had to make sure the shyest calves didn’t miss out on the milk. Nickie asked why Gabrielle hadn’t fed calves before. Gabrielle just shrugged her shoulders.

         When they were nearly finished Mr Janssen came out of the shed. He said something to Mrs Janssen in Dutch; they were both looking at the calves. Mr Janssen grabbed one of the smallest calves and picked it up. He carried it like a baby out through the gate and along the tanker track to the calf pen on the side of the road. Mrs Janssen picked up another skinny calf and followed him.

         ‘Where are they going?’ Gabrielle asked.

         ‘To the bobby calf pen,’ Nickie said.

         ‘What’s that?’

         ‘They get picked up by the bobby calf truck.’

         ‘Where do they go?’

         ‘I don’t know, to some guy called Bobby, maybe.’

         They cleaned out the calf feeder and helped Mrs Janssen put the calves in the paddock next to the yard, then headed home. Nickie said hot chocolate was a good idea. She hoped that if her parents saw Gabrielle while she was in farm clothes and not one of her usual outfits, they might get over their weirdness about her.

         There were good smells coming from the kitchen.

         ‘Mum, this is Gabrielle,’ Nickie said. Please don’t be embarrassing. Please.

         ‘We’ve already met, haven’t we, Gabrielle?’ Joy was smiling. ‘Remember?’ When you first arrived? The night we brought the food round?’

         Gabrielle laughed and Nickie held her breath. One of her mother’s best tricks — being really nice to get information. It was like watching a cat sneak up on a whole lot of sparrows. One of them would die, you just couldn’t tell until the last minute which one it would be.

         ‘Oh yeah. That’s right, thanks for the food. It was yum. And very much appreciated.’

         Nickie looked closely at her mother. Joy smiled and nodded and said that Evelyn was a great cook.

         ‘Can I ask you something, Mrs Walker? About the calves?’ Gabrielle said.

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘Who’s Bobby?’

         ‘Bobby?’

         ‘Bobby who gets the calves from the side of the road. In the little tin house.’

         Joy laughed. ‘Oh, the bobby calves.’ She was dishing two big plates of eggs and bacon and toast. ‘Bobby’s not a person. I don’t know why they’re called bobby calves, actually. But the calves go to the works. Sit down you two, eat while it’s hot.’

         The cutest, smallest of the calves got killed. Nickie had, her whole farming life, never known. She even helped carry them out to the pen. She’d been carrying them off to be murdered.

         ‘Why?’ she asked Joy. ‘They’re the littlest ones. Why pick on them?’

         ‘We’ve just got no use for them. They’re mostly the boy calves. They can’t produce milk, and they can’t have calves. We get rid of them so we don’t waste money on milk and feed for them.’

         Nickie blinked down at her breakfast.

         ‘Aren’t you hungry, Gabrielle?’ said Joy.

         ‘I’m a vegetarian. Actually.’ Gabrielle picked up a piece of toast from her plate and carefully, with her knife, scraped away the eggs. She bit into it. ‘Very good toast, Mrs Walker. Thanks.’

         Joy leaned back in her chair, folded her arms and stared at Gabrielle. ‘Vegetarian?’ She said it as though it was a disease. ‘The chicken isn’t killed when it lays an egg. Why on earth wouldn’t you eat eggs?’

         ‘Their cages.’ Gabrielle reached across the table for the jam. She smeared it across her other piece of toast. ‘If they’re kept in tiny little cages, with no room to move or walk around, then I won’t eat their eggs.’

         Joy started clearing up. ‘I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous in my life,’ she said. ‘They’re brainless bloody birds.’

         ‘I can see Gabrielle’s point of view,’ Nickie said. It was safe to say something, now that she’d finished her breakfast. Her last ever meal of bacon and eggs, possibly. ‘You’ve got to agree, Mum, that our chooks don’t have much of a life.’

         ‘Oh for God’s sake,’ said Joy.

         ‘Kept in a wire cage. Watching their unborn babies roll away from them, no arms to stop the eggs going down into the collection tray. How awful would that be?’

         
             

         

         Nickie and Gabrielle fed the calves, before school and afterwards, but they didn’t talk about the bobby calves again. Nickie was too scared to bring it up, it was hard to talk about death with someone whose mother had just died. And Gabrielle never mentioned it. They did talk about being a vegetarian, though. Gabrielle said Nickie should feel no pressure to be one, too. It was personal choice, she said. Sacrifice for the greater good wasn’t for everyone.

         Sacrifice for the greater good. The words rolled round Nickie’s head every time she biked past paddocks full of cows. It felt as though those eyes, big and brown like puddles, were accusing her of murder. She told Gabrielle that she was probably going to become a vegetarian very soon. She didn’t say that she’d prefer to wait until the ham in the fridge was all gone. Ham was a treat, only when it was on special. Usually it was luncheon sausage. Luncheon would be easier to sacrifice than ham.

         
             

         

         The weeks went by, then it was religious instruction Friday again. They did the usual Our Father to start with and waited to see if Father Brindle fell asleep, which he did. Gabrielle stood up. She stepped over everyone’s legs, reached out to grab him by his sleeve and shook it hard.

         ‘Father. Wake up.’

         Everyone else went quiet. Father Brindle twitched awake.

         ‘You fell asleep,’ said Gabrielle softly. ‘Before we got to the end of Our Father.’ She stepped through the bodies and legs, back to her place on the mat. A few kids were giving her dirty looks. She gave them dirty looks back.

         ‘Father Brindle,’ said Gabrielle. She had her legs crossed, and was leaning forward with her hands clasped in her lap. ‘Do you do requests?’

         ‘What do you mean?’ He squinted at her. ‘What do you mean by that?’

         ‘You know, can one of us request a story from the Bible? Like on the radio on Sunday mornings, they have requests for stories. I thought that if you had nothing special planned for this morning, I’d make a request.’

         Never, in the whole seven and a half years that Nickie had been at Fenward Primary, had anyone asked for a request during religious instruction.

         ‘What exactly is it that you want to know about?’ He looked a bit frightened, nervous that her question would be one he couldn’t answer.

         ‘Herod, King of the Jews,’ said Gabrielle. ‘I sort of know the story, but I’ve got a few questions on the issues.’

         ‘Well, young lady. Why don’t you tell us the story? Then we can discuss it at the end.’

         ‘I’d like it if you told it, as the expert on the Bible,’ said Gabrielle. ‘If you did the talking, we could reflect.’

         It seemed that Father Brindle didn’t know how to cope with Gabrielle. He leaned back in his chair and just looked at her.

         ‘I thought it was good to reflect,’ she said. ‘Generally. When it comes to church stuff.’

         ‘It is a good thing to do,’ he said. ‘Generally. But telling a story is a good way of making sure you remember it.’

         ‘Alright then,’ said Gabrielle. ‘You should stop me, though, if I make a mistake.’

         Father Brindle nodded.

         She started her story. Herod was happy until he heard a rumour that a new baby was going to be born, and that baby could take his place as king. Herod heard that the three wise men were going to visit this new baby, so he had them followed. The three wise men were actually really wise because they took a tricky route and managed to shake off their followers.

         Everything seemed alright, said Gabrielle, but no one had counted on the stubbornness of King Herod.

         ‘Herod ordered his soldiers to go out and murder every single boy baby in the land. Just to make sure that Jesus didn’t get to be king.’

         ‘How many?’ a little kid asked.

         ‘Hundreds. Or maybe thousands. They had to bust into people’s houses and check the bedrooms for babies. If they were under two years old, then bang. Lights out.’

         ‘Can we ask questions?’ said the little kid.

         ‘Yes,’ said Gabrielle.

         ‘I thought Jesus died on the cross.’

         ‘He did,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Jesus escaped Herod’s massacre. Joseph had a dream that it was going to happen, so he sneaked baby Jesus away to safety. To Egypt.’

         Gabrielle smiled at Nickie, as she mentioned the dream. Nickie knew what the smile meant, that Gabrielle was lucky with her own dreams.

         Father Brindle said that was enough now and Gabrielle had to go back to the mat and sit down like everyone else.

         ‘But I didn’t ask my question,’ she said. ‘Was it evil?’

         ‘Was what evil?’ said Father Brindle.

         ‘The killing of babies, just because they were boys. The killing of any living creature, just because it’s a boy. Or a girl.’

         Gabrielle looked at Nickie; it took a few seconds for Nickie to understand. Bobby calves. Killed simply because they were boys.

         ‘Yes,’ Father Brindle said. ‘To kill is bad, always. But to kill babies — babies of any kind, any … sex … yes. There’s no other word for it but evil.’

         
             

         

         They would choose boy calves for Calf Club Day. It was part of the plan to stop the senseless evil killing of bobby calves. The plan was to save all of them somehow, but Nickie and Gabrielle began by pretending they couldn’t decide which boy calves they wanted. Then they really couldn’t decide.

         ‘We’ve got to take a comprehensive view of this,’ said Gabrielle.

         They were sitting on the railing of the calf pen waiting for Mrs Janssen to bring out more hot milk for the feeder.

         ‘What do you mean, comprehensive?’

         ‘The whole big picture.’

         ‘Alright.’

         ‘So, in this situation, what we need to do is imagine not just how good the calves look. And not just how well they walk when we lead them. The comprehensive picture would also include how we look, walking along with them.’

         ‘I get it,’ Nickie said, though she wasn’t sure she did.

         ‘Yep. So. When it comes to show time, we have to actually look good, too. We have to match our calves. Complement our calves. Complement is the word for it, not like paying a compliment but matching two things together well. Though if we complement our calves, we’ll probably get compliments. And ribbons.’

         Gabrielle jumped down off the fence. She held her hand out to one side, in the air.

         ‘Imagine I’m leading my calf around,’ she said. She walked slowly around the pen. Her nose was in the air and her back was straight. ‘So everyone else is just stumbling along in their gumboots and tripping over their calf leads and bumping into the back of each other when calves stop for a pee or a shit. But not us. There will be harmony between us and our two calves. We will be as one, and the judges will say Crikey, look at how that girl complements her calf. Look at that. That’s something different.’

         ‘That’s going to be a problem,’ Nickie said. ‘People around here don’t like things to be different.’

         ‘And then, Nickie, what they will say is Goodness, I’ve just noticed that the girl has designed her outfit exactly to match her calf! Isn’t that a wonderful comprehensive concept!’

         ‘They won’t say comprehensive,’ Nickie said. ‘Probably they won’t say concept either.’

         Gabrielle jumped back up on the railing. ‘Doesn’t matter. Doesn’t matter if they don’t say those words. That’s what they’ll be thinking, even if they don’t know how to express themselves. So, for example, you could choose a Jersey calf, and I’ll choose a black and white. I’ll sort out the matching clothes. We’ll be the only comprehensive entries.’

         Mrs Janssen was taking her time with the calf milk. Gabrielle moved around, looking under all the calves. Finally, she stood up next to a scrawny little Jersey one. It looked as though he had something wrong with his neck. His head was down and he didn’t even join in with the other calves pushing their way around looking for more milk. He was the saddest calf Nickie had ever seen. And all his problems weren’t just at the head end — he had scours also.

         ‘I think this is a boy,’ Gabrielle said.

         ‘Are there any others?’ Nickie was completely in favour of the plan to save the bobby calves, but this one had no hope of winning anything on Calf Club Day. A name for him had already come into her head. Larry. Larry the Loser.

         ‘This is the one for you, Nickie,’ Gabrielle said. She stood up next to the sick calf, patting his back. She’d put her fingers in his mouth and he was half-pie sucking on them. ‘Don’t you see? You’ve got to choose him. He’s so weak, he’ll be on the next murder truck if you don’t.’

         Nickie slid down off the fence. Up close, she could see he was shaking. It wasn’t shaking-with-excitement, it was more like shaking-with-the-effort-of-standing-up. She ran her hand down his back. Bones bones bones. Larry was a wreck. ‘Larry,’ Nickie said. ‘Pleased to meet you.’ He shivered some more.

         ‘Perfect name,’ said Gabrielle. She was grinning and held up her hand. There was calf shit on it, but Nickie high-fived her anyway. ‘Happy as Larry. But in front of the judges, I think his official name should be Laurence.’

         Mrs Janssen finally brought out more calf milk. The calves stampeded the teats, head-butting each other out of the way until each had latched on. All of them, except for Larry, who stayed exactly where he’d been before, shaking, staring at nothing.

         ‘That one’s no good,’ Mrs Janssen said, looking at Larry, shaking her head. ‘He’s buggered. There’s that one, and a few others …’

         She was looking around all the calves now, checking them over. Nickie glanced at Gabrielle. Herod, Gabrielle mouthed, then held her finger to her lips. Shush.

         They watched as Mrs Janssen walked around the back of the feeding calves.

         ‘… That one,’ said Mrs Janssen, pointing to a black and white calf, just a bit bigger than Larry. ‘That one, and that one, and those two. For the truck.’

         Nickie swallowed hard. Six calves. Two black and whites, and four Jerseys.

         ‘Not those ones,’ Nickie said, pointing vaguely to all the condemned animals. ‘Two of those ones are going to be our calf club pets. We’ve already chosen them.’

         She put her hand proudly on Larry’s skinny shaky back. Larry took this as a signal to stop feeding and hang his head down again, staring at the concrete. The calf next to him straight away pushed Larry out of the way and finished Larry’s milk.

         Gabrielle stepped forward and touched one of the smallest black and white calves. She scratched it under its ears. The calf didn’t look up at her, it was still feeding. At least it was hungry.

         ‘This one’s mine,’ said Gabrielle.

         ‘Oh girls,’ said Mrs Janssen. ‘Not those two. Those two are sick. You can see they are sick. You gotta get better ones than that.’

         Mrs Janssen started pulling calves away from the feeder, looking at their faces and lifting their tails to check for scours. ‘Here’s a couple of nice calves for you. Look. Two very nice young ladies for two very nice young ladies …’

         ‘It’s too late Mrs Janssen,’ said Gabrielle. ‘We already chose names and everything. Larry and … Vincent. But thanks.’

         Mrs Janssen shrugged her shoulders. ‘Your fathers and mothers won’t be happy, you know. They’ll make you choose some other ones. Some healthy ones.’

         The calves had finished all the milk. Nickie and Gabrielle got their sticks and started pushing them away from the empty feeder. Mrs Janssen opened the gate to the calf paddock next door.

         ‘When’s the truck coming?’ Gabrielle said it so casually.

         ‘Monday,’ said Mrs Janssen. ‘We’ll put them in the pen Monday morning, after feeding.’

         ‘But not Larry and Vincent,’ said Gabrielle.

         ‘Larry and Vincent are no bloody good for pets,’ said Mrs Janssen. ‘I already told you that.’

         
             

         

         They took their time walking back to the house. For once, Gabrielle was quiet. Nickie guessed they were thinking about the same thing — those calves being herded up the tanker track, wobbly and sad, come Monday morning. There might be four, or six, or even more if some of the others showed signs of weakness or maleness. Nickie had done the job herself many times, never thinking of where exactly they were going.

         ‘We’re saving those victims.’ Gabrielle’s words startled Nickie.

         ‘How?’

         ‘I don’t know yet. But I’m going to think of a plan. We’ve got two days to come up with something.’

         ‘Like what?’

         ‘I don’t know. I’m going to think it through.’

         ‘There’s no chance of changing their minds, Gabrielle.’

         ‘I am not appreciating your negativity, Nickie.’ She was grinning. ‘If Mary had given up and just handed Jesus over to the Romans, where would we be today?’

         Good question. There’d be no religious instruction, no Father Brindle. This was appealing. But without religious instruction Nickie might never have won Gabrielle off Erin as a best friend.

         Gabrielle got on her bike and pedalled away.

         ‘I’ll ring you up. Don’t go anywhere,’ she shouted. ‘Don’t leave home until I call.’

         Gabrielle finally rang on Sunday afternoon. At about three o’clock, just an hour or so before Nickie was due to see her anyway for calf feeding.

         ‘It’s me,’ Gabrielle said. ‘I’ve got an idea.’

         Nickie wasn’t expecting her to say anything else. They both knew that it wasn’t safe. A total of nine people could be listening, all the people on both their lines which came to eight, plus Mrs Shanks at the exchange. She was the biggest worry. You could never tell whether she was earwigging because there was no clicking sound of the telephone receiver lifting up or being put down. She just quietly, sneakily, stayed on the line.

         ‘See you at four,’ Gabrielle said.

         Nickie was pleased, after all, that it had taken Gabrielle all weekend to think of something. If she’d rung any earlier, Nickie would have started imagining what the idea might be and worrying about it.

         
             

         

         ‘Hello, Mrs Walker.’

         Nickie heard Gabrielle’s voice. Her mother was outside putting new plants and seeds in the vege garden. ‘What are you planting?’

         ‘Beans,’ said Joy. ‘Beans and peas, and silverbeet.’

         ‘Three of my favourites,’ Gabrielle said. ‘What sort of beans? Broad or string?’

         ‘Both,’ said Joy. ‘I try to get both going, but the broad beans don’t do so well here, for some reason.’

         Nickie smiled, imagining the inner turmoil of her mother being forced to talk vegetables with Gabrielle Baxter the vegetarian. Her mother would be excited to have anyone interested in her vegetables — everyone in the house hated them, including Eugene — but she’d be annoyed that person was Gabrielle.

         They set off down the road. As soon as they were far enough from the house for Joy not to hear, Gabrielle stopped and hugged Nickie.

         ‘Oh. My. God. Nickie. It’s perfect, what I’ve done. It’s fucking perfect.’

         Nickie was getting used to the swearing. Gabrielle was the only girl who said fuck and all the fuck words without even trying to be tough. Nickie asked her once how come she didn’t get told off for it at home. She said her father swore all the time and he’d once been to university and, according to him, fuck was just another word, just a collection of vowels and consonants, nothing to get worked up about. She also knew how to swear in French, and when she taught Nickie vas te faire enculer Nickie said it out loud without any worries. Nickie got her point.

         ‘You have to tell Mrs Janssen that you’ve got a message from your father,’ Gabrielle said. ‘You’ve got to say that the bobby calves have to go out to the road, to the pen, tonight. Not tomorrow morning, but after feeding tonight.’

         ‘Why would he say that?’

         ‘The message from your dad is that he’s had a call from the truck guy, and the truck’s going to come really early tomorrow morning. Maybe even before milking. So waiting for the morning milking to finish and the calves to be fed will be too late. The calves might miss the truck.’

         ‘Why do the calves need to go out tonight? Really?’

         Gabrielle’s eyes opened wide. ‘Because you and I are going to rescue them.’

         Nickie stopped walking. ‘Are you nuts?’ she managed finally.

         ‘I am not crazy.’ She laughed. ‘And you can say anything you want, Nickie. Actually, I want you to. I want you—’ she jabbed at Nickie in the chest with her bright red fingernail — ‘to try to think of ways that my plan won’t work. That way we’ll make sure we can’t get caught.’

         Gabrielle was walking backwards, facing Nickie.

         ‘Go,’ she said. ‘We’ve already saved two of them. Larry and Vincent are safe. Tell me why we can’t save the others. Tell me why it can’t work. Start from the start.’

         ‘What if the Janssens ring up Dad tonight and check on my message?’

         ‘They won’t,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Why would they? Why would you make up a message like that?’

         ‘They still could.’

         ‘Okay, they could. Here’s what we do. After we finish the calves tonight, you go straight home. No matter what you do, stay near the phone. And if the phone rings, you answer it. It might be them. If it is, you say your dad’s out ’til late. Then you say you’ll check with your mum. Then you cover the mouthpiece and say nothing. Then you go back on the phone and say, yes, the message is correct.’

         Nickie wobbled inside. So far the plan just seemed to be her telling lies to people. ‘Alright. So we put the calves into the pen at the end of feeding. Then what?’

         ‘The next bit is the best.’ Gabrielle was so excited, she grabbed Nickie’s arm, squeezing it hard. Her face was bursting with smiles and big eyes.

         ‘In the middle of the night — tonight — we sneak out of our houses, meet up, go to the pen, and take the calves out.’

         ‘What … just … set them free?’ She was nuts.

         ‘Of course not. We’re rescuing them. We’re going to hide them.’

         ‘Where? Under our beds?’

         ‘This is the best part of the best part,’ she said. She lowered her voice. They were getting close to the shed, Nickie could see Mrs Janssen walking around outside. Some days you could hear people talking miles away.

         ‘You know how Jack Gilbert’s fences are all broken down?’

         ‘Everyone knows about that. Mum says it’s a disgrace. She feels really sorry for your dad …’

         ‘Nickie, shut up and listen. With all those broken fences, Gilbert’s cows are all over the place, right? Escaping here, there and everywhere.’

         ‘Yep. He’s famous for it.’

         ‘So would it be right to say that no one is ever really sure how many cows Jack Gilbert has? And how many calves?’

         ‘Probably. Except Jack’s so stingy, he probably does know.’

         ‘So. We get the other calves out of the pen in the middle of the night. We walk them up the road … and we put them in Jack Gilbert’s paddocks. Our paddocks.’

         ‘You mean with Jack Gilbert’s calves? He’ll notice straight away, four extra calves at feeding time. Your dad will notice for sure.’

         Gabrielle whispered the next words.

         ‘No,’ she said. ‘We put them in with the milking herd. The cows that have just had their babies. I’ve looked at the fences where the herd is, and there’re still some broken-down parts. Don’t you get it?’

         Nickie shook her head.

         ‘It will look like some of the cows had twins, or even triplets, and some of the new calves wandered off. Dad or Gilbert will find the hole in the fence and think these new calves have found their way back to their mothers. They’re little and scrawny, so they look like they’re just born. And the cows will have milk so the calves will get a drink.’

         ‘And then what? They go on the bobby calf truck at your place?’

         ‘We’ll work that bit out later. Though I do already have a good idea.’

         Too many thoughts raced around Nickie’s brain. There had to be one really good reason why this couldn’t work. Nickie just had to think of it.

         ‘I’ve thought about it really hard,’ Gabrielle said. ‘I’ve tried to see how we’d get caught. The only big risk is someone seeing us doing it.’

         ‘What about when the Janssens see the empty pen, when they come to milk?’

         ‘They’ll just think the truck did come early. Like your father said.’

         ‘And what about Jack Gilbert, when he starts getting extra calves?’

         ‘It’s Dad’s job to look after the Gilberts’ stock. Every day he says he finds animals he didn’t know about. He’s always going on about how he can’t keep track of them, thanks to the holes in the fences. And you know what, Nickie?’

         They both waved out to Mrs Janssen. They were close to her now. They had to be really careful.

         ‘Going on what Dad says, if Jack Gilbert finds extra calves on his land, he won’t be going looking for their owners. He’d say they were his. Jack Gilbert would say he was right there when those calves were born.’

         The calves were at the gate, ramming at it with their heads, waiting to be let in the feeding pen. Larry wasn’t at the front of the stampede. He wasn’t in the middle either. He was right at the back. He looked about the same as he did yesterday. Wobbly, lacking in motivation and determination, Mr Burgess would say. Vincent didn’t look much better.

         ‘Do it,’ Gabrielle whispered. ‘Give her the message from your dad.’

         
             

         

         There’d been no rain for about two weeks. Nickie had listened to her mum and dad talking about the weather, saying it was a relief that the mud was finally drying out. Next thing, though, they’d started worrying about what would happen if no rain came, and there was a drought, and Jesus Christ did they not deserve one summer without dry conditions and losing sleep over peat fires and running out of feed? Nickie had the impression that the weather problems were the government’s fault. Eugene said things like Carter better be keeping an eye on this. Carter being the Minister of Agriculture.

         The night of the rescue, Nickie lay in bed with her curtain open just enough to see the sky. She’d gone to bed at the usual time of nine. There was a full moon. It couldn’t have been a worse night for stealing calves.

         She pushed her window open. Trucks hummed miles away on the highway. She wondered whether some of them might already be full of little sick calves, on their way to the works. Now and then a dog barked. Maybe at the moon, which was like a big white dinner plate with grubby finger marks smudged across it.

         It wasn’t hot, but when she ran her hand over her skin, she found sweat everywhere.

         The whole night sky lit up. A few seconds later, a rumble. A rumble, then a crack. Nickie leaned out the window, her elbows hanging right out into the night. There was another flash of light, another massive rumble, closer this time. The moon completely disappeared behind black clouds.

         She felt the first drops of rain on her arms just as the wind blew the curtains against her face. She pushed the curtains around behind her.

         Wind. Wind and rain, the noise of them together was crazy. She thought back to the story of Herod killing the baby boys. There’d been another baby, Moses. While Jesus was being smuggled to Egypt, Moses’ mother had hidden him in the bulrushes in a basket. She’d always wondered how Moses knew not to cry. Maybe it had been raining when the Romans went stomping around looking for babies to murder. Maybe it had been raining, and the wind had been blowing, and Moses had been cold and frightened and missing his mother, screaming his lungs out, but the weather had saved his life.

         Nickie heard Joy and Eugene go to bed. The storm carried on through the night. She’d set her alarm clock for two a.m. and hid it under her pillow, but she knew she wouldn’t fall asleep. Every few minutes the dogs howled, then there’d be another lightning and thunder show.

         Two o’clock came. The sky brightened in the lightning and there she was, a little dark blur just past the gateway. There was a big macrocarpa tree by the letterbox and Gabrielle was standing behind it. Every few seconds her head poked out, then disappeared again. Nickie knew she’d show up. She dragged her raincoat and farm clothes and gumboots out from under her bed, quickly changed, then jumped out the window.

         She was about halfway down the driveway when the next lightning came. She lay flat on the ground, her hands over her head, gumboots beside her.

         They held hands as they walked silently down the road to the cowshed. The storm kept on, the rain smacking at their faces. At first they dived into the grass for the lightning but it turned out to be a waste of time — the flash came so quickly that by the time they were on the ground, it was over.

         As they got closer to the cowshed gateway, and the bobby calf pen, they heard the calves crying. Gabrielle grabbed Nickie’s arm.

         ‘You walk behind them,’ she shouted. ‘I’ll lead the way.’

         Nickie nodded. They hadn’t talked about how they’d get the calves to follow them down the road. Gabrielle slipped the latch on the calf pen and crawled into it. She put her hands in her raincoat pocket and pulled out something. She held her hands out open to the calves, offering whatever it was to each of them. There were four calves and one after the other they put their noses in her palms and licked.

         Gabrielle backed slowly out of the pen on her hands and knees, then stood up and walked backwards onto the road, holding her hands out. The calves jammed themselves up in the doorway of the pen, but finally they were out and following her.

         ‘Change of plan,’ she shouted. ‘Hold your hands out.’

         She poured white powder into both Nickie’s hands.

         ‘What is it?’

         ‘Taste it,’ she said, grinning.

         ‘Sugar.’

         Gabrielle locked the door to the calf pen and they refilled their hands. She had a whole big bag of sugar in the inside pocket of her coat. ‘Walk beside me, holding your hands out behind you,’ she said. ‘Like this.’

         They set off along the road, away from the cowshed, towards the Gilbert farm. The wet mouths of two calves tickled Nickie’s palms, their lips searching for sugar. When they couldn’t find any more, they started to lick. When they stopped licking, they pushed and nudged until the girls stopped and refilled their hands.

         Nickie’s biggest fear was that someone would drive along the road and see them. If that happened, no story — not even a Gabrielle Baxter special — would save them. But they were lucky. At two in the morning, in the middle of a lightning storm, all the normal people in the world were safe and asleep in their houses.

         They finally reached the turnoff to Gabrielle’s road. Gabrielle stopped. She took Nickie’s arm and pulled her close.

         ‘Look,’ Gabrielle said, her breath hot in Nickie’s ear. ‘Look at the Gilberts’ house.’

         There was a light on halfway down the side of the house. There was no sign of any movement behind the curtains — not that Nickie could see.

         ‘Shall we go back?’

         ‘No way.’ Gabrielle pulled the bag of sugar out of her coat again. She didn’t even look up. ‘Here, hold your hands out. We’ll cross the road and walk in the long grass, down nearer to the drain.’

         The calves were happy to follow the girls, who crouched to make their silhouettes as small as possible. They crawled along until they were one paddock past the house, on the other side, then they walked the calves back up to the road.

         Nickie turned and looked back at the house. No more lights had gone on. Gilbert’s dogs were barking, but there were dogs barking everywhere.

         ‘We made it,’ she shouted to Gabrielle. For the first time since Nickie had jumped out the window, she was more excited than scared. ‘Yay for the storm.’

         ‘Shit,’ said Gabrielle. She was still looking at the Gilberts’ house. ‘Look at that.’

         Nickie looked again, but saw no light. ‘I don’t see anything …’

         ‘Look at the clothes line.’

         Nickie stared hard at the house, at the clothes line. She could only just make it out — a silhouette against the side of the white house. Then she saw. Someone was standing at the line. Mrs Gilbert. It had to be her. Her arms reached up high and a big sheet flapped around her like a sail off a yacht.

         ‘She’s bringing in the washing,’ Nickie said. ‘It’s two o’clock in the morning and it’s a huge storm, and she’s bringing in the washing. Nuts.’

         ‘No,’ said Gabrielle. She was topping up their sugar, not even looking at what she was doing. Her eyes didn’t leave the distant figure of Mrs Gilbert. ‘That’s not what she’s doing, Nickie.’

         Nickie looked again. Mrs Gilbert wasn’t bringing in the washing. The sheet was pegged to the line now, flapping high in the air. Nickie watched as Mrs Gilbert bent down, then stood. She had another armful of cloth, and she pegged that to the line too. Mrs Gilbert wasn’t bringing in the washing. She was hanging it out.

         ‘Fucking insane,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Come on. Let’s get going.’

         It wasn’t far now. Gabrielle knew where the herd was. The girls marched silently along the tanker track, past the cowshed and down the race behind it. They got to the herd paddock and Gabrielle undid the gate. Nickie held it open while she tipped the last of the sugar into her hands and walked into the paddock. The four calves followed her.

         They crouched and watched. The cows nearest the gate woke up when the calves came in. Or they might have been already awake in the storm. They came over slowly and lowered their heads down to check out the babies.

         Nickie squeezed Gabrielle’s hand. ‘Success.’

         ‘Yep. They just needed proper milk. Their own milk. Not boiling hot disgusting milk powder.’

         ‘Makes sense.’

         ‘Let’s get out of here,’ Gabrielle said.

         Gabrielle’s house was close, just a couple of minutes further on. Nickie would have to walk back home on her own. Past mad Mrs Gilbert.

         ‘I’ll come back with you,’ Gabrielle said.

         ‘You don’t need to. I’ll be okay on my own.’

         ‘I want to.’

         They headed back past the cowshed to the road. Nickie figured Gabrielle knew she was scared. At least that’s what Nickie thought. But as they approached the Gilberts’ house again, Gabrielle slowed down.

         ‘Let’s take a look,’ she said.

         The storm was still strong, though there was less thunder and lightning now. Mrs Gilbert was nowhere to be seen — nor was there any washing on the line.

         ‘Far out. She put all that stuff out, then took it straight off the line,’ Gabrielle said. ‘Come on, let’s get closer.’

         ‘What did you say?’

         ‘I’m going to see what’s going on. Come on.’

         She grabbed Nickie’s hand. Nickie pulled away from her.

         ‘No way, Gabrielle.’

         ‘I’m going,’ she said. She was already heading towards the drain that went along the roadside in front of the Gilberts’ house.

         ‘Come on, the drain’s still empty. We can get right up to the house in the drains.’

         She disappeared. Nickie slid down beside her.

         ‘You’re more nuts than her. Than Mrs Gilbert,’ Nickie said. This close, she could see Gabrielle’s wide smile.

         ‘This is so neat. We can go all the way home in the drains, now we don’t have the calves. We can live our whole secret lives down in the drains.’

         Gabrielle led, Nickie followed. Somehow it felt as though that’s what Nickie had been doing her whole life. They pushed slowly through the grassy bottom of the drain, their heads ducked, just to be sure.

         They moved on, back into the open drain. Every few steps, Gabrielle lifted her head to see where they were. There was no talking now, not even tiny whispers. Finally, she took a look and crouched back down beside Nickie. She pointed towards the house.

         Together, they slowly stood. Nickie leaned against the side of the drain, ready to drop in a second if she needed to.

         They were outside the window with the light on. Nickie’s legs wanted to fold up, like paper when you make it into a fan. There was a fence between the drain and the house. Gabrielle climbed up, leaving her gumboots behind, and squeezed under the bottom wire. She held the wire up for Nickie.

         The curtains at the lit window were pulled shut in the middle, but on each side, there was a little gap. The wind rushed around Nickie and Gabrielle and raindrops hammered hard on their faces. Gabrielle tiptoed to one side of the window and stood hard against the house. She pointed for Nickie to do the same on the other. Together, they peeked into the two gaps in the curtain.

         Nickie thought they’d be looking into a bedroom, but it was the wash house.

         They were both in there. Mr Gilbert and Mrs. Mrs Gilbert was in a nightie, long sleeves, with flowers on it and Mr Gilbert was wearing long pyjama pants and a white singlet that sagged under his arms. There was black hair growing out of his shoulders and his back.

         Mr Gilbert punched Mrs Gilbert. While Nickie watched, he punched her twice. The first time he hit her in the stomach. His fist was bunched up tight like a boxer’s and he gave it all he had. Nickie couldn’t see his face, but she could see Mrs Gilbert’s. She wasn’t screaming, or crying, she just wasn’t … anything. Nothing was exactly the right word to describe the look on Mrs Gilbert’s face.

         Mrs Gilbert fell over after that first punch. She lay on the floor holding her stomach, her knees pulled up. Nickie could still see her face. The only difference between the way she looked after being punched in the stomach and now was that her eyes were closed.

         The next punch was to her face. It would have landed between her eye and her ear. It was just as mean as the first hit. Nickie waited for her to get up and fight back, or at least try to get away, but she didn’t move. She stayed completely still on the floor.

         He stopped after that. He stood over her, his arms hanging at his side. He still had his back to the window.

         Please don’t turn around now.

         Mr Gilbert bent down to Mrs Gilbert. He picked her up under her arms, the way a shearer picks up a sheep he’s going to shear. His hands were across Mrs Gilbert’s boobs. He propped her up then, not back on the floor but instead against the wooden bench next to the ringer washing machine. She was slumped over it, sort of standing, sort of leaning. It was as though she’d been standing there doing the washing and got tired and thought to herself I’ll just lean over the bench for a minute and put my head in my hands and have a little rest.

         Mr Gilbert held her there. His hands were on her shoulders, he was staring at the back of her. Nickie guessed that’s what he was doing. You couldn’t actually see his face. He dropped one hand away from her shoulder, and lifted up her nightie. He lifted it right up high so you could see Mrs Gilbert’s undies. He left one hand on her shoulder and with the other he pulled down her undies. He pulled and pulled until they were right down on the floor, then he kicked her leg — not a hard kick, like the punches, just a small kick, like you’d kick a ball to move it out of your way — and Mrs Gilbert lifted her foot. Her undies went completely to the floor.

         Nickie didn’t see what Mr Gilbert did next, one hand was still on Mrs Gilbert’s shoulder and she couldn’t see what he was doing with his other hand. But there was a clear view of Mrs Gilbert’s bum for a couple of seconds and it was pale white with purple bruises all over it. Not the sort of bruises you get when you fall off a bike or bump into the edge of the table. These were the biggest bruises Nickie had ever seen. It was only a glimpse of them because straight away, Mr Gilbert leaned right up close to her and started pushing against her with his own body.

         He kept pushing, then he stopped. He stayed there, quite still, for a few seconds, his head resting against the back of hers.

         Finally, he stepped backwards from Mrs Gilbert. He turned around. Nickie held her breath, waiting for him to look at the window. But he never glanced up.

         Nickie swallowed hard, turning away from the window. What had just happened, she understood. What it was. Gabrielle was still watching, from the other side of the curtain. Nickie didn’t want to look back inside, but her eyes decided for themselves to do it.

         Mrs Gilbert hadn’t moved. Nickie thought she might be dead, except a dead person would have slid away from the bench and onto the floor by now. Her nightie had fallen back down, covering her bum, but her undies were still on the floor next to her feet.

         Mr Gilbert was holding her by the shoulders, but not like before. He was holding her gently, the way a person holds someone when they’re crying and need cheering up. Sort of like a hug, but from the side. Her head was hanging down and he was whispering to her, whispering in her ear. He was pushing her hair away gently from her face, tucking it behind her ear, and his fingers were lightly touching her skin. It would have been exactly the place where he had hit her.

         The last thing Nickie saw him do was reach away from Mrs Gilbert, towards a pile of washing on the bench right next to the ringer washing machine. He picked up the thing on top of the pile, it looked like a hanky. He wiped his eyes. He wiped and wiped and then he stopped and just held the cloth or hanky or whatever it was over his eyes. His hairy shoulders were shaking and even though he had his back to the window, Nickie could see he was crying like a little kid.

         
             

         

         Something touched her arm. The fright of it nearly made her shout, but she couldn’t because a hand covered her mouth. She smelled calves and tasted sugar.

         Gabrielle and Nickie slid down against the side of the house, underneath the window. They didn’t speak. Nickie wanted to be sick, but she was scared of making a noise. Instead, she tried to breathe in and out slowly. It was still raining hard and the back of her neck felt like ice.

         Gabrielle tilted her head right back, so she was looking up at the window. She stayed like that, her eyes rolled upwards, for ages and it was starting to give Nickie the creeps until she realised what Gabrielle was doing. She pointed upwards and mouthed the word Wait and Nickie understood that she was checking whether the light inside was still on.

         It felt like forever, crouched under there. Gabrielle watched, and Nickie breathed slowly and let the rain land straight on her face. She was glad for the rain because it disguised her tears.

         Finally the light went out. Nickie started to move, but again, Gabrielle held her back by the arm. In the total darkness all Nickie could see were the white bits of Gabrielle’s eyes and shadows of the rest of her. Wait she mouthed again. She was making sure it was safe to move.

         Gabrielle’s hand fell from Nickie’s arm and they crawled forward, like babies, towards then under the fence. They slid down into the drain, their feet finding their gumboots on the way. Slowly, without speaking, they felt their way along the grassy tunnel, back out to the side of the road.

         At the intersection, they turned left and pushed on towards Nickie’s house. For a change, Nickie led the way. She shoved the grass and the weeds out of the way. Behind her was the steady sound of Gabrielle’s steps and her soft breathing.

         The blackberries were getting thicker, harder to push through. Nickie peeked up above the deep drain and saw they were well clear of the Gilberts’ house. She crawled up the side of the drain and sat on the edge of it. Gabrielle followed.

         ‘What do we do?’ Her voice was tiny in the night.

         ‘Nothing. We go home and go to bed before it starts getting light.’

         ‘Okay.’

         ‘Don’t say a word to anyone.’

         ‘But—’

         ‘Nothing. Not to a single living person.’

         There it was again, that flat, hard voice. She had cancer. It ate her brain up.

         ‘Alright.’ Nickie was exhausted. Every muscle in her body twitched. It felt as though all her energy was leaking out of her.

         ‘Are you okay getting to your place by yourself? I better go straight home, Dad’ll be up soon …’

         Nickie wasn’t alright getting home by herself. She wasn’t alright for anything at all. But what Gabrielle said was true, pretty soon the sky would start changing colour and farmers would be starting the day.

         ‘See you at the shed tomorrow morning,’ Nickie whispered.

         ‘You mean today.’

         ‘Yeah. Today.’

         Nickie took her gumboots off, tucked one under each arm, and ran in the grass along the edge of the road, as fast as she could. Gabrielle didn’t have to worry about her spilling the beans on what they’d seen. Nickie didn’t have the words to describe any of it.
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         ‘If you’d married,’ says Joy, ‘you could have kept the farm. If you’d found yourself a husband.’

         Nicola sighs. ‘Please don’t start. Christ.’

         ‘I’m just saying.’

         ‘I never wanted the farm. Definitely didn’t want a farmer.’

         ‘You never worked out what you did want.’

         That’s not true. Nicola knew exactly what she wanted — the husband of someone else. She had him for a while — a long time ago — and then she didn’t and that was fine; he warned her that’s what would happen and it played out just that way.

         And, even if none of that had come to pass, Nicola still wouldn’t have wanted a farmer.

         ‘Of course, your marriage was perfect, Mum.’

         They’re in ugly territory now, but her mother started it. Nicola slumps, petulant and sorry, in the driver’s seat. She’ll pay for the bad posture later with aching bones, but the regret at baiting her dead mother — goading her, just as she did when Joy was still alive — will last longer.

         The ghostly memory of Joy fades, defeated, beside her. Nicola reaches across, puts her hand on the leather of the passenger seat. It’s warm, but that’s because of the sunshine beating through the window.

         
             

         

         This land’s pitted with varicose veins of peat. In the distance, there’s a blur of swampy tussock. These days, authorities are dedicated to its preservation. There are signs warning speeding city slickers like Nicola Walker against the careless flicking of cigarette butts.

         Nicola watched her father and Hans Janssen taming this scrub — clearing the wildlife, gouging Passchendaele trenches through the dense soil to drain for new pasture. She remembers the macrocarpa stumps oozing up through the black muck, like monsters from the deep. Her father on the tractor, chains taut around the logs, and Hans straining to manoeuvre the emerging timber onto firmer ground. Pulling the stumps was the final act of conquest before machinery flattened the pasture, like dough under a rolling pin.

         She wishes she still smoked; she would flick a burning light out the window right now, just to say I was here first. Before all the rules and awareness.

         Here’s the thing about peat, her father used to say, blow me down, it catches fire! Not on the surface but deep down, in summer, in the spaces left by the macrocarpa stumps and the drained water, it bloody ignites somehow and next thing you’ve got an underground fire on your hands. And that’s when the fingerpointing begins because peat knows no Lands and Survey boundaries and so one farmer’s fire quickly becomes his neighbour’s to that side and the other.

         Nicola shuts the car windows.

         ‘Also,’ says Joy, who has returned and is combing her hair in the sun-visor mirror, ‘the Janssens got the land once the peat had been drained. Which, if you think about it, should have been factored into the sale price. The greenies wouldn’t let you do it now, drain the peat.’

         Joy speaks as though decades of history happened yesterday. As though Nicola is somehow responsible for peat draining and catching fire, for dairy prices soaring and sinking, for urban drift and greenies running interference and all the other worldly malaise that has festered and bloomed since she left the farm at seventeen, thirty-seven years ago.

         Paeroa is sneaking up on her, these roads are as familiar as the streets around her home in Auckland. She could turn off soon and drive slowly past the old farm. Or, she could turn down another side road, drive past the old Gilbert place, the clothes line, past the cottage where Gabrielle Baxter lived with her father.

         She dreams, sometimes, that someone is after her. It’s a man and he’s chasing the twelve-year-old her out of the house. It’s dark and she jumps down in the drains and she runs through them, through lush weeds and blackberry intersections, all the way to the safety of the river.
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         Nickie Walker

         The feeling had started at three o’clock in the morning, when she stood outside the Gilberts’ wash house window and watched Mr Gilbert punching Mrs Gilbert. Punching her, bashing her up, then doing the other thing to her. It was all Nickie could think about. It was what her brain went back to, when it didn’t have anything else to do.

         A lump grew at the top of her stomach. When she smelled food, the lump swelled to the bottom of her throat like a balloon. She knew that no matter what she was trying to eat, she wouldn’t be able to force it down. Nickie played around with food, tried to squash it down on the plate into small piles. Her mother was onto her. A couple of times she’d tried to ask Nickie what was wrong generally. Nickie told her to piss off.

         Her mother yelled at her. Don’t you dare speak to me like that, young lady. It was only when Nickie looked at Joy, noticed that she seemed frightened, that she realised she’d sworn. Imagine. A mother being frightened of her daughter.

         
             

         

         Gabrielle phoned. It was a Monday night, about eight o’clock. Her father answered. ‘Must be urgent,’ he said, ‘if it can’t wait ’til tomorrow morning.’

         Nickie didn’t speak until he’d left the hallway. ‘Hi,’ she said.

         They both waited and listened. It was funny how quickly Gabrielle had learned this habit, the habit of everyone on a party line. Even adults. Just a few seconds of listening and waiting and staying quiet, to check for the echo of company. The brushing of skin against the handset, or a breath caught in the back of a throat, or maybe on a black line swinging in the wind. Even the sound of the actual silence, the nothingness, was somehow deeper if someone else was listening.

         Working, you said, if you thought someone was earwigging. Well, it was what you were supposed to say. Piss off, sticky-beak was Gabrielle’s version. Nickie said it quickly — working — before Gabrielle got a chance. They both waited. No click. No nothing.

         ‘Shanks wanks,’ said Gabrielle.

         ‘Gabrielle.’ Nickie giggled.

         ‘If you’re still with us, Mrs Shanks, now’s the time to hang up.’

         ‘You’re going to get us in trouble, Gabrielle,’ Nickie said. If Mrs Shanks was listening, at least she wouldn’t be able to accuse Nickie of being rude.

         ‘Shut up,’ Gabrielle replied.

         They both listened some more. Nothing.

         ‘I’m just trying to flush her out,’ said Gabrielle. ‘It’s got to be illegal, listening in. It’s illegal, Mrs Shanks, if you’re there. Anyway, Nickie. I’m ringing because I’ve got some stuff on I am David.’

         I am David was the book they were reading for English. It was also their code for when they wanted to talk about the Gilberts.

         ‘I got some information from the library,’ Gabrielle said. ‘Thames Library.’

         ‘Oh. Good.’ Nickie had no idea what Gabrielle was talking about. That was the trouble with codes. Sometimes they were too tricky even for the people who invented them.

         ‘But the thing is, you can’t take this stuff out of the library. You have to read it there.’

         ‘Really? What is it?’ Nickie wondered whether Gabrielle really was talking about I am David.

         ‘It’s … from the big atlases. Yep. The big books in the reference section. So you and I have to go over to Thames, to the library, and do the work there.’

         ‘Alright.’

         ‘Tomorrow, Nickie. We’ve got to see the lady at the library tomorrow. At four o’clock. She said to come in then and she’ll help with the research. We’ll get the Thames bus straight from school, and the five o’clock bus back home. We’ll just leave our bikes at school so we can bike home …’

         She’d thought it all through. Whatever was happening, it was a big deal. The lump in Nickie’s stomach started swelling. She slid down the wall and sat on the floor, under the phone. If she crunched her legs up into her stomach, it sometimes helped make the lump smaller. Not tonight, though.

         ‘Does it have to be tomorrow?’ Nickie asked.

         ‘Yes. Because other kids might find this information and get it. But if we get it and finish our homework and hand it in first, Mr Burgess will know we’re diligent and motivated.’

         ‘What about the calves?’

         ‘Education is just as important as Calf Club Day,’ said Gabrielle. ‘If not more so. I’m sure Mrs Shanks would agree. WOULDN’T YOU, MRS SHANKS? And this information I’ve found … is going to solve all our homework problems. So we’ll just have to miss the calves tomorrow.’

         
             

         

         Gabrielle wouldn’t say a thing the next morning, when they fed the calves. All day at school, too, she refused to talk about it. She said if she shared the plan with Nickie too early, Nickie’d get worked up about it. She was right of course.

         There were a few other kids on the bus, mainly ones who lived in Thames but for some reason came over their way to school. The bus stopped at all the schools between Fenward and Thames, picking kids up and dropping them off. Gabrielle and Nickie flopped down into a double seat near the back.

         ‘When?’ she asked Gabrielle.

         ‘When what?’

         ‘When are you going to tell me what we’re really doing?’

         She smiled. ‘I suppose it’s safe now. We have an appointment.’

         ‘Where?’

         ‘At the library.’

         Nickie was pleased. So far, everything she’d told her mother was the truth.

         ‘With a lady from Thames. We’re going to tell her about Mrs Gilbert. This lady and some others help people getting bashed.’

         If the bus had stopped at that moment, Nickie would have got off it. She stared out the window, her hand over her mouth, trying not to cry. Out of control. Everything now was out of control, like the Catherine Wheel last Guy Fawkes night, spitting and sparkling and swirling on the nail on the post, then finally coming off and spinning through the crowd of kids around it. Chasing them.

         ‘Here’s the thing, Nickie. These ladies are trained to keep secrets. She told me all about how they work. So no one will get in trouble.’

         ‘What do you mean, she told you all about it? Where did you find her?’

         Gabrielle rubbed her eyes. Nickie thought she might be about to cry. Please don’t, Nickie thought. If you cry, I’ll bawl my eyes out. Two of us crying wouldn’t be good.

         ‘Mum knew them. Well, not this one, I think. But people like her,’ Gabrielle said after a while. ‘I will tell you about it, but not now. It’s something brand-new, Mum said. It’s just getting set up in different places.’

         ‘So what are they, exactly?’

         ‘Well, they’re secret. One of the things they do is sneak women away from situations. Such as violent husbands. Rescue them. And their kids. And take them somewhere safe.’

         ‘So how did you find this person?’ Nickie asked. ‘The one we’re meeting?’

         ‘I rang Mum’s friend in Silverdale. The one she went to.’

         They were both silent. The bus was rowdy, kids were singing in the back seat and playing Corners, squashing each other when the bus went round a bend.

         ‘So … was your dad …?’

         Gabrielle’s face froze. She looked out the window, as though the question had never been asked.

         ‘So,’ Nickie said, swallowing hard. ‘Um … are we going there now?’

         ‘No. The lady said we needed to have a chat about things. In the library. The library was a good place to meet, that’s what she said. Everyone has an excuse to go to the library.’

         They got off the bus outside the post office in Pollen Street, and walked the two blocks over to Queen Street, where the library was. It was a big grey concrete building, with a sign saying Carnegie Library. It had been given to the people of Thames last century by some American guy who had so much money he just announced that if any little town in the world wanted a library, he’d pay for it.

         The library was straight across the road from the police station. Nickie wondered if policemen kept an eye on who was having meetings at the library that were nothing to do with books and more to do with splitting up families.

         It was quiet inside, just a few old ladies looking at books in romance and two grandpas at the newspaper reading table. Nickie was pleased she didn’t know anyone there, including the librarians. They went straight to the Children’s Room. Nickie pulled the biggest atlas down off the shelf. She put it on the table in the centre of the room and opened it up. Gabrielle went to the desk and asked the librarian lady for books on the war. The librarian brought an armful to their table.

         ‘We’re researching for English,’ Nickie told her. ‘For I am David.’

         She nodded at Nickie, her eyebrows up, as if to say Really?

         ‘Anything at all about the war will be useful,’ Nickie added. An idea had just come to her — that they could actually do some research on I am David. This extra diligence would impress Mr Burgess. It would also make Nickie feel better about the trip to Thames; the reason they were there being only a half-lie not a full one.

         ‘This is it,’ the librarian said. ‘This is all we’ve got.’

         ‘Thanks,’ said Gabrielle.

         The librarian left them alone. The sun shone in through dirty windows and the branches of a tree scraped against the top one. The smell was stronger than the usual library smell today, maybe because the sun had warmed up all the books and their scent was escaping into the still air. That smell of thousands of kids’ fingers on pages, and all the places those fingers had been while the kids were distracted with their reading. This was a thought that usually disgusted Nickie, but today she didn’t mind it. It was normal for a library. Not like their mission.

         ‘How will we know which one she is?’ she whispered to Gabrielle. She was almost expecting someone dressed in army clothes to turn up. Someone very fit and muscly and ready to fight off danger if need be.

         Nickie couldn’t believe what happened next. One of the old ladies who’d been looking at the romance books came over. She walked straight towards them and sat down at their table. How were they supposed to get rid of her?

         ‘Gabrielle Gilbert?’ the old lady asked. She looked at Gabrielle, then at Nickie. ‘Is that one of you two girls?’

         Nickie blinked. Gabrielle Gilbert?

         ‘I’m Gabrielle,’ Gabrielle said, staring the lady straight in the eye.

         The lady was older than Nickie’s mother. She was short and her body was the shape of a forty-four gallon drum. Her hair was grey and really frizzy, and it was cut to make her look like a normal grandmother. Nickie wondered whether it was meant to be a disguise. She wore glasses with silver rims and she had a really kind smile, the sort that makes you feel happy for a moment, even if you’re having a generally shit day.

         ‘And this is my best friend, Nickie—’

         ‘Don’t.’ Nickie spat the word out. Tears weren’t far away. ‘I … it’s just I’ll get in trouble …’

         ‘It’s okay,’ the lady said. Her voice was gentle. She reached across the table and put her hand on top of Nickie’s. ‘I don’t need to know your name. You’re very brave, Nickie, coming along to help Gabrielle. My name is Yvonne — that’s all I’m allowed to tell you for now. So just Nickie is fine.’

         ‘So, Gabrielle,’ said the lady. Her voice was barely more than a whisper. ‘Things aren’t so good at your place, is that right?’

         Gabrielle hung her head down, looking into her lap. Her hair fell in front of her face. She stayed like that for ages. The lady — Yvonne, just Yvonne — looked at her and smiled, then put her arm across Gabrielle’s shoulders.

         ‘It’s safe to talk, Gabrielle. Nothing you say will be repeated. Unless you agree.’

         When Gabrielle looked up, she was crying. Not pretend tears, but real ones, big glistening tears that rolled down her face and dripped onto the pages of the book open in front of her. Nickie wasn’t angry with her, not any more. How could she be angry when, for the first time since she’d known Gabrielle, including all the times she’d talked about Bridie and the sadness and Heaven, she was actually crying?

         Gabrielle got a hankie out of her school bag and blew her nose. She wiped the tears away and put the hankie back in her bag.

         ‘My father,’ she said. ‘My father beats up Mum.’

         Yvonne nodded. Her arm was still across Gabrielle’s shoulders. ‘Go on,’ she said quietly.

         Yes, Nickie thought. Go on, Gabrielle Gilbert.

         ‘He does it at night, really late, after I’ve gone to bed. In the middle of the night. He probably thinks I’m asleep. Mum’s got bruises all over her.’

         ‘Have you actually seen it happen?’ asked Yvonne.

         ‘Yes. We … I’ve sneaked out of bed. I watch him. I’ve seen him punch her in the head. And in the stomach. All over.’

         ‘Go on,’ said Yvonne again.

         Gabrielle looked at Nickie, but Nickie couldn’t read her face, couldn’t work out what Gabrielle wanted from her. There was only one thing crashing around in Nickie’s head — they were in trouble. Big trouble.

         Gabrielle took a deep breath, and started talking again. ‘He does other things to her, too. After he’s hit her. He has sex with her. Though it’s not really with her because she doesn’t move.’

         Yvonne nodded. It was hard to see what she was thinking, her face was no different to how it would be if she was sitting at a library table reading a book. It wasn’t sad, or angry, or anything else.

         ‘Does he … Gabrielle, does he hit you, too?’

         ‘No,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Not me. He loves me. He’d never hit me.’

         ‘Gabrielle,’ said Yvonne. She took her arm away from the back of Gabrielle’s chair and she held Gabrielle’s hand. An old wrinkly grandma hand holding Gabrielle’s little girl hand. Gabrielle’s nail polish was exactly the same colour as her peach T-shirt. ‘I need to know. Does your mother know you’ve come to see me today? Because I can’t help you — I can’t help her — unless she knows. She’s got to be willing to be helped, Gabrielle.’

         Gabrielle looked down again, but there were no tears this time.

         ‘No,’ she said. ‘She doesn’t know we’re here.’

         Inside Nickie, the lump shrunk just the tiniest bit.

         ‘Mum doesn’t even know that I know about the bashing. She pretends she’s clumsy, that she bumps into things, slips over. That’s how she explains the bruises.’

         ‘Have you tried telling her, Gabrielle, that you know it’s not true? Have you told her you’ve heard your dad hitting her in the night? That you’ve seen it?’ asked Yvonne.

         Nickie didn’t understand how Yvonne kept her voice so calm, asking all these questions.

         ‘I did try, a few times,’ said Gabrielle. ‘But she doesn’t even answer me, if I start to talk about it. What she does is … so, I bring it up, and she always does the same thing.’

         ‘And what’s that?’

         Nickie leaned forward into the conversation. She was as caught up in the story as Yvonne. Though, unlike Yvonne, who wanted to help, Nickie just wanted to know what happened next.

         ‘I say something …’ Gabrielle paused, looked Yvonne in the eye, and blinked quickly. More tears were appearing. Amazing. ‘I say something and Mum goes weird.’

         ‘What do you mean by weird?’ asked Yvonne.

         ‘She does the same thing nearly every time. She … she hangs out washing. As soon as I start talking, she can tell what’s coming. She just walks away from me and goes into the wash house. She picks up the clothes basket. If it’s full, she goes straight outside and hangs out washing. If it’s empty, she goes to the clothes line and brings the washing in no matter if she only put it out five minutes earlier, no matter if it’s soaking wet, she brings it in.’

         ‘Oh,’ said Yvonne.

         The three of them sat without saying anything. It was only then that Nickie noticed the door to the Children’s Room was closed. Someone had shut it once Yvonne had come in. Nickie glanced at the big clock up on the wall. It felt as though they’d been sitting there whispering for hours, but only fifteen minutes had passed. Fifteen minutes of talking and no one had been in and they hadn’t been told off by the librarians.

         Gabrielle was still telling the story about Mrs Gilbert and the washing.

         ‘If there’s no wet washing in the basket, and none on the line, it doesn’t matter. Mum will just grab anything, the first clothes or dirty stuff she can see. She puts it in the basket and then she goes outside and hangs it out.’

         ‘She hangs the dirty stuff out on the line?’ Yvonne asked.

         ‘Yes,’ said Gabrielle. ‘She hangs the dirty stuff out. She’s … I think she’s going mental.’

         Yvonne took a big breath. Her hands were clasped together. She laid them flat on the table in front of her and looked at them.

         ‘Gabrielle,’ she said finally. ‘Your mum’s not … she’s not well. It’s complicated to explain … and I’d have to see your mum, talk to her, to know for sure, but it’s called a syndrome. That’s what your mother has. A syndrome.’

         Yvonne was looking at Gabrielle, waiting for her to say something. She looked at Nickie, too. There was no chance in a million years that Nickie was going to say a word; she was barely managing to breathe.

         Yvonne sighed. ‘This syndrome … it feels frightening, probably, for you. But sometimes, when people are in shock, or they’re stressed, they do strange things that have nothing to do with what’s just happened to them. They do something that’s really ordinary — like hang out the washing — while they’re waiting for their brains, their thoughts, to recover from the shock of everything.’

         ‘Like hang out washing when you’re being bashed up?’ said Gabrielle.

         ‘Like hanging out washing when you’re being bashed up,’ said Yvonne. ‘So the first time it happens — the first time the violence occurs — you do it without even thinking about it, because your body and your brain are shocked. Then, if the violence happens again, you do the same thing. It becomes a habit, without you even realising it.’

         ‘Mrs Gilbert does it in the middle of the night, even,’ Gabrielle said.

         There was no sound in that library room. Nothing, except the scraping of the tree against the window and the sound of birds chirping outside.

         Yvonne took her arm away from the back of Gabrielle’s chair. She lifted her glasses off her face and placed them on the table in front of her. Her smile was gone, in its place a thin line of lips. She closed her eyes and rubbed her nose in the place where her glasses normally sat. Finally she spoke.

         ‘Gabrielle,’ she said. Her voice was different now. Cold. ‘It is Gabrielle, is it?’

         Gabrielle nodded. She looked at Yvonne. Her eyes were clear and bright. If ever someone was going to cry, it would be now. But not her.

         ‘What’s going on?’

         Gabrielle said nothing. But she wouldn’t back down from staring at Yvonne. A hard, clear stare.

         ‘Nickie?’

         Nickie gulped. Yvonne had guessed she was the weakest, the one most likely to confess. ‘If you girls are fooling around, making things up, wasting my time …’

         ‘No,’ said Gabrielle. She reached out and grabbed Yvonne’s arm, just as Yvonne was starting to stand up. ‘We’re sorry. It is all true, what we’ve told you. I’m not her daughter, they’ve got no kids, but the rest of it is true. I’ve — we’ve — seen what he does to her, to Mrs Gilbert. We’re witnesses to the crime.’

         ‘So why did you pretend, Gabrielle?’ asked Yvonne. She sounded really tired. More like the normal grandma she actually might be. ‘What was the point of that?’

         ‘I wanted you to take me seriously, when I rang you up. Also, I know how it works,’ said Gabrielle.

         ‘How what works?’ Yvonne said. Her voice was not quite so hard now, but she was still pretty annoyed, you could tell.

         ‘I know that …’ Gabrielle looked up at the ceiling, blinking quickly. ‘I know that the call for help has to come from someone in the family. The victim, or the children of the victim. Otherwise … otherwise you can’t help.’

         Yvonne was quiet. ‘So Gabrielle,’ she said after a bit. ‘How is it that you know all about it? You say—’ Yvonne looked at Nickie — ‘you say you’ve seen the violence against this Mrs Gilbert?’

         Gabrielle nodded. Nickie nodded, too. As long as she didn’t say anything, Nickie thought it might be okay. That she would not be involved.

         ‘You’ve both seen it?’

         There was no escaping her attention now. She was concentrating on Nickie. ‘Nickie?’

         ‘Once. I’ve seen it once,’ Nickie said. It was barely a whisper.

         ‘But it happens all the time,’ said Gabrielle. ‘She’s got bruises on her all the time. Ever since I’ve known her.’

         ‘And how long is that?’ asked Yvonne.

         ‘About four months. My dad is their sharemilker. We live right next door. Well, not right next door, but we live the closest to the Gilberts out of anyone.’

         ‘Okaay …’ Yvonne seemed to be thinking things through. Nickie was thinking things through, too. Mainly she was thinking that there was hope for their survival after all, now that Yvonne knew they weren’t Gilberts.

         ‘Gabrielle,’ said Yvonne. ‘Have you thought about telling your own mother about what you know? About what you’ve seen? Because if your mother knew, she might be able to get Mrs Gilbert to come to see me. Like you girls have today.’

         ‘It wouldn’t work,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Mum’s dead. There’s just me and my dad.’

         If Yvonne was starting to wonder how everything fitted together — Gabrielle knowing so much about men bashing women and syndromes and all the rest of it — well, she didn’t say a word about it. It hit Nickie, all of a sudden, how strange it was. Nickie Walker and Gabrielle Baxter sitting in the Thames Library on a Tuesday afternoon supposedly researching I am David but actually meeting with a person they didn’t know to report violence that they weren’t meant to have seen against a neighbour who never talked to them.

         ‘I … we should go now, Gabrielle,’ Nickie said, her voice quivering. ‘We’ll miss the bus back home. If we don’t go now.’

         ‘Nickie,’ said Yvonne. ‘What about you?’

         ‘What about me? What do you mean?’

         ‘Your mother, is what she means,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Do you think she could talk to her? They’re friends anyway … it’d be best coming from your mum. Don’t you think?’

         Yvonne was studying Nickie’s face. Nickie could see she was trying to work out whether she was brave enough to get involved. Well, the answer to that was easy. No. So she said it. ‘No.’

         ‘That’s fine, Nickie,’ she said. ‘It’s a lot to ask.’

         Nickie couldn’t bring herself to look at Gabrielle.

         ‘So, is that it?’ said Gabrielle. ‘We can’t do anything?’

         ‘I would say your best chance of helping would be getting another adult — a mother — to talk to Mrs Gilbert herself,’ said Yvonne. Nickie could tell she was really just talking to Gabrielle now. She’d worked out that Nickie was chicken.

         The meeting was over. They all left the Children’s Room together. Nickie looked back as they walked down the hallway. One of the librarians was turning the sign on the door over, from Closed to Open.

         
             

         

         Every time Nickie took a step, her shoes fought to become part of the footpath. Gabrielle was quiet. Nickie wondered whether she, too, could see that many frightening things could happen now. Nickie counted off the adventures they’d had so far. Rescuing the bobby calves. Spying on the Gilberts in the middle of a stormy night. And now reporting what they’d seen to people they didn’t know, official people whose job it was to interfere. Every one of those things put them on course for trouble, for them and for other people. People Nickie had lived with her whole life. People that Gabrielle Baxter had lived with for just a few months.

         ‘Gabrielle,’ Nickie said. ‘Can I ask you something?’

         Gabrielle blew her fringe upwards. ‘Depends,’ she said.

         ‘On what?’

         ‘On what it’s about.’

         She was talking about some of the things she’d said to Yvonne, Nickie could tell. Nickie wanted to ask her about those, but not yet.

         ‘How long do you reckon you’ll stay?’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘You and your dad … I just wondered. Some sharemilkers stay for years and years, until everyone sort of forgets they’re sharemilkers. Then they end up buying their own farm and you forget they ever were. But others just stay for a year, or maybe two years, then they move somewhere else.’

         Gabrielle kept walking.

         ‘So I just was wondering, you know. Wondering if you and your dad had ever talked about how long you were planning to live here.’

         ‘No,’ she said. ‘We never have. This is our first turn at sharemilking — since Mum died, I mean. I suppose we’re just … seeing how things go.’

         ‘I hope you’re the sort that stays,’ Nickie said. Did she mean it? She wasn’t sure.

         ‘Me, too,’ Gabrielle said. ‘Especially now. Now we know about Mrs Gilbert.’

         They didn’t speak again on the way to the bus stop. Nickie’s silence was for all the usual reasons — shock at what they’d just done, and fear at what might happen if anyone found out about it. It was a feeling she should have been used to, or at least getting used to, being the best friend of Gabrielle Baxter.

         The bus home was full. There was lots of noise, people chatting all around them. Gabrielle spoke, after a while.

         ‘So, will you do it?’ she said. ‘Talk to your mum about Mrs Gilbert?’

         ‘No way.’

         ‘You heard what Yvonne said. It might be the only way we can rescue her.’

         ‘Gabrielle, think about it. How am I supposed to bring up something like that with Mum? What am I supposed to say? That we were out in the middle of the night and happened to be looking in their wash house window and saw … what we saw?’

         Gabrielle wriggled in her seat. ‘You don’t have to say when we saw it, Nickie. It wouldn’t have been the first time Mr Gilbert’s done it. You heard what Yvonne said. That’s why she acts so weird with the washing.’

         ‘Weird full stop,’ Nickie said.

         ‘You all go on about her,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Even the adults, I’ve heard them. You go on as though there’s something wrong with her. And all this time she’s getting beaten up by her husband and no one helps her.’

         Nickie swallowed hard. Gabrielle was right. Again.

         ‘All the mothers, everyone who knows her. I can’t believe that someone hasn’t noticed the bruises. There must be bruises on her, Nickie, when you get up close to her.’

         ‘I know. I know there must be.’

         ‘So we have to do something. Don’t we? We have to do the right thing.’

         ‘Yes.’ It was barely a whisper.

         
             

         

         In the end, it was easy.

         Nickie dropped her bike at the back door. She’d get yelled at for that later, probably, but she knew she was going to get yelled at for a lot worse so it didn’t matter. She walked through the house, looking for her mother.

         Joy was in her bedroom, sitting on the edge of her bed. For a horrible minute, Nickie thought she had a migraine, and how bad that would be for the timing of everything. But Joy wasn’t doing anything, just sitting and staring out the window. Her hands were in her lap. She was holding a handkerchief, twisting it between her fingers, as though she was wringing water out of it.

         ‘Are you alright, Mum?’

         Nickie’s voice seemed to snap her out of a dream. She gave Nickie a strange look, as though she really wasn’t sure who her daughter was.

         ‘Mum?’

         Nickie lay on the bed beside her mother and closed her eyes. ‘You know how a while ago, you wanted me to tell you what was wrong?’

         Her mother didn’t answer. Nickie was beginning to wonder whether she was just thinking these sentences, rather than saying them out loud.

         ‘Mum? Mum. Do you remember that? Do you?’

         ‘Hmmm.’

         ‘What the fuck does hmm mean Mum? Is that a yes or a no?’

         She waited for the lecture about swearing. It didn’t come. Things were more than weird now. They were creepy.

         ‘Well. The thing I was upset about was … Mr Gilbert bashes up Mrs Gilbert.’

         Nickie’s mother said nothing.

         ‘Mum? He beats her up. We have to do something. To help Mrs Gilbert.’

         Her mother stood up. Nickie didn’t roll over to face her. She stayed right where she was.

         Why wasn’t her mother talking to her? Nickie could hear her opening the drawer of her bedside table, then shutting it again. She could hear her breathing deeply, as though trying to calm herself.

         Nickie started crying. The tears came slowly at first, running down her face onto the eiderdown. They got thicker and faster and Nickie tried to swallow them but couldn’t keep up with the fast flow. They weren’t just for the Mrs Gilbert drama. They were for everything. Everything that had happened since Gabrielle had arrived in Fenward.

         Her mother sat back down and put her arm around Nickie. Nickie’s body shook. If her mother had asked her then to tell her everything — everything — Nickie would have. But her mother just held her. It felt like it went on for hours. In the end, Nickie had no tears left, she was all dried out inside like a prune. She drifted off to sleep, and when she woke, it was dark in the room. The blinds were closed and her mother was gone.

         She looked at the little bedside clock — it was six-thirty. PM. She’d only been asleep a few minutes. The bedroom door was slightly open. She stood up and felt dizzy, so quickly sat down again. The door opened.

         Nickie was ready to tell her mother what she’d seen happen in the Gilberts’ house — even ready to get herself in trouble for sneaking out at night. Ready to tell her about Yvonne and the safe places for people like Mrs Gilbert. All her mother had to do was start asking questions.

         She didn’t, though. She stood and looked out the window. When she turned around, she had her angry face on. Tight lips, that little frown above her eyes. Nickie wasn’t so sure now about being ready to confess.

         ‘Have you … have you talked to Mrs Gilbert? About this?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Well then. What on earth makes you think these terrible things about Jack Gilbert?’

         ‘I … I just know about them.’

         ‘Jesus … if your father finds out …’ Her mother was shaking her head. She never blasphemed. But it was dawning on Nickie that she wasn’t angry with Mr Gilbert. The anger was for Nickie.

         ‘Nickie. Sometimes things happen and … well, it’s not what it looks like. I mean, it can look like something, like a fight, for example, if you don’t know exactly the situation. But it can turn out to be something else. Something completely harmless.’

         ‘We think you need to talk to her, Mum. If you just talked to her, there are some people that can help her.’

         The look Nickie got then told her she was in trouble. Her mother’s face had frozen, it was so angry.

         ‘We? Who is we?’

         ‘Me and Gabrielle.’

         Her mother nodded slowly, her eyes closed. ‘And who did you have in mind to … to help? With this so-called problem?’

         ‘There are really nice ladies who look like normal people who can rescue—’

         ‘Stop.’ Her mother spoke quietly, holding her hand up.

         ‘But, Mum … if we, if you talk to Mrs Gilbert—’

         ‘Stop it. It’s none of your business, Nickie. It’s no one’s business. What goes on in other people’s houses, between husbands and wives.’

         ‘But, if you could just ask her, Mrs Gilbert, go there for a cup of tea and bring it up—’

         Nickie didn’t see it coming. Just the flash of pink across her eyes, the scrape of her mother’s ring, and then the sting of the hand hitting her cheek. And the smell of onions. Her mother must have been cutting onions for tea before she came into the bedroom. The smell stayed on Nickie’s face after she slapped her.

         ‘I’ll say this just the once, Nicola,’ her mother said. Her voice was calm and quiet, a little bit like Yvonne’s had been at the library. ‘You keep your nose out of other people’s business. Especially adults’ business. You and Gabrielle … you tell her that. There’ll be big strife if you don’t. Big strife for the pair of you, and for Dad and me, and for lots of other people if you go sticking your nose in …’

         Nickie’s face stung. There was a thin line of blood from the ring. She had nothing to say.

         ‘Do you hear what I’m saying?’

         Nickie nodded.

         

         Ian Baxter

         Fenward. Flat, green plains, drunkenly stitched with power and telephone lines that began as crucifixes, receded to ‘I’s, then finally to indecipherable smudges in the distance. Somewhere past the limit of sight, the green merged into grey and the paddocks became sky became a smothering weight across his shoulders as Ian worked Jack Gilbert’s farm.

         It was vast and open, this land, but there was no horizon. If there was no horizon, there was no boundary between here and elsewhere. The prospect of infinite plains constricted his chest, made him gasp. Of course, he knew none of this was true, it could not be true. But when he stopped and stared into the distance, there it was: the evidence of the existence of nowhere else.

         They hadn’t spent much time at the beach, up north, after Bridie got sick. But knowing the coast was close had always been enough. He could taste it in the salty, just-bitter breeze when it caught the back of his throat. There was the cry, too, of the seagulls. And the sky, which was surely as deep as the ocean beneath it. Promises of elsewhere — those were what made you want to stay.

         They had arrived in Fenward in winter and the skies had been so grey that day and night were only degrees of each other. Summer would be different, Ian thought. The air would stir and the sun would burn off the cloud and it would be possible — easy — to breathe. This couldn’t be summer, even though the skies were often blue, not grey. It couldn’t be summer because far away, where a horizon should be, black clouds hung low, waiting for a chance to roll on in. And there was still no air for breathing.

         How long could a person be expected to hold his breath? What happened if a person held his breath for winter, then spring, then summer, then, when autumn arrived, with the assurance of a cool breeze, it turned out to be as suffocating as all the other seasons? At that point, a person would have no choice but to move on.

         
             

         

         Jack Gilbert’s farm was devoid not only of hills, but of any feature of interest — a stand of native bush, or an old barn or shed, used or abandoned. Ian contemplated this, as he puzzled, weeks earlier, over where the extra calves had come from.

         The milking herd had been waiting for him at the fence line as usual that morning. He’d pulled the heavy steel gate back across the race and clipped it to the fence. The cows knew what to do. They walked past him, streams of thick saliva stalactiting from metronome jaws. Steam puffed from their nostrils into the still, murky air. Ian leaned against the fence post, waiting for the stragglers. His new dog, Bounce, was tied up next to him.

         Bounce saw them first. He crouched low to the ground, ears flat against his head. A guttural growl came from deep inside the dog. One was a Friesian, the other a Jersey. They were huddled by the fence line, halfway down the paddock.

         There were more. Four bedraggled, scrawny calves in all. All of them thin and shaky on their feet.

         Ian sprinted ahead of the herd and swung a race gate across in front of the leaders, stopping their progress towards the shed. He did the same behind them, locking them inside a small section of the race, before separating the calves off from the herd.

         One calf — one, or maybe two — he could understand. The fences were not completely fixed. It was possible that a cow had had twins, or even triplets, and two of the calves had wandered through to another paddock, escaping first muster. But four?

         Ian milked, then went home and phoned Jack Gilbert. They met at the shed half an hour later.

         ‘How’s the dog working out?’ Jack asked, as he slammed the door of his truck shut. Bounce was tied up at the fence. ‘He’s smart, eh?’

         ‘He’s keen, alright,’ said Ian.

         Bounce had belonged to Jack. Jack had offered the dog to Ian, proposing a weekly deduction in wages until the animal was paid for. The price — $60 — had sounded reasonable to Ian, until he tried to work him. Bounce was vicious, snapping at the legs of stock, drawing blood if he could. Once he’d tasted it, the dog turned rabid, worrying the beast until he was close to bringing it down. Ian had to wade into the dangerous frenzy with a stick, beating the dog away before serious injuries threatened the livestock. Bounce therefore spent most of the time tied up, and Gabrielle was forbidden to go near him. Ian knew the alternative was buying and training his own dog, but this felt like commitment and commitment felt suffocating.

         ‘It was hard to part with him,’ Jack went on. ‘But I believe in doing a man a favour, when you can.’

         ‘Too right, Jack. Thanks again,’ Ian said.

         They walked down the race together. Jack picked at his teeth. ‘So what’s the problem?’

         ‘You’ll see in a minute.’

         Ian hadn’t said, on the phone, why he needed to meet Jack. Six months of watching Gabrielle playing on the party line had taught him there was no such thing as a private conversation in Fenward. He couldn’t make sense of where the calves had come from, but he was sure others, listening in, would have their views.

         The calves were still huddled in the far corner of the paddock. He leaned his stick against the fence and rested his hands on the top wire, between the barbs.

         ‘They were just there, this morning,’ he said. ‘Four calves, turned up out of the blue.’

         He unlatched the gate and the two men slipped into the paddock. ‘Nowhere near the herd, the cows weren’t interested in them,’ he added.

         They were close to the calves now. Jack pulled one away from the cluster and looked it over, head to tail. He did the same to the rest.

         ‘You must have missed them, when they calved.’

         Ian shook his head. ‘That can’t be right. It’s just not possible … Not four appearing from nowhere, all on the same morning.’

         ‘Are you saying your fencing’s finished, Ian? Because guess how it looks to me? It looks to me as though you’ve put the cows in with the herd after they’ve calved, and these calves — these twins, triplets, fucking quads for all we know … that you didn’t even know you had — have bellowed and bawled and eventually found their way to their mothers through God knows how many broken fences.’

         Ian took a deep breath. ‘Jack, the cows haven’t gone anywhere near them … they’re not their calves. Come on …’

         Ian laughed, and Jack’s mood switched. He shook his head, grinning widely. Ian would never get used to how quickly it happened.

         ‘Someone put them here. Someone’s brought them here and put them in with the milkers. That’s the only logical explanation for them all turning up overnight,’ Ian said.

         Jack straightened himself up tall and ran his fingers through his hair. He scratched at the back of his neck and bent down, running his hands over the calves’ bellies, down their legs, and then inspected their tails.

         ‘No markings on them,’ he said finally. ‘Stick them on the truck. Might as well get something for them.’ He turned again to leave. ‘Oh, and Ian — they are my calves.’

         That was it then. They were Jack Gilbert’s calves.

         
             

         

         In the last week of November, Ian received a letter. The envelope was pink and big, the size of a child’s birthday card. It was framed, on both the front and the back, with tiny hand-drawn stars. The colours alternated purple and orange. His name and address was printed in Gabrielle’s careful scroll, and bore her signature sign-off: Fenward, Hauraki Plains, North Island, New Zealand, Southern Hemisphere, Earth, The Universe, The Solar System, Floating in Space. Space was barely legible, disappearing into minute letters and merging with the star occupying the bottom right corner of the envelope.

         Ian opened it while he walked from the roadside to the house. It was an invitation from Gabrielle Baxter and Nicola Walker to attend a dress rehearsal of their planned performances at Calf Club Day. Your attendance is required at the Walkers’ cowshed at two o’clock on Saturday. Be there or be square. It was centred on the page, and on each side of the words were drawings of calves — a Jersey on the left and a Friesian on the right. Both the calves were wearing high-heeled boots.

         Gabrielle ached for ribbons. In Silverdale, she’d looked on while the farmers’ and sharemilkers’ kids paraded their pets around the school field on Calf Club Day. They stood in proud-puff lines of first, second and third and collected those slivers of coloured silk. Pale yellow for third, royal blue for second, and the blood red of first prize.

         Rhys, his Silverdale landlord, had offered Gabrielle one of his calves. Gabrielle had gone to the cowshed with him and looked over all the candidates. She came back and crawled under the covers next to Bridie and, with her face buried into her mother’s needle-thin arms, said that she didn’t like any of them enough to be her Calf Club Day pet. Bridie needed someone with her most of the time by then. Gabrielle understood it was her.

         He stuffed the envelope in his trouser pocket and went inside. Gabrielle was doing schoolwork at the kitchen table, her books open, pencils and felt pens scattered. He glanced down at his trousers — the envelope was not visible.

         ‘How come,’ said Gabrielle, ‘we haven’t been to church here yet?’

         She didn’t look up. Her hair hung over her face.

         ‘What’s your homework?’ His hand reached into his pocket, folded over the envelope and pushed it down into the fabric as far as it would go.

         ‘It’s not homework. It’s a drawing. Of Mum. In the gardens of Heaven.’

         Gabrielle spun the sheet of paper around so that the picture faced him. He sat down at the table and looked. Gabrielle had filled the page with tiny, delicate flowers. In the middle she had sketched her mother. Ian was relieved it wasn’t a great likeness.

         ‘We had religious instruction today and I told Father Brindle about how we both have the same dreams as each other about Mum.’ She swung the page back to face her, and resumed the colouring-in.

         Ian didn’t speak. It had been a while since they’d shared a Bridie dream. He’d been hoping that that little routine might have come to an end.

         ‘And that, therefore,’ she continued, her head down, ‘we knew for sure that that’s where she was. And that she was happy.’

         ‘What did Father Brindle have to say about that?’

         ‘He said that a good Catholic never needed proof of the existence of God and Heaven. But it was nice, all the same, to receive a sign from Him, and that we were lucky, the both of us, to share such a strong faith.’

         Ian nodded. ‘We’re lucky, alright.’

         ‘And then,’ Gabrielle said, ‘he asked me when we were going to come to church. Because he said we’ve been here ages and he was very keen to meet you.’

         Ian watched his daughter busy over the paper; agile, elegant fingers reaching for pens, flicking their lids off, deftly applying them to the artwork. Gabrielle had the hands of her mother — long, slender fingers that never stopped moving — and there they were, easing fabric through the grip of the old sewing machine, flicking pins out, the sound of them dropping in the metal tin lost behind the clack-clacking of the puncturing needle. Bridie’s signet ring caught the light of the tiny bulb at the back of the sewing machine and flashed as those busy hands coloured purple, orange, purple, orange, purple, orange a border of purple orange pansies around the edge of Bridie in the gardens of Heaven.

         And, of course, he remembered the last time he went to church, the occasion being Bridie’s funeral, and although the flowers were said to have been beautiful and the eulogy touching and the whole service a celebration, yes a celebration, of her life rather than a mourning of the obscene end of it, he remembered none of those things. What he remembered, with a shudder every time, was holding his wife’s hand as he stood in the front pew and running his fingers gently, lovingly, seductively up and down her long fingers and wondering what she had done with her wedding and engagement rings before she’d come to church that morning.

         ‘It’s too hard to get there just yet.’

         ‘Other people get there. Nickie and her family go most weeks.’

         ‘They’ve got sharemilkers to do all the jobs in the weekends. Who do you think does it when you and Nickie have a morning off?’ Ian asked.

         ‘The Janssens, I suppose.’

         ‘Correct. And what are we?’

         Gabrielle put her pen down and stared at him, her brow creased in puzzlement. ‘What do you mean, what are we? People. Obviously.’

         ‘What sort of people, Gabrielle?’

         She chewed at her bottom lip. ‘I give in.’

         ‘Sharemilkers. We’re sharemilkers, Gabrielle. We get to feed the calves, the owners get to sleep in and go to church on Sundays and any other days too, if they feel the urge.’

         Ian was sure that the next time he entered a church, he’d be inside a box, on the receiving end of eulogies and prayers that wouldn’t be answered.

         
             

         

         On Saturday afternoon, just before two o’clock, he drove over to the Walkers’ cowshed. Gabrielle had gone on ahead, her bag stuffed fat and bouncing against her back as she cycled away from the house.

         ‘Don’t be late,’ she called out. ‘And don’t be early.’

         His truck rumbled over the cattlestop and he pulled up to one side of the tanker track. In the distance, in the calf pen, he could see Gabrielle and another girl. He wandered towards the girls, blinking in the strong light, his steps faltering.

         Their clothing. Bridie’s clothing. He recognised everything, every item on both of them. Bridie’s dresses, her shoes, her cardigans. Bridie’s things, being worn in a calf pen; her scent oh the smell of her overridden — defiled — by the smell of calf shit and milk powder.

         Fury bubbled in his chest. He shouted out Hey and started running, slowly at first, still disbelieving what he was seeing, then quickly, sprinting towards the pen. Gabrielle and the other girl both looked up at his call. He was just a few feet away from them. He glanced at the girl Nickie, saw her smile start to fade, then he let his gaze fall on Gabrielle.

         Her smile didn’t fade. For the first time since Bridie’s death, she was deeply, utterly happy.

         A leather lead was clipped to the collar around Gabrielle’s calf’s neck. Gabrielle stood next to the animal, her back straight, her smile so wide he thought it might be hurting her.

         ‘You have to watch, Dad,’ she said. ‘Pretend you’re the judge. Go over there. Further than that.’

         Ian followed the directions. He leaned on a fence post.

         ‘Introducing … Gabrielle Baxter and her calf, Vincent.’

         Gabrielle took two steps forward, the calf took two steps with her. She paused and adjusted her pose, putting her free hand on a jutting hip and the other on the calf’s back. The calf waited patiently.

         Ian recalled seeing an advertisement for a new car in some newspaper, a pretty girl posing exactly the same way. He smiled. Gabrielle resumed her walk, leaving her hand on her hip, mincing her way towards an electric fence standard pushed into the ground about ten yards away.

         When she reached the standard, Gabrielle paused again then stepped in front of the calf. She turned a full circle, switching the lead from one hand to another, her arms outstretched. Her feet performed the three-step of a waltz. She walked back to where she’d started, her smile constant for the entire performance.

         ‘Introducing Nickie Walker and her calf, Laurence,’ Gabrielle shouted.

         Ian swallowed hard as he watched the show repeated. This girl wore a tan-coloured dress, a pretty muslin smocktop that Bridie had loved to drag out on the first warm day of summer. On Bridie it had been a mini, but on Nickie Walker it touched her knees. The shoes he wasn’t sure about … brown sneakers … Bridie had had some of those but he’d seen them on many women.

         Ian remembered the morning in the school yard, when he’d touched Bridie’s scarf on this same child. How frightened he’d been — at how he’d scared her and scared himself. He fought hard to stop himself shouting at this girl, lunging at her, stripping his wife’s precious, beautiful clothes off her body. He nodded, and smiled, and clapped when she, too, reached the end of her catwalk performance.

         ‘Very good, young ladies,’ he said, scribbling on an imaginary clipboard. ‘If you could just line up here, as I announce the results?’

         Gabrielle and Nickie stood side by side, their calves between them. ‘First prize in the Jersey section goes to … Laurence and Nickie.’ He shook the girl’s hand and was surprised to feel how rough her skin was, how her nails were ragged and dirty.

         ‘And the winner of the Friesian section? Vincent and Gabrielle.’

         Leaning forward, he pinned the invisible ribbon on Bridie’s best black dress — the one she wore to weddings and every funeral but her own.

         

         

         Joy Walker

         Joy watched Nickie push the bacon off her plate and, grimacing, wipe imaginary bacon fat off her eggs. Nickie had made good on her promise to become vegetarian, announcing the decision over the big breakfast.

         Joy went out of her way to prepare meals fit only for animals and hippies — dishes with weird ingredients like rice and lentils; all but impossible to find at the stores, outrageously expensive. She scanned the backs of packets, desperate for hints on how to cook the contents into something edible. Salt helped a little, but the final results, in Joy’s view, could never be described as food.

         None of it mattered in the end. Nickie ate the first few meals, ignoring Eugene’s teasing, bravely defending her new stance on animal welfare. But once the fuss died down at mealtimes and everyone got back to concentrating on what was on their own plates, Joy saw that Nickie was eating very little at all.

         Sure, she picked up her knife and fork and took a couple of mouthfuls. But as soon as the dinnertime conversation was under way, she stopped putting food in her mouth. Joy, sitting directly across from her, watched as Nickie separated the mashed potato out from the greens, then reassembled them. She watched as Nickie scraped boiled egg onto the back of her fork, then lay the fork down while she talked. Joy watched as Nickie picked up the knife and fork again, removed the egg from the fork, and started the whole routine over again.

         Joy couldn’t fathom how Nickie was doing it, but somehow the overall pile of food on the plate looked as though it was disappearing. It was her job — her responsibility as a mother — to confront her, Joy knew that. Several times, she took a deep breath and tried to start the conversation. She failed, and she knew why. The conversation would start with food, but finish — as it had a few days earlier — with them screaming at each other about Jack Gilbert’s violence towards his wife. Eugene had gone out. Nickie had been sick and stayed home from school. She was washing lunch dishes and Joy was drying.

         ‘What do you think it is? This thing you’ve caught?’ Joy asked.

         ‘Dunno. Some bug, maybe.’

         ‘Has there been something going around at school?’

         ‘No. I don’t know.’

         ‘Well, have other kids been away sick?’

         ‘Some. A few.’

         ‘Who?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘Have they all had the same thing?’

         Nickie took her hands from the soapy water and let them rest on the edge of the bench. ‘What’s with all the questions, Mum? I’ve only been sick for one day. It’s no big deal. God.’

         ‘I know it’s not a big deal. I just wondered, that’s all. It’s not as though it is the middle of winter. Everyone gets sick then. Just a bit strange, to get something in November …’

         ‘Well it’s nothing. Okay? So stop the interrogation.’

         Nothing was something. Nickie plunged her hands back into the hot water, her eyes focused on the job of scrubbing pots. Joy put down her tea towel and put her arm across Nickie’s shoulders. Nickie flinched at her mother’s touch, but she didn’t pull away. They stood quite still together, watching soap suds collapsing on top of the dirty water.

         ‘Nickie.’ What? What should the next words be? ‘Is everything alright?’

         Nickie turned to Joy. Joy saw that her eyes were glistening. Not tears, not quite. But nearly.

         Nickie swallowed. ‘You know what it is, Mum.’

         Joy sighed and shook her head. ‘Don’t start …’

         Nickie turned back to the dishes, plunging her hands into the water.

         ‘For God’s sake, Nickie. It’s Gabrielle who has started this … this muck-raking, isn’t it? Before she turned up—’

         ‘What? What happened before she turned up, Mum? Nothing,’ Nickie shouted. ‘Mr Gilbert beat up Mrs Gilbert and she walked around with all those bruises and you … all you mothers laughed at her and said she was clumsy. So yeah … nothing happened before Gabrielle came.’

         It was all Joy could do to stop herself raising her hand again to Nickie’s face. Instead, she grabbed Nickie’s shoulders and shook her. ‘I’m telling you, Nickie, cut it out. You’ve got no idea …’

         ‘Shut the fuck up, Mum. And let go of me.’

         Joy processed the words individually, rather than as a complete sentence. She removed her hands from Nickie’s shoulders and picked up the tea towel. She folded it carefully, perfectly, and placed it on the bench. Her hands opened the third drawer down and found a dry tea towel. Just pots left to dry now. Shut. The. Fuck. Up. Gabrielle Baxter talk. Joy had no words to fling back at Nickie. Shut the fuck up. That’s exactly what she did.

         
             

         

         On the last Tuesday night before Calf Club Day, the committee wives were to meet with Ewan Burgess in the school staff room to finalise plans. Joy picked up Ruby on the way.

         ‘How are you, Joy?’ Ruby asked, as she slid into the front seat and slammed the door.

         ‘Good, Ruby. Yourself?’

         ‘Oh, alright. You know,’ Ruby said. ‘Eugene? Nickie? All okay?’

         Joy glanced at Ruby. It was too dark to read her face. Ruby was looking straight out the window, towards the road.

         The car picked up speed. ‘They’re fine,’ Joy said. ‘Nickie had a day off a couple of weeks ago, some bug, a twenty-four hour thing, I think. She slept all day but she was right as rain the next day.’

         ‘Poor old thing. That’s no good.’

         ‘Did you hear of anything going round?’

         Ruby didn’t reply. She was leaning forward in the dark, searching for something in her handbag down at her feet.

         ‘Ruby? Did you hear anything about anyone else getting sick? Sick kids?’

         ‘No,’ Ruby replied, after what felt like an age. ‘Nothing. Maybe it was just one of those things. You know. Kids get sick, bowled flat one day, fine the next. As though nothing ever happened.’

         ‘Maybe. Maybe you’re right.’

         ‘She’s alright now? Nickie’s back to normal?’

         ‘Pretty much so.’

         Joy gripped the steering wheel so hard, her knuckles looked ready to burst through her skin. If she was going to confide in someone, it would be Ruby. They were all close, all the wives, but she’d known Ruby the longest. Ruby was the least likely to gossip.

         ‘She’s not herself, though.’

         ‘How do you mean?’

         ‘Moody. One minute she’s the old Nickie, the next you can’t look at her without being spat at.’

         ‘Well they say, don’t they, the teenage years …’ Ruby sounded unconvincing, and unconvinced.

         ‘It’s the language that gets me, Ruby. The most disgusting words you’ve ever heard, coming out of her mouth.’ Joy felt her own voice choking up. Careful.

         ‘Oh, Joy, they all swear, don’t they, when they think you’re not listening? They hear it from the men, out on the farm, and school, too, of course. The sharemilkers’ kids, some of them …’

         ‘No. It’s not like that. I mean, the words are bad enough. The worst words you can think of. But the more shocking thing is the way she uses them.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘It’s … it’s as though she’s not even doing it to try to shock me. That’s not it. It’s as though these words — the f-word even — they’re just normal for her now. She’s turned …’

         Neither Joy nor Ruby said anything for a bit. They were nearly at the school. There were cars in the bus bay. The lights of the staff room were on and people were moving about inside.

         ‘Well, you know where she’s getting it from, don’t you?’ Ruby said quietly, as they pulled up to park.

         Joy switched the engine off. Should she bring it up, the business about the Gilberts?

         ‘No doubt about that, Ruby,’ she said instead. ‘No question at all. Doing something about it’s another thing, though. She and Gabrielle are as thick as thieves now.’

         They were last to arrive at the meeting. Ewan Burgess was dragging chairs in from the corridor and setting them around the table. The other women were cradling mugs of tea and settling themselves down.

         Joy nipped down the corridor to the toilet. She took her time washing and drying her hands. Keep things in perspective, she told herself, looking in the mirror.

         The staff room door was open. Evelyn’s voice was the only clear one, riding over the top of the babble, she appeared to be arguing with Ewan. Joy wasn’t listening to the conversation, but when she walked into the room everyone stopped talking.

         ‘Hi, folks,’ she said. ‘How’s everyone?’

         All eyes were on her, then Evelyn; Joy wondered what they’d done to earn the attention. Ewan was blushing. He wouldn’t meet her gaze. He was holding a ballpoint pen and clicked it, at first slowly, then picking up speed. His eyes blinked quickly behind his glasses.

         Joy frowned, then smiled at him.

         ‘Are you alright, Ewan?’

         ‘Fine … fine thanks, Joy.’

         He wasn’t fine, and nor was anyone else in the room. No one looked at her. The women fidgeted with their handbags and made a big, unnecessary deal about arranging themselves just so in their seats. The only sounds were the click of the pen and the ticking of the clock on the wall. The only person who eventually caught her eye was Ruby. Later, Ruby mouthed.

         The meeting took about half an hour — it was the same routine every year. Morning tea and lunch duties were allocated, required ribbons counted, cups accounted for. They were almost done.

         ‘Okay, let’s have it, Ewan,’ Ruby said. ‘What’s on the miscellaneous pet list this year?’

         Ewan opened the manila folder on the table in front of him. Ruby rolled her eyes at Joy, who rolled her eyes right back. How many non-calf, non-lamb pets could there possibly be turning up this year? Enough to warrant a list in a manila folder?

         Ewan clicked the pen on, and ran it down the margin. Joy could see, sitting across the table from him, that there were four items. She couldn’t help herself.

         ‘Snakes? Katipos? What’ve we got, Ewan?’

         Everyone laughed, except for Ewan. He looked up from his list.

         ‘Two rabbits, one rat and a worm farm.’

         ‘You are joking,’ said Joy.

         Ewan wasn’t. He shook his head and stared down again at his list. ‘That’s what they’ve told me.’

         ‘Well, who’s bringing them?’ asked Joy.

         Ewan consulted his list again. ‘Rabbits from the McGaskill kids. The rat belongs to Kerry Bristow. Worm farm is Wayne Bennett.’

         ‘Knew it,’ said Joy. ‘Didn’t I say, two years ago? Didn’t I say then that it would be a big mistake to open it up past calves and lambs, just because the sharemilker kids were turning up with weird pets?’

         ‘Hear, hear,’ someone muttered, others murmuring their agreement.

         ‘Well, they can just all go into one category. They’ll have to,’ Ruby said. ‘And next year, we go back to normal pets. For God’s sake.’

         ‘I’m not sure … how do you compare a rabbit to a worm?’ Ewan asked, looking around the group.

         Joy could see the man was serious. She tried not to smile.

         ‘Alright. Put the worms in a separate category, on their own. It’s a farm, there’ll be lots of them. They can compete against each other,’ said Joy. ‘And we don’t need to worry about the rat and the rabbits, because all three of them will have escaped by morning tea time.’

         ‘And be breeding by the afternoon,’ added Ruby.

         ‘Seriously,’ said Joy. ‘We do have to sort this out. For a start, we don’t need rodents and rabbits coming into the school. There’re the diseases, and they’re pests. And it’s Calf Club Day. It’s not as though they don’t have plenty of opportunity to groom a calf, get it ready in time. Or a lamb, if they want. You move to a place, you fit in. That includes your pets.’

         Everyone agreed. Joy thought about the diseases that Larry and Vincent were probably carrying, and hoped for a miracle cure or a quick and painless death for both the sorry, sick animals before the big day.

         They left the staff room, Ewan staying behind to turn out the lights and lock up. Joy and Ruby walked with the others out to the carpark. They chatted about pets until they reached their cars, then called Goodnight to each other and left.

         It was only when she was behind the wheel that Joy remembered the strange silence at the start of the meeting.

         ‘So,’ she said to Ruby, ‘what was all that about?’

         Ruby took her handkerchief out of the sleeve of her cardigan and blew her nose hard. Joy asked again, and Ruby blew once more.

         ‘I don’t think it was anything. Really.’ Ruby tucked the handkerchief away again.

         ‘So why did the talk stop when I walked in?’

         Ruby sighed, said nothing.

         ‘Bloody hell, Ruby.’

         ‘Okay,’ said Ruby slowly. ‘Well, Evelyn was having a go at Ewan, you know how she does that, telling him he needs to do more to attract good kids to the school.’

         ‘The roll’s alright, isn’t it? Don’t tell me we’re losing someone?’

         ‘It’s fine. She was just doing it for the sake of an argument with him, I think. He’s always managed to get under her skin, just the existence of him annoys her. Anyway, in the middle of all the kerfuffle, she mentioned Nickie.’

         Joy nodded. ‘And?’

         ‘Well, Evelyn accused Ewan of being so away with the fairies that he didn’t even know what was going on in his own playground. Apparently—’ Ruby breathed in deeply. ‘Apparently, Julie came home from school one day with the story that Nickie wore a scarf to school, one that belonged to Gabrielle Baxter’s mother. And the father turned up in the playground and thought it was his wife and … touched it. Touched Nickie, as though she was his dead wife.’

         Joy heard Ruby swallow. It was so quiet in the car, she could hear every breath her friend took.

         ‘Ewan said it was the first he knew about it, and Evelyn said that proved the point that he had no idea what went on. And then … you walked in.’

         ‘So why didn’t Evelyn say anything to me? It’s been weeks … months.’

         Ruby shrugged. ‘I suppose she thought you knew. Or she thought it wasn’t that big a deal, really — she just liked having something to fling at Ewan.’

         Joy looked in her rear-vision mirror. The lights in the staff room had gone out. The two women sat in silence. Joy stared out the window.

         ‘Gabrielle Baxter gave her the damned thing, that kid wasn’t supposed to have it either. The father had thrown it out, but Gabrielle sneaked it out of the rubbish and kept it. Then she gave it to Nickie. Nickie turned up in the kitchen one day wearing it … I threw a fit — we both did, Eugene and I — once we realised who it belonged to.’

         Ruby sighed again. ‘Joy,’ she said, ‘you know how girls are. I remember … don’t you? Whatever you’ve got, you hate. Nickie would have just wanted to be glamorous. They see stuff on TV now …’

         ‘We made her get rid of it, told her to give it back to Gabrielle. Obviously she didn’t.’

         ‘She might have, you don’t know yet,’ said Ruby. ‘This … this incident in the playground might have happened before you put your foot down about it.’

         ‘That’s what I need to find out,’ said Joy. ‘Isn’t it? And what the hell this Ian Baxter’s playing at.’

         Joy dropped Ruby off at her front door. Ruby leaned across the front seat and, for a dreadful moment, Joy thought Ruby was going to kiss her on the cheek. But Ruby just reached out and touched Joy’s hand.

         ‘It’ll be alright,’ said Ruby. ‘You’ll see.’

         Joy was grateful it was dark. She was starting to cry. She swallowed back the tears. ‘Thanks Ruby,’ she said. ‘I’d better get home. Start asking some questions.’

         Joy didn’t go home. She waited until Ruby had gone inside and she watched for the porch light to go out. Then she backed out of the driveway and drove back the way she’d come.

         As she passed the dimly lit houses of her neighbours and friends, the bedroom whispers of wives to husbands slipped under the gaps between windows and their frames and tumbleweeded through the night, into her car. Jack Gilbert’s sharemilker touching Nickie Walker in the playground …

         
             

         

         She thought, at first, that all the lights were out at the Baxter cottage too. But as she slowed down, she noticed a pale milky glow in one window. She parked the car and climbed the steps of the front porch.

         Joy knocked loudly and called out. For a moment, it seemed that no one was coming, but eventually footsteps echoed inside. Ian Baxter opened the door and flicked on the porch light. He squinted at Joy.

         ‘It’s Joy. Joy Walker … I know it’s late but … I need to have a word, Ian.’

         Did he recognise her? She couldn’t say. The name — Walker — didn’t seem to trigger any response. Joy thought that, on Nickie’s behalf, this was a good thing.

         ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Of course. Come in.’

         There was no heady scent coming from Gabrielle’s bedroom this time. The door of that room was shut now. Joy hoped Gabrielle was asleep.

         Her hands brushed against the wall as she moved through the dark hallway. Her fingers pressed against rips and bumps and indentations in the wallpaper; layers of life before now, some pushing their way to the surface. Who had lived in this house, before Jack Gilbert’s inaugural sharemilkers? No face or name came to mind.

         The living room was sparse and cold, with two tatty armchairs and a matching couch. In the corner, a television was switched on but the screen was white static, hissing to be switched off.

         He sat in one of the chairs, and gestured for her to take the other. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’ he asked. The question — the correctness of it — seemed to startle him.

         Joy shook her head.

         ‘Look. I’m really sorry about this … I could have left it until tomorrow, I suppose. But I just heard and … well, here I am.’

         She shrugged and stared at Ian, searching for signs … of what? Depravity? There was only bewilderment in the face of this man.

         ‘I need to ask you about something that happened at the school, a while back now.’ Her heart thumped. ‘My girl, Nickie. She was wearing a scarf, apparently. It belonged to your … to you, I think.’

         Ian nodded. His eyes met hers, unblinking and honest.

         ‘And,’ Joy went on, ‘I heard, just tonight. I heard that you might have … approached her? Played with the scarf?’

         Ian got up, for a moment he brought his hands to his face and held them there. Joy wondered whether he was crying, or perhaps thinking about his next move.

         He left the room without speaking. Joy listened to doors opening and closing softly. When he returned, the scarf was in his hands.

         There had never been an object more out of place, Joy thought, as he laid the glorious fabric gently on the threadbare carpet. Ian kneeled at one end of it and, with a tender hand, flattened the ballooning air out from underneath. Joy slipped to the floor at the other end of the scarf and did the same, taking care not to catch the sequins.

         ‘I bought it for Bridie — my wife — for her birthday,’ he said. ‘Her last birthday, though we never spoke about it in that way.’ He looked up at Joy shyly. ‘The peacock. It’s a Catholic symbol, did you know?’

         Joy shook her head.

         ‘Immortality. And renewal. That’s what the Church believes. The peacocks … in the nativity paintings.’

         ‘I didn’t know. I’d never noticed them.’

         ‘I hadn’t either. I had no idea when I bought it. It was hard, trying to find something for her, when she was so sick. I knew she’d love the colours, the way the sequins change in the light. That’s all. That’s why I chose it. Then, after she died, I noticed peacocks in the Church paintings. Bloody hopeful peacocks everywhere.’

         Joy leaned forward. One of the sequins was about to fall away, the thread loose. ‘This should be mended. Before you lose it.’

         ‘I threw it away, after she died. The whole peacock thing … faith … I lost faith. I threw away a lot of her things, couldn’t bear to have them around. I never knew Gabrielle’d rescued it from the boxes until that day at the school.’

         Ian held Joy’s gaze. ‘I thought it was Bridie, Joy, but only for a second. As soon as your girl turned around, I saw it was just a kid. But that’s why I can’t have Bridie’s things around. Things like this, stopping us from getting over her.’

         ‘It’d be nice for Gabrielle to keep it. For when she’s older, maybe.’ Joy ran her hands over the tail once more. ‘There are a few loose sequins, actually.’ She sat back on her heels. ‘I could fix them, if you like?’

         Ian nodded and shook his head all at once. ‘Thank you. Really … I know you’re right. It’s too beautiful to throw away.’

         Joy swallowed. ‘It won’t be objects that stop you settling here, Ian. The girls — Gabrielle and Nickie — they need to be careful …’

         The sentence faded, incomplete. Ian was lost in his thoughts, carefully folding the scarf, making sure the creases didn’t cut across the rows of sequins. The surge of pity for him — for his mountain of grief — stalled anything else she had to say.

         
             

         

         The following Saturday she watched as the girls, backpacks full of Calf Club Day dress rehearsal gear, became specks in the distance. She had made a fresh pot of tea and carried it from the bench to the table. Her hand shook as she put the pot down and turned it slowly. It was something her mother had done. Joy had picked up the habit without really knowing whether the tea tasted better for having been swirled three times.

         She might have backed out of discussing the girls’ behaviour with Ian Baxter, but she couldn’t afford to keep it from Eugene. Eugene was reading the newspaper. If he’d noticed her shaking, he said nothing. ‘There’s something you need to know about. It’s about Nickie.’

         Eugene looked up. He reached across the newspaper for his cigarettes. His fingers flicked open the top of the Rothman’s box and he shook it upside down, releasing one. He tapped the non-filtered end on the table, a habit from the old days when he rolled his own.

         He was still a very handsome man, Joy thought. His hair was thick, with just a few grey strands weaving through the black curls. His brow was clear of the worry lines that marked her own face. How did he manage that, spending all day everyday outside?

         He was waiting. For a moment, she was tempted to make something up, invent a pregnancy, or a crime, to see if it rattled his cool. Eugene put the cigarette in his mouth, and felt his shirt pocket, searching for his box of matches. He leaned sideways in his chair and his hand plunged into the side pocket of his trousers. He pulled the box of matches out, struck a match alight and drew deeply on the cigarette.

         When the cigarette glowed, he took it out of his mouth and handed it to Joy. Eugene said nothing as she took it and inhaled. She closed her eyes as the smoke filled her lungs. She passed it back to him.

         ‘Better?’ he asked.

         She nodded. She’d given up years earlier and had smoked only once since — on the morning she’d got the call that her mother had died. Eugene had done exactly the same thing then. Said nothing, lit a cigarette and handed it to her. That morning, she’d smoked the whole thing.

         ‘It’s to do with the Gilberts,’ she said finally. She poured tea into her own mug, steam rising, then into Eugene’s. Her hand was still shaking.

         ‘The Gilberts? What’s up, Joy?’

         There was a cool edge to his voice now. His eyes slightly narrowed, not enough to be called accusing, but wary. He thought she was having another poke at Jack Gilbert. Making trouble.

         ‘Nickie. It’s Nickie, Eugene. And Gabrielle, too, the pair of them. Nickie’s got herself all worked up because … she reckons Jack Gilbert … bashes Audrey. Beats her up. Badly. She wants me to do something about it.’

         Eugene dragged the sugar bowl across the table towards him. The teaspoon looked miniature between his fingers; one, two, three spoonfuls into the mug. He stirred slowly.

         ‘Where’s she got this idea from?’

         ‘I don’t know. She didn’t say. She asked me to talk to Audrey. Offer to help her.’

         ‘What the hell …?’

         ‘Exactly. What the hell.’

         ‘She’s making it up. She hasn’t seen it happen, has she? She can’t have. When’s she ever been to the Gilberts?’

         No one ever went to the Gilberts. Audrey was awkward company, and Jack was just plain mean.

         ‘Well, as far as I know, she hasn’t been there … she didn’t say anything else.’

         ‘Little fantasy games, stupid girls. And dangerous. Who’s she said this crap to?’

         ‘As far as I know, just me.’

         Joy didn’t tell Eugene about the offer of help, some woman or women Nickie had mentioned. God knows who they were but it all had a Germaine Greer ring to it, that Australian women’s libber who’d brought herself to New Zealand not long ago and stirred up trouble.

         Eugene drew deeply on his cigarette. Joy watched the end burn bright. He didn’t offer her another drag on it.

         ‘What have you done about it? What’d you say to her?’

         Joy had the cold and frightening feeling that somehow Eugene thought this was her fault.

         ‘I told her that she’d got the wrong end of the stick, and what goes on in other people’s houses is no one else’s business. Especially between a man and his wife. And if I heard anything more about it there’d be more trouble than she could ever imagine.’

         ‘She’s not too old for a proper punishment, Joy. You shouldn’t be afraid to use the belt. If that’s what’s needed.’

         Joy took a slurp of her tea and quietly hated Eugene for his cowardice. She tried to remember the last time he’d punished Nickie with the belt. Years ago, when he’d caught her stealing coins out of the pocket of his good town trousers. Even then it had been a half-hearted flick; the threat of it, the lead-up more terrifying than the event itself. She was willing to bet that Eugene didn’t even know where the belt was.

         ‘Don’t worry. She got a bloody good smack.’ Joy didn’t say it had been across Nickie’s face. Something about that had been eating at her, making her feel queasy, almost guilty, and now she knew what it was. A slap across the face was what one adult would do to another. She’d punished Nickie for entering the world of adults, not for a child’s naughtiness. The back of the legs was where she should have hit her. That would have been okay.

         Joy started clearing the table. ‘Do you want to have a word with her, too? She’s more likely to take notice, coming from both of us.’

         ‘Sounds like you’ve sorted it out okay.’

         Joy turned away. Leave it all to me, Eugene. Leave the hard stuff all to me.

         ‘It takes all kinds, doesn’t it?’ she said.

         Eugene looked at her, puzzled.

         ‘The Gilberts. When you think about it. Audrey and Jack.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Well, he’s as mean as they come, with his fences and his malnourished stock and whatever. Sometimes, I think, how hard must it be for her to put up with him? Then you drive past, and you see her outside, under that clothes line, hanging out washing in the pouring rain or just staring at nothing at all and you think … well, maybe she’s not so easy to live with either. Her not being the full load.’

         ‘I see where Nickie’s getting it from, Joy. Stop stirring it up.’

         ‘I’m just saying. That’s all. To you. Not to anyone else.’

         
             

         

         Joy stopped stirring it up. Not because Eugene had taken a view on Jack Gilbert; a position that clearly favoured Jack and not Nickie. The truth was, she was too busy with Calf Club Day preparations the rest of that afternoon to worry about the Gilberts or Gabrielle Baxter or anything else. It was only two days away. She needed to check that the judges knew what time to be at school on Monday, that the classrooms were set out for the indoor competitions, that morning tea and lunch rosters were confirmed.

         At five-thirty, Joy was ready to go to Confession. Nickie was reading a book on her bed when Joy went in.

         ‘Are you all set?’ Joy asked. ‘We’ll have to go to Thames, we’ve missed Paeroa.’

         Nickie looked up. She didn’t smile. ‘Yes.’ That was all she said.

         The drive was silent. At first, Joy tried for light conversation, asking Nickie about schoolwork, about her thoughts on who would win the big cups in two days’ time. Nickie replied with single words, or not at all. She fiddled with the radio, finding pop music, then turned away from Joy and stared out the side window.

         ‘I bet you and Gabrielle look great in your outfits,’ Joy lied. ‘What did Mr Baxter think of them?’

         ‘He didn’t say. But he thought our performances were good.’

         ‘Does he … is he alright about it?’

         ‘What do you mean it?’

         ‘Well, I’m guessing that the clothes aren’t Gabrielle’s. Were they his wife’s?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘I just … I hope he doesn’t mind, that’s all. Seeing you both dressed up in clothes that belonged to her.’

         ‘He’d say if he did, wouldn’t he? Anyway, Mum, why should you care?’

         The words made Joy squirm. Nickie swung her body around so she was facing her. Joy glanced from the road; Nickie’s face was red, pinched with anger, and there were tears in her eyes. Nickie’s arms were crossed defiantly across her chest.

         ‘What do you mean by that?’

         ‘You’re all worried about what people are wearing, but you don’t care about someone getting bashed.’

         ‘Nickie.’ Joy’s hands shook on the steering wheel. ‘There are things you don’t understand …’ Could she keep driving? Her head spun.

         ‘All your life you’ve been looking at Audrey Gilbert with those bruises and marks all over her. What do you tell yourself, Mum? That she fell over? That her hand slipped and she accidently punched herself in the eye?’

         ‘Don’t even start on that again, Nickie.’

         ‘Or what? You’ll hit me again? You’ll bash me?’

         ‘That’s enough.’

         As they came off the bridge and pulled up at the T-junction, teenagers ran across the road in front of them. They were gathering at the L & P bottle, just a little down the road. Joy could see some of the boys carried bottles of beer, the girls had bottles too, spirits maybe, or wine. Her window was down and she heard the smashing of glass, followed by laughter. Other nights, when they’d driven as a family into town, the delinquents and their antics seemed foreign; another species on the brink of extinction at the hands of the police. Tonight, it felt as though one of them had opened the passenger door, climbed in beside her.

         Joy turned left, then right onto the winding road through to Thames. When she was little, she’d loved travelling this narrow track in the Hillman Minx, her father at the wheel. He’d rev the engine as the little car reached the top of each hill and they sailed over the crest. She just knew they were flying — all four wheels left the ground, keeping company with her belly suspended somewhere near her throat. By the end of the journey she and Neville would be green and woozy and already talking, excitedly, about the return trip home.

         Now she hated this road for those undulations. They were deep enough to hide a truck until the very last second of its approach. The accelerating, roaring beasts would emerge like enraged bulls, their headlights on full beam, and all she could think was This is how it would have been for Neville, just before he died.

         This time, the lights came at her in pairs. Not in single file, not even two by two, ancient animals heeding Noah’s call. They wove across the road, zigzagging the centre line and each other like fireflies in a square dance. The menace of engines and the black blur of leather and chrome and helmets and the flash of red flag bearing a swastika. Hells Angels.

         Joy, panicked, took her foot off the accelerator. The car stalled. The bikes kept coming — somehow missing her. Up close, as each bike passed, she saw the grinning skulls of the riders. Some of them leaned inwards and banged on the side of the car.

         ‘Lock your door, Nickie,’ Joy whispered, reaching behind her to push the lock down on the back passenger door. ‘And the back. The back door, too. Quick.’

         It seemed they would never stop — that somewhere, over the next brow, a great machine was spurting out waves of the ugly animals and their machines, like locusts in a plague. Joy reached across and took Nickie’s hand in hers. She glanced at her daughter.

         ‘Don’t look at them. Look straight ahead, don’t let them catch your eye.’

         They waited for what felt like hours but was only seconds. Nickie looked down into her lap. When the last of the bikes had passed, Joy turned the key in the ignition. Her hands shook so badly the key slipped out of the slot and landed at her feet.

         ‘Mum,’ said Nickie, her eyes wide and white. ‘Hurry up.’

         The car’s engine was so quiet, compared to the rumble of the bikes, that Joy wasn’t sure it was running at all. She slipped the gear lever into first, and they moved slowly forward.

         
             

         

         At the church, she turned the engine off. Nickie’s feet were on the dashboard. She was chewing gum.

         ‘Spit that out before you go in,’ said Joy, her heart still thumping.

         Nickie chewed on.

         ‘Did you hear what I said?’

         ‘What sort of confession are you going to make tonight, Mum? Are you going to tell him you hit me? And that you have failed to help a neighbour in need?’

         Joy reached over to grab Nickie’s arm. ‘Listen to me, young lady—’ But she was too slow. Nickie had already clicked open her door and slid out of the car. She stood by the open door, leaning in, looking at Joy. She was smiling, her face thin and ghostly, the sun silhouetting her from behind.

         ‘It’s not so nice, is it? Feeling scared. Terrified of something. I think I’ll go before you to Confession, if you don’t mind, Mum.’

         The door slammed and she was gone, sprinting into the church.

         
             

         

         Please let there be others waiting. Joy had no idea whether the presence of others might give her a chance to calm Nickie down, at least entice her outside again to talk, but it was all she could hope for.

         The rows of dark wooden seats were empty. The last of the late-afternoon sun filtered through the stained-glass windows. Two of the three confessional doors were closed; the one on the left and the one in the middle. The priest would be in that one. Above the closed left door, the little red light glowed. Nickie was inside. Confessing and accusing.

         A noise startled Joy. She turned to see an elderly woman coming in behind her. The woman was bent over, her weight resting on a carved wooden walking stick. Her brown coat was threadbare, its hem unstitched at the back. Her gaze focused on the end of the stick, where the rubber met the floor.

         Joy walked ahead of her — not racing, but quickly — towards the confessional. She was relieved she didn’t know the woman. A good Catholic would escort her to the confessional, then let her go first, Joy thought. A decent Catholic would let the pensioner unload her paltry sins and shuffle home again, before the cool night air chilled her bones. Joy slipped into the vacant box and closed the door.

         She always closed her eyes. At first, when she’d been a child, she’d done it to get used to the dark, and she’d open them once a minute or so had passed. But as the weeks and months passed, Joy got into the habit of keeping them closed longer. She was waiting for Something to happen. Nothing happened. After more time passing, Joy closed her eyes for the full length of the confession, to fight off the claustrophobia.

         She kneeled on the ledge and let her hands brush the wall to the left. The grooves in the timber, the cold button of a nail head on the third panel. A ritual, she realised, just like the other things that happened in this place.

         She was to wait. That’s how it worked. The priest, wedged in his own box between two sinners, listening to the confession of the person on the other side of him. Joy was to wait patiently, quietly, reverently, reflecting on her own sins, while the other person confessed and listened and received their absolution.

         She could hear the murmurs through the closed grille; the priest’s closest — his words almost audible. And the other murmur, on the far side. Nickie’s voice, no more than a whisper, sometimes not even that.

         What was she saying? What was she saying? And how would this priest reply?

         Her eyes still closed, Joy leaned forward. Taking care not to make a noise, she put her ear against the cool mesh on her side of the grille. She strained to listen to the gentle conversation.

         She heard nothing.

         Joy opened her eyes. The mesh, she saw, was coming away from the opening in the bottom left-hand corner. On the other side of the mesh was the sliding panel. It was shut, protecting both the priest and the other confessor from an eavesdropper.

         Joy slipped her finger under the ripped mesh. Holding her breath, she wedged her fingernail in the tiny space between the panel and its framework. She pushed, and the panel shifted.

         Joy waited. Nothing happened on the other side. Just the slightest crack, that’s all she needed. Just the tiniest gap. She put her fingernail back in the space and pushed again. But this time it wouldn’t budge. It was either locked, or the priest was holding it shut.

         It felt as though hours had passed since she’d entered the box. Joy closed her eyes again, rested her hands on the ledge, and waited. The murmuring continued — was it softer now? Joy wondered with detached interest whether her transgression — and it was, doubtlessly, a transgression — would bring His wrath down on her. Would she perhaps be struck, this very minute, with a heart attack, or a brain haemorrhage, or something equally damning? A part of her hoped so, hoped very much — but as she sat in the darkness it became clear that today was not The Day.

         The other problem now, of course, was whether to confess about trying to open the hatch. It might have just been jammed, in which case Joy would be owning up to something for nothing. Amassing unnecessary penance. But what if the priest’s hand had been holding the panel shut, pushing gently against her fingernail? If he knew what she was up to, and she didn’t confess, she’d be in just as much trouble.

         And then there was the sound of wood scraping wood, and a click, and the panel behind Joy’s grille was open. The priest’s face, side on, filled the grille’s rectangle like a picture in a frame. Joy inched her knees back so her face was not so close. Breathe. She had to breathe. When the priest had finished his prayer, she began.

         ‘Bless me Father, for I have sinned. It has been a week since my last confession.’

         ‘Go ahead.’

         ‘I’ve taken the Lord’s name in vain, and I’ve told lies to protect the feelings of others.’

         ‘Is that all?’

         ‘No. There’s another thing.’

         ‘Go ahead.’

         ‘Someone in my family — one of my children — has … she’s fallen in with bad company. She’s spreading vicious and damaging stories about good people.’

         ‘Do you believe the stories? Are they true?’

         ‘I know they’re not true.’

         ‘These are her sins, not yours.’

         ‘But she’s my responsibility. As her mother, I’ve failed to stop her.’

         ‘Keep trying. Show her honesty through your own actions and words.’

         ‘Yes, Father.’

         ‘Is that all?’

         ‘I think that’s all, Father.’

         ‘As penance, say two Our Fathers and three Hail Marys.’

         ‘Thank you, Father.’

         ‘And now, let’s hear an Act of Contrition.’

         ‘Oh my Lord, I am very sorry to have sinned against you. Because you are so good, I will not sin again.’

         
             

         

         Larry and Vincent. They were leading like the champions they could never be. Joy leaned on the fence the Sunday night before Calf Club Day and watched as the girls groomed the animals’ lacklustre coats. The calves flinched, as if in pain, as the brushes skated down their protruding ribs like picks over guitar strings. Hair fell from their flanks, piling in tufts beneath the animals.

         ‘I tried to tell them they were no good, those calves,’ Josephine said. She’d joined Joy at the fence. ‘But you know what girls these days are like. Once they have their minds made up.’

         Joy nodded, although she had no idea what girls these days were like. Not any more.

         ‘Actually, it’s that one. She’s the one that gives the orders round here now.’ Josephine nodded in Gabrielle’s direction.

         Joy always found it hard to read Josephine’s face; her weathered features locked in an emotionless arrangement, a contrast to the melody of her accented English. ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘That new one. She’s the boss. I hear them talk. Nickie’s under the thumb. Better keep an eye on that one.’

         Josephine headed back into the cowshed. Joy returned her attention to the girls.

         Gabrielle was directing Nickie around the calf-leading course they’d set up, calling out instructions on how Nickie should walk, straighten her back, hold her head, even showing her how to pause and smile at the invisible judges. Nickie complied with every order.

         
             

         

         ‘So what did you think of Larry, Mum? He’s so cute. I think the smallest ones are actually the cutest. When you get to know them, you know. Once you start looking after them, and they get used to you. The big calves don’t even feel like calves any more, they’re already like grown-up cows. They lose their cuteness really quickly, I think. If I was a judge, I’d go for the small calves even just because you know they’ve had a hard start to life …’

         Gabrielle had left already and Nickie was on her bike, weaving in and out of the potholes in the road. She was riding with no hands. Her arms were out wide, as though she was flying. Oh Wheel of Fortune she sang. Please her flying hands came together in prayer don’t pass her finger wagged me by. Nickie finished the theatrics with a goodbye wave and a smile. Joy recognised the song from a show on TV, the young boy singer, David Curtis, had won the episode with the tune. Joy kept pace beside her.

         ‘They should have a special section for the small, sick calves. Mum … Mum? Don’t you reckon? It could be called The Bobby Section. Or The Survivor Section … Yeah, that would be the right name.’

         Joy was fed up with Nickie’s moods — one minute vitriolic, the next euphoric. But right now, Joy was walking along the road, on a beautiful warm evening, with her daughter who was singing and saving the world one calf at a time; just a kid seeing how far she could ride her bike with no hands. Joy turned her face to the last of the warm sunshine. She was happy, too.

         ‘Larry’s got potential. That’s what I think,’ said Joy.

         ‘He’ll definitely get first prize for leading, I reckon. He’s the best leader ever. The best one I’ve ever had anyway. He complements me, and I complement him. That’s what Gabrielle says.’

         Joy felt the warmth seep away.

         ‘We’ve got plans, you know. For Calf Club Day.’ Nickie was back in full flight.

         A vehicle approached, Jack Gilbert’s truck. It swung to the far edge of the road and passed them slowly. Jack acknowledged them by lifting his finger off the wheel. He glanced at Joy but didn’t smile. Audrey was in the passenger’s seat, gazing out her window, looking at nothing on the other side of the road.

         Nickie had wheeled her bike off the road, into the long grass. She sat astride it, her arms crossed. Joy watched as Nickie’s eyes stayed on the truck, staring at it as it shrunk in the distance. Nickie’s jaw was set hard.

         Joy would have sworn Nickie’s mouth hadn’t opened, hadn’t moved. But somehow, through those clenched teeth, the word escaped. It sped through the warm, heavy evening air like a poison-tipped arrow. Bastard.

         Nickie got back on the road and cycled home, full speed. Joy plodded along behind her, not trying to keep up.

         

         

         Nickie Walker

         Calf Club Day, and it was hot. Nickie kicked her blankets off, tried to breathe the thick air in her bedroom. The phone rang. She zipped down the hallway to answer it.

         ‘Change of plan,’ Gabrielle said. ‘On the outfits.’

         ‘We’re going to roast,’ Nickie replied.

         ‘I know, dummy. That’s why I said change of plan.’

         ‘Maybe we should just forget about the comprehensive look … just wear anything.’

         ‘No … I’ve sorted something out.’

         ‘Alright.’ Nickie knew it wouldn’t be alright, though. It would be terrible, for a reason she couldn’t yet guess, and it would give her a stomach-ache.

         ‘We’ll get changed at school. In the toilets. See ya later.’ Gabrielle hung up.

         Nickie put on a T-shirt and an old pair of shorts from last summer and went into the kitchen for breakfast. Her mother glanced at her and smiled, and Nickie knew exactly what that was all about: Oh look, Nickie’s back to normal in her T-shirt and seersucker shorts. Nickie didn’t smile back, and her mother’s smile sort of just drooped into a sad clown mouth as she turned back to her eggs.

         Nickie had come to understand a few things about her mother, since the day she’d slapped her face. Mainly, that she put on a show of being a good person, but actually was a bitch. She’d begged Nickie for weeks to share her worries. Finally, when Nickie spilled the beans, her mother hit her. The replays of that moment had become mixed up, in Nickie’s head, with Mr Gilbert hitting Mrs Gilbert. Nickie could see Mrs Gilbert just standing there taking the violence. Why hadn’t Mrs Gilbert fought back? Was that what sex was all about? What love turned into, when you were married?

         
             

         

         Eugene parked the truck just inside the open gate to the school field. Nickie jumped out and climbed up the side of the crate to check on Larry and Vincent. Their heads were hanging down, as though their necks were too weak to hold them up proudly. Nickie could tell they weren’t in the mood for a competition. Vincent lifted his tail and pooed. It splattered all over Larry’s legs. He didn’t even notice.

         Other kids and their parents and pets were arriving. Nickie tied both the calves up at the fence, filled their water buckets, and went looking for Gabrielle. She was leaning against the doorway of the girls’ toilets. She wore an orange dress with silver buttons that caught the sun. There was a paper bag at her feet and Nickie’s heart lurched anxiously at the thought of what might be inside.

         ‘C’mon,’ Gabrielle said, pulling Nickie inside the toilet block. ‘We need to get ready.’

         Sun-shapes seeped through the holes in the bricks at the top of the walls and fuzzed out on the concrete floor. There was a long wooden seat in the main part of the block, next to the hand basin. Gabrielle tipped the stuff out of the bag, onto the bench.

         It was just underwear. A black bra, and matching black undies. And another set, but knitted. A knitted bra, the colour of caramel, and matching knitted undies. Nickie picked up the caramel bra and poked her finger into the knitting.

         ‘Um … what else will we wear?’

         ‘What do you mean, what else?’ Gabrielle knelt down on the scratchy concrete floor and laid all the bits out on the bench, as though two invisible flat girls were inside them.

         ‘We can’t wear just undies, Gabrielle.’ Nickie figured it was a joke. She looked behind the door, in all the cubicles, searching for another bag. There was no bag.

         Gabrielle stood up, adjusted her lovely dress. ‘It’s not underwear. These are togs, Nickie. Bikinis. Just right for the hot day, and then we jump straight in the pool when the competition’s finished. That’s what you said happens, didn’t you? Everyone dives in? We’ll be first.’

         The trouble with Gabrielle was that everything she said made sense, in a certain broken-down way. Yes, it was a hot day. Yes, bikinis would be the coolest thing you could wear on such a day. And, yes, they’d be ready for the pool before everyone else. Yes, yes, yes, but no. Never in a million years would they get away with showing their calves in gumboots and bikinis.

         ‘We’ll look like the girls in magazines. The ones that advertise new cars,’ Gabrielle said.

         ‘You will look like a girl in a magazine. Not me.’

         Nickie sat down on the bench. There was a crack in the wood under her leg and it pinched her skin. Although it was warm in the room — not hot, like outside, but warm like a normal day — she was cold. Shivery. And for some reason, really really tired. Nickie lay down on the bench on her back and put her arm over her eyes. The Janola smell of the toilets was starting to make her feel sick.

         ‘Are you alright, Nickie?’ Gabrielle’s hand was on her forehead, patting her hair, her curly disgusting hair, as though she were a cat.

         Nickie nodded. She didn’t want to speak, in case her voice went crying-wobbly.

         ‘It was lucky she had a black one and a beige one. Bikinis, I mean. Lucky I kept them both.’

         Bridie’s bikinis. Of course they were Bridie’s.

         ‘Gabrielle … what’s your dad going to say? When he sees us walking around in front of everyone in your mum’s togs?’

         Nickie’s face was still covered, but she could feel the warmth of Gabrielle’s leg soaking into the top of her head. Her hand kept patting.

         ‘He’s probably not even coming to Calf Club Day. That’s what he said last night. He wasn’t sure whether he’d be allowed to take time off.’

         ‘Anyway, it’s not just that. Everyone will stare. And Mum will go nuts. It’ll be embarrassing, in front of everyone.’

         Gabrielle’s hand lifted Nickie’s arm away from her face. Gabrielle leaned right over Nickie, but upside down. She was smiling. Her mouth looked funny the wrong way up.

         ‘Let’s just put them on, and put our clothes on over the top,’ she said. ‘That way we’ve got the choice, once we’re out there. If we’re feeling brave, or really over-heated, we can just slip our clothes off and bingo, we’re ready.’

         There she was again, making sense that you couldn’t argue with. She didn’t wait for Nickie to answer — the cool orange dress was undone and fell to the floor, a puddle around her feet. Gabrielle took her undies and bra off and got into the black bikini. She turned around. ‘Can you do up the straps?’

         Nickie tied them, then picked up the knitted togs. ‘People will be able to see through these.’ She said it, although she had no plans to strip off in front of anyone.

         ‘See how there are two lots of knitting?’ Gabrielle replied. ‘Two layers? One under the other? Well, once you get them on, they sort of arrange themselves so that there’s no way you can see anything. Go on, put them on. You’ll see what I mean.’

         Nickie pushed at the knitted triangles, trying to flatten them out against her chest. ‘I can’t wear this, it’s too big …’

         ‘I’ll fix it.’ Gabrielle stood behind her and pulled hard at the crocheted strings. ‘There you go.’

         Nickie looked down. Her skin had turned the grey colour that undies go when they’ve been washed with the dark things. The bits of her that stuck out most, such as feet and knees and elbows, were blotchy.

         ‘It’s not really your colour,’ said Gabrielle.

         ‘Not really.’

         ‘But at least it matches Larry.’

         ‘Hmm.’

         ‘You’ll look comprehensive.’

         
             

         

         Walking back out into the sunshine made Nickie squint. By the time she and Gabrielle reached Larry and Vincent, Nickie was sweating hard. The wool from the bikini annoyed her skin.

         Vincent and Larry looked how Nickie felt. Both of them stood by the fence with their heads halfway to the ground, as though they were on their way to having a mouthful of grass but had forgotten what they were doing. Nickie checked Larry’s water, he hadn’t drunk any of it. Vincent’s bucket was empty, which Nickie thought was a good sign. That maybe they’d both been drinking out of the same one.

         ‘Where’ve you two been?’ Eugene came around from the other side of the truck. He sounded fed up. ‘You should be looking after these calves, not disappearing. You need more water,’ he said, walking away. ‘They kicked over one of the buckets.’

         Mr Burgess came on the loudspeaker to welcome everyone. No one listened. It was always the same speech every year and the only thing that ever changed was the names of the judges, who had no kids at the school and were therefore impartial and also therefore not interesting to listen about.

         The first competition was grooming. Everyone was giving their calves a final brush down, pulling the loose hair from under their bellies and cleaning their faces of goob. The other calves’ coats were shining, but Larry and Vincent looked worse than when they’d come off the truck. Every time Nickie took her eye off them they’d lie down in the grass. Larry’s front legs were still covered in shit from when Vincent pooed on him in the truck. Nickie grabbed the bucket and poured water over him.

         ‘Disgusting,’ said Gabrielle.

         ‘Yeah, well,’ Nickie said. ‘It’s Vincent’s fault. He did it. You can’t shit on your own front legs.’ Vincent looked away, as though he was denying it was him.

         The girls clipped the calf leads onto their halters. Larry’s head fell back low again. Gabrielle put her hand in her pocket and took out two little plastic bags. She handed one to Nickie. Gabrielle cupped the open bag in the palm of her hand and held it behind her. Vincent lifted his head and nuzzled his nose into the white powder. Nickie did the same for Larry.

         ‘Let’s go,’ Gabrielle said. ‘Are you ready to strip off when we get there?’

         ‘Yes,’ Nickie lied. ‘But I think we should hold back. ’Til the leading section.’

         ‘Why?’ asked Gabrielle. ‘It’s so hot already.’ She blew down the front of her dress and pulled the fabric away from her stomach.

         ‘Because,’ Nickie said, ‘if anyone makes a fuss about it, we’ll have to get dressed again. And if we’re banned from wearing the bikinis for the rest of the day, we’ll miss out on doing our best bit at the very end. You know … the walking like models.’ Nickie played it cool, pretending to do some last-minute brushing of Larry’s skinny ribs. ‘Also,’ she said, ‘leaving it for last will mean we’ll definitely be first in the swimming pool.’

         ‘Alright,’ said Gabrielle. She looked a bit annoyed. Nickie thought she might change her mind once she got to the ring. If that happened, Gabrielle’d have to be comprehensive all by herself.

         ‘The sugar’s not going to last long. Have you got some more, for later? For the leading?’ Nickie asked. They were going to have to cheat in the leading, although Nickie hadn’t worked out how exactly they’d hide the sugar. Larry and Vincent weren’t the sort of calves to do stuff for the joy of participation, no matter what Mr Burgess said about the spirit of the day.

         ‘Yep. I’ve got it all sorted out.’

         They dragged the calves across the field towards the judging ring. Most of the others were already there. On one side, the Friesians were lined up, on the other, the Jerseys. Their coats looked soft and clean and perfect. Larry’s and Vincent’s did not.

         ‘Leave this to me,’ said Gabrielle quietly, as she took her place on the end of the row of Friesians. Nickie slipped in to the Jersey line.

         The judge was the lady from Paeroa who brought the fish and chips to the school every Friday. Nickie recognised her straight away because this term she was fish and chip monitor. She’d never really taken much notice of her, but now Nickie could see that, under her big straw hat, the woman had the qualifications to be the grooming judge. She wore lots of make-up and she’d had her hair done properly at the hairdressers.

         She judged the Friesians first. She stopped in front of every calf and looked at its face. Then she stepped slowly right around it, running her hand over its coat and underneath, feeling for loose hair. When she got to Gabrielle, she bent right down to eyeball Vincent.

         ‘Your calf’s a lot smaller than the others,’ she said. ‘Why did you choose such a small one?’

         Nickie was close enough to hear everything the judge said. She didn’t say the words bobby calf and Nickie thought this was a good sign. If she didn’t know about bobby calves, being a fish and chip shop owner, then she might consider Vincent’s other qualities.

         ‘Big’s not always the best,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Little people deserve love, too. And little underprivileged calves.’

         The judge nodded and smiled and wrote something on her clipboard. She turned around and came across to the Jerseys. She started at Nickie’s end.

         ‘How’s Miss Fish and Chips?’ she asked, smiling, and Nickie said she was good, thanks, though being a vegetarian now she couldn’t order fish or a sausage, which was the other choice.

         She bent down to look at Larry. ‘And who do we have here?’

         ‘This is Laurence. He’s underprivileged, like Vincent.’

         Her lovely eyes with lovely green eyeshadow went to Larry’s belly, then his legs.

         ‘We had a bit of a last-minute disaster,’ Nickie said. ‘Involving Vincent.’

         The judge smiled again. ‘Never mind.’

         Neither Larry nor Vincent won a ribbon for grooming, but their big event was still to come. The girls sat in the truck. It was nearly eleven o’clock and already too hot to be outside.

         The door on the driver’s side of the cab swung open and Eugene climbed in. He was wearing his town clothes, which were his second to best ones — grey trousers and a checked short-sleeved shirt. There were wet patches under his armpits.

         ‘How’d you get on, girls?’ He said girls, but he was really looking only at Nickie. He pulled his cap off and scratched his head.

         ‘We didn’t win,’ Nickie said. ‘But the judge was really nice.’

         ‘You know,’ he said, ‘you could give the next event a miss, if you wanted. You don’t have to enter everything.’

         ‘What is it? The next event?’ Gabrielle asked.

         ‘Breeding. It’s when the judges pick the calves that are the biggest and strongest. The ones that have come from the best herds. It’s a competition of pedigree.’

         Nickie could see where this was going. She looked at Eugene, who was pretending to be busy pulling cobwebs away from the corner of the windscreen. There was no hope for two bobby calves in breeding.

         Gabrielle put her feet up on the dashboard. ‘I think we should enter. We should enter everything, that’s what Mr Burgess said. There’s honour in participation.’

         The cobwebs were stuck to Eugene’s fingers. He tried to scrape them off.

         ‘Well yes, that’s true. Generally. But I’m just thinking of you, that’s all. The both of you.’

         Nickie had a feeling that her father was also thinking about himself. About what people would say if they turned up for the breeding section with bobby calves. Every year, when the ribbons and the cups were handed out, the parents of the winners were as proud as the kids. They came into the ring and shook hands with the judges as though they had done all the hard work.

         Joy appeared at the truck door. She was wearing an orange dress, too, though hers was faded and too tight across her stomach. Her arms had saggy bits that wobbled when she reached up to lean against the cab doorway.

         ‘Twins.’ Gabrielle grinned. Joy said Humph. Nickie could feel the fist curling in her stomach. Why did Joy make it so hard for Nickie to like her?

         ‘I just suggested,’ said Eugene, ‘that the girls not bother with the breeding section. Seeing as … What do you think, Joy?’

         Joy pulled at her dress. Her eyes flicked towards Gabrielle’s outfit; Nickie knew she was comparing the loveliness of it to her own drab look. Her lips puckered and twitched which meant something mean was coming, and it did.

         ‘Forget the breeding competition,’ she said. ‘You’ll make fools of yourselves out there. You and us, too.’

         The fist in Nickie’s stomach bounced. ‘Come on, Gabrielle,’ she said, nudging her with her elbow. ‘Let’s go. We can stand together, on our own. In our own division. The bobby calf section.’

         This time, no nice Mrs Fish and Chip Lady. The judge was someone who actually knew about cows, Kelvin the AI man. AI stood for Artificial Insemination. Kelvin was more halfway between a teenager and a man; Nickie thought he was about twenty. His job was to come to the farm in his truck and make the cows pregnant, the ones that didn’t get pregnant with the bull. He used tubes and a little machine with something in it. Nickie wasn’t sure how it all worked.

         When Kelvin got to Nickie and Gabrielle, he stepped back and shook his head. His eyebrows turned into one black caterpillar under the brim of his hat. Finally he said something. ‘What have we got here?’

         ‘Presenting Laurence and Vincent,’ said Gabrielle. She was tucking her hair back behind her ears with one hand, and pulling on Vincent’s lead with the other. They were both struggling to keep the calves on their feet; you had to keep the lead tight otherwise the calf took advantage and tried to collapse for another lie down.

         Kelvin was smiling at Gabrielle. Gabrielle blew at her fringe and shook her hair like the lady on the Blue Clinic shampoo ad.

         ‘Bobby calves. At least they should have been,’ said Kelvin. ‘What’s the story, ladies?’ He meant Lady Gabrielle. Nickie didn’t care. She could see the other kids with their big pedigree calves were getting hot and bothered and sick of waiting for the judging. This was brilliant.

         ‘The story is this,’ said Gabrielle. ‘You’ve got your Jersey breed over there, and your Friesians over that side. And this year, there’s a third category, which is rescued bobby calves. That’s us.’

         Kelvin smiled a little bit, then the smile turned into a big chuckle. Nickie thought it was a Good on you type of laugh, but she saw Gabrielle’s face change, her charming look dissolve.

         ‘Kelvin, you’re a man,’ Nickie said.

         Kelvin turned his attention to Nickie for the first time. He slipped his sunglasses down his nose and had a good look at her.

         ‘Nickie Walker. Eugene’s my dad. 12943 on Potter Road.’

         His face lit up. Nickie remembered Eugene saying that Kelvin Harper was not much good with names, but he could recite the AI number of every farm in Fenward.

         ‘You’re a man, which means you were once a boy,’ Nickie carried on. ‘Imagine if you were born a calf. A boy calf. Just because of that, you’d be thrown on the bobby calf truck. You’d be a sacrifice.’

         ‘So?’ Kelvin wasn’t following the logic after all.

         Gabrielle stepped in again. ‘Kelvin,’ she purred. ‘Think of it this way. We are the protest category. We are protesting against the killing of newborn calves, just because they’re boys. Or sick and weak.’

         Kelvin nodded slowly and Gabrielle beamed at him. It wouldn’t have mattered what she’d said, or what animal had been on the end of her lead. Kelvin was all hers.

         ‘Hey, Kelvin,’ someone shouted. It was the father of one of the other boys in the ring. The man was standing behind his son with his arms crossed. ‘Any chance of you coming over and judging the proper entries in this competition?’ The man started pacing along the edge of the judging ring. ‘It’s too bloody hot to be standing here much longer.’

         ‘Shit,’ muttered Kelvin. He gave the girls one last grin, then went to look at the other calves.

         Larry and Vincent sank to the ground. Gabrielle fished more sugar for them out of her pockets. She said glucose was important in fighting dehydration. The girls sat down with the calves. Nickie closed her eyes and thought about the cool water in the swimming pool.

         Gabrielle nudged her. ‘Stand up,’ she said. Kelvin was back, and six other calves and their owners had crossed over to join them. Three of them were Jerseys and three Friesians.

         Kelvin awarded first, second and third places to the Friesians. They were all huge calves and he said they had great breeding potential. He did the same to the Jerseys, this time mentioning milk production. There were two ribbons left in his hand when he got to the end of the line, to Nickie and Gabrielle.

         ‘First place in the protest section goes to Nickie Walker,’ he announced. ‘And a very close second to …’

         ‘Gabrielle. My name is Gabrielle Baxter,’ said Gabrielle softly.

         ‘Gabrielle Baxter,’ shouted Kelvin. His chest was puffed out and his shoulders back and he looked as though he had awarded a ribbon to himself. ‘It would have been first equal, but poor Vincent here’s got a dose of the scours.’

         Kelvin left the ring. Straight away, some of the parents came over. They didn’t look happy, pointing and shaking their heads. Kelvin held his hand up to them; Nickie guessed he was reminding them that the judge’s decision was final and no further discussion would be entered into.

         Everyone left the ring one by one. Julie, who’d been glaring at Nickie, waited off to the side for her.

         ‘You guys don’t deserve those ribbons,’ she said. She was pretending to pull a biddybid off her calf’s coat.

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘There’s no protest section in Calf Club.’

         ‘So? New sections can come along. There’s no rule against it.’

         ‘Well, there should be. It should be in the rules that some new kid can’t just come along and make up new sections and then flirt with the AI guy to get ribbons.’

         ‘It wasn’t just her idea,’ Nickie said. ‘It was both of ours.’

         ‘If you say so,’ said Julie.

         ‘I do say so.’

         ‘Sew your pants up.’ With that stupid comment, she gave her calf a tug and they walked off. She went a few steps, then turned around towards Nickie again.

         ‘Gabrielle Baxter’s trouble. She’s got a Reputation. That’s what all the parents say.’

         
             

         

         At two o’clock it was so hot that the little kids had stopped running around everywhere and gone to sleep in the shade of the trees. Gabrielle and Nickie went to look at the inside competitions. Wherever they went, no one talked to them.

         The final competition, leading. They’d worked out a way to make Larry and Vincent walk: simple in the end, just a matter of coating sugar on their thumbs then holding them so that the smell of the sugar was always just in front of the calves’ noses. If they didn’t let them lick, the sugar would last long enough for the competition. Nickie and Gabrielle headed for the ring. Nickie waited for someone to notice the sugar and shout Cheats!

         The whispering started like a little whirlwind. Jason and Erin and Julie whispered and stared at Larry and Vincent, looked back over their shoulders at their mothers and fathers. Then the parents were talking softly to each other and all of them looking and the whispers were saying Bobby calves and Pathetic and Eugene and Joy what were they thinking and no one was mentioning Ian Baxter, maybe because he was just a sharemilker and not even there or maybe because of what Gabrielle was doing.

         She was as tall and straight as the flagpole and, even though the judge hadn’t even arrived yet, she led Vincent to the centre of the ring, to the place where only prize winners stand. That’s what everyone was whispering about, the cheek of that Baxter kid. Then the whispering stopped, there was just the staring, the staring of everyone; the kids and their mothers and fathers and even the calves were staring at Gabrielle Baxter and Vincent.

         Nickie imagined, for a strange second, that she was a sparrow flying overhead, looking down at the glorious sparkling brown-skinned Gabrielle Baxter in her bright orange dress in the middle of the Calf Club Day judging ring in the middle of the school field in the middle of Fenward in the middle of the Hauraki Plains in the middle of the North Island. Nickie got a sudden sick feeling that whatever happened next would be bad for everyone.

         Gabrielle dropped Vincent’s lead on the ground and stretched both her arms out from her sides, the palms of her hands facing upwards. She turned slowly on the spot. Vincent moved with her, his nose following the sugar. When Gabrielle got back to where she started, she dropped her arms. All this felt like it was happening in slow motion, but really, it was over in a flash. She reached behind her and pulled down the zip on her dress. It fell to the ground around her feet. Gabrielle picked it up and draped it over her free arm. As though it was a towel and she was off to the beach. She picked up Vincent’s lead and, finally, did the pose they had practised so many times in the calf pen at home. One hand on her hip, the other resting on Vincent’s neck.

         She looked at Nickie. ‘Come on. Bring Laurence. You’ve got to, for us to get the comprehensive effect.’ There was no shyness in her voice; it was chirpy-bird singsong.

         Nickie’s eyes hopscotched across the faces — mouths open like the clowns in the sideshow at the A and P Show, heads turning slowly left to right, checking with each other to see if they were really seeing what they were seeing. Down that line, then back again but behind it, mother after father after mother and there she was. Come on, Mum. Stop me. Please. But Joy stared as though Nickie was a stranger.

         There was no noise, but there was something else. A magnet made of Gabrielle. As Nickie was pulled towards her, she waited for the tugging at her back, the pull of another magnet who was her mother, who any second now would call out, forbid her to take her clothes off and stand in the middle of the judging ring in a skimpy knitted bikini belonging to dead Bridie Baxter.

         Nickie understood that Gabrielle couldn’t see the beginning of what happened next because he came from behind her. A white coat and a straw hat, the sort that men wear to bowls on Sunday, and gumboots. The judge nudged his way through the people on the other side of the ring — the people getting the back view of Gabrielle’s holistic performance — and he stepped over the baling-twine fence. His head was down, he was making sure he didn’t trip.

         Gabrielle turned around. The judge lifted his head and stopped. He had a clipboard in his hand and it dangled at his side, his pen swinging off it on a thin blue ribbon. The judge was Mr Gilbert.

         He took off his hat. His forehead was shiny with sweat. He ran the back of his hand across his eyes, then put the hat back on. His eyes travelled from the top to the bottom of Gabrielle. Nickie was close enough behind her to see that he was being a judge. But not a calf judge, a girl judge. He was taking his time to look over the pedigree and grooming of Gabrielle Baxter.

         ‘What’s your name?’ he asked. He lifted his clipboard and read the paper on it.

         Gabrielle grinned at him. Nickie’s heart skipped another beat and the sick feeling grew to a dangerous puke level.

         ‘You know who I am, Mr Gilbert,’ she said, laughing. ‘Gabrielle. Ian’s daughter.’

         Mr Gilbert looked up at her again, but this time his look didn’t drift away from her eyes. ‘Put your clothes on,’ he said. ‘Get dressed and leave the ring.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘This is not a beauty contest. You’re making a fool of yourself. And your father. Put that dress on right now and get out.’

         Gabrielle’s dress was still over her arm. Nickie waited for her to put it on. There were no human sounds, just birds chirping and calves chewing on the long grass. There was a gurgle and a splosh as one of them pooed. Somewhere further away, a lamb bleated. A lamb, or maybe a goat.

         ‘Show me,’ said Gabrielle. She spoke louder than before and Nickie knew Gabrielle was making sure everyone could hear her.

         Mr Gilbert was tapping his pen on his clipboard. His legs were apart and his stare was on Gabrielle. What he was doing was looking at Gabrielle again: up and down, up and down.

         ‘Show you what, Gabrielle?’ He said it slowly; it was coming not from his mouth but from somewhere deep inside him. Like a dog lying low, getting ready to attack something little and hopeless. ‘What is it you want to see?’

         ‘The rules,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Show me where it says you have to wear certain clothes on Calf Club Day. Where it says that togs are banned.’

         Mr Gilbert read his clipboard again, as though he knew it was written somewhere. Gabrielle giggled and looked around at everyone watching. Her eyes were wide and she was laughing and rearranging her pose. Nickie took another sneak look at the crowd and it was as though they were all watching something amazing on the telly, for example the episode of Coronation Street from just a while ago when the viaduct collapsed and everyone had to wait and see whether David Barlow would get Ena Sharples out alive.

         Mr Gilbert’s hands were shaking, he was having trouble holding the clipboard steady. He had something to say to Gabrielle that he didn’t want anyone else to hear. He stepped towards her, coming so close that Nickie wondered whether one of those gnarly, shaky hands was going to reach out and touch Gabrielle’s brown skin.

         ‘Get dressed, you little slut.’

         Only two people heard it. Gabrielle and Nickie. Mr Gilbert walked back towards the crowd, in the direction he’d come from.

         ‘Hey, Mr Gilbert,’ Gabrielle said. Not said, shouted. ‘Could you please come back for a minute?’

         Mr Gilbert’s steps slowed down, but they didn’t stop and he didn’t look back.

         ‘Hey, Mr Gilbert,’ Gabrielle called out again, louder this time. ‘Please?’

         There was something in her voice that made him turn around. Then she was marching towards him, in her little black bikini, the orange dress thrown on the ground beside Vincent. She went right up to him before she spoke, but her words were loud enough for everyone to hear.

         ‘Have you bashed up Mrs Gilbert today, Mr Gilbert?’ Soft as butter, but clear and loud. My name is Gabrielle Baxter. We’re on the Gilbert farm.

         Silence. Nickie watched as Gabrielle’s gaze travelled across the faces around the ring. Gabrielle’s chin was high and her smile proud yet kind — as if she was sorry indeed to be ruining Calf Club Day but relieved to finally get everything sorted out.

         Mr Gilbert pulled away from Gabrielle’s grip and climbed over the twine fence to the outside of the ring. His clipboard was tucked under his arm. Nickie held her breath, waiting for him to come back for revenge. The picture was as clear as a movie in her head. His hand swinging, crunching into Mrs Gilbert’s stomach, but it was not Mrs Gilbert’s stomach, it was Gabrielle’s tiny brown tummy and she fell to the ground and Vincent nuzzled her for more sugar, and the second punch came in hard to the side of Gabrielle’s head. And then.

         That didn’t happen. None of it. He didn’t come back. He walked through the crowd of puzzled adults saying What the hell’s going on and he didn’t stop to talk to anyone. He went into the school and didn’t come out again.

         
             

         

         Gabrielle picked up her dress and held it up to the sun to see if there were any wet stains on it, then she gave it a shake to get rid of the grass.

         One by one, parents came through the little opening into the ring, whispered to their kids, and quietly led them and their calves away.

         Something touched Nickie’s shoulder. Her mother’s hand, resting there. For some stupid reason it made Nickie cry. A few tears then uncontrollable sobbing, the sort that makes your body shake and your breath go all rubbery.

         Gabrielle moved close and put her arm around Nickie. ‘It’s okay, Nickie,’ she said. ‘It’s better now. It’s better that everyone knows. We can help Mrs Gilbert now.’

         Joy took her hand away. ‘Nickie. Stop it. Pull yourself together and take your calf back to the truck.’ She gave Nickie a little push. ‘Go on,’ she said. Nickie tried unsuccessfully to pull Larry away as Joy turned to Gabrielle.

         ‘What’s going on, Gabrielle? What did you say to Mr Gilbert?’

         Gabrielle patted Vincent and looked at Nickie. The look said Help but Nickie couldn’t help. She couldn’t do anything.

         ‘Gabrielle,’ Joy said. ‘Did you hear what I said?’

         Gabrielle looked Joy straight in the eye. ‘Do you really want to know, Mrs Walker? I’ll tell you, if you like. If you’re sure you want to know?’

         Larry’s legs had crumpled under him again, he was having another rest. Nickie crouched down beside him. She could feel the heaviness of the air between them, words hovering above, inside fat black thought bubbles. Nickie knew the bubbles wouldn’t pop; the thoughts would stay right where they were, unspoken. Her mother must have guessed what Gabrielle had said to Mr Gilbert — not the exact words, maybe, but she knew what it was about. If she wasn’t kind enough to help Nickie cope, she was never going to talk about it with Gabrielle.

         If you’re sure you want to know? Nickie didn’t need to look back over her shoulder to know that Gabrielle would be standing tall, looking good, staring Joy down with a smile. Daring Joy to say Yes, tell me. Tell me, so I can help.

         People had started coming back to the judging ring. Mums and dads dawdling their way across the field, their arms crossed, bodies hunched slightly forward, giving away their hunger for gossip. They slipped in beside each other for a quiet little talk as they got closer. Bits of the conversations reached Nickie. What did she say? I’m sure I heard bashing … His sharemilker’s daughter …

         Whispers and murmurs, all muddled, like when Nickie spun the dial on the wireless and the needle whizzed from the 300s right up to over 1200 and voices from all the stations from all over the world came in and faded out as she left them behind. Clockwise, ’til the dial wouldn’t go any further and she knew she’d hit Outer Space, where the black came down upon her.
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         She passes the college on the left and crosses the black metal bridge over the river and looks to the right, and the big Lemon & Paeroa bottle has disappeared.

         But no, there it is, set back further, that’s all, framed with shrubs and manicured gardens. Nicola remembers now reading something about it in the newspaper, how they decided to move the bottle to allow people to pull over and stop, rather than slow down and stick their cameras out the window and cause a pile-up, all for the sake of a blurry brown and yellow snapshot.

         Kids in school uniform spill out of the school and walk the bridge beside her. As she pulls up to the intersection, they cross in front of her without checking for traffic. Already, they’re dragging their cigarette packets out of their pockets. Nicola grins at the maintenance of old traditions and thinks how much easier it must be for them to have a lunchtime fag, hidden by the new shrubbery. A girl with purple hair and glinting face piercings glares at her and shouts Fuckin perv. Nicola shakes her head and laughs.

         
             

         

         Her name won’t be graffitied at the base of the new bottle. NW and GB friends forever. It’s a relief to know it’s properly gone, even though everyone knew it was Gabrielle, not her, who had painted it on the first bottle. Right underneath the other sample of Gabrielle’s handiwork. JG is a wife beater and a raper. Both the inscriptions appeared one summer — Nicola’s last before starting college — while the Walkers were up the Thames coast on holiday.

         Joy’s back. ‘Raper. Huh? That kid thought she knew everything.’

         ‘Doesn’t matter how you bloody spell it, Mum.’

         ‘She taught you a few things. Disrespect, for a start.’

         ‘For Christ’s sake—’

         ‘Not to mention blasphemy.’

         The patheticness of this monologue is amusing even to Joy, who rolls her eyes and leans forward in her seat. She eyeballs the students, who of course ignore her. ‘Scruffy individuals.’

         ‘Leave it be, Mum. You’re making a scene.’

         The girl with the purple hair has stopped in the middle of the road to stare.
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         Ian Baxter

         He’d told Gabrielle he’d try his best to get to Calf Club Day. But the reality was, he didn’t intend going anywhere near the school. In time, maybe, he could put on the town clothes and get along to Calf Club Days and District Evenings and be a part of things. But he wasn’t ready for it yet.

         Over a sandwich and cup of tea at lunchtime, Bridie sneaked up behind him, prodded him in the small of his back, and growled in his ear.

         What do you mean, you’re not going to Calf Club Day?

         I can’t. I don’t belong here.

         It’s not about you, Ian. It’s about her. It has to be about her now.

         I know. I know that. But not just yet.

         How dare you, after she missed the last one, looking after me?

         
             

         

         He pushed his cup and plate to the centre of the table. It was nearly two. A quick shower, he might be there in time to see the leading. That was the event Gabrielle most wanted him to be there for. Two-thirty? Was that what Gabrielle had said?

         The pipes shuddered as he turned the shower taps off. One last creak, where they joined the water tank outside the bathroom window. Another task to tend to soon, no doubt.

         Voices. Ian pushed open the bathroom window and peered down the outside of the house. There was a car in the driveway, one he didn’t recognise. He was too late to see who had got out — they were already at the front door.

         He pulled the window shut again and quickly dried himself off. His farm clothes were on the floor of the bathroom but they were too dirty to put back on. Tying the towel around his waist, he opened the bathroom door.

         Gabrielle was in the hallway, with a woman Ian didn’t recognise. She looked to be in her early twenties and she had her arm around Gabrielle’s shoulders. She had startling eyes, the exact shade of greenstone, and red hair that swung in a bob around a pixie face.

         Gabrielle had been crying — black make-up smudged under her eyes and little streams of it coming down her cheeks.

         ‘What’s wrong? What’s happened?’ Ian moved to put his arms around Gabrielle before remembering he was wearing only a towel. ‘Just give me a second.’ He darted into his bedroom and dragged on a shirt and trousers.

         Gabrielle and the woman were in the sitting room, huddled together on the couch. Gabrielle was leaning into the woman’s shoulder and her eyes were closed. He could see she was still crying, silently.

         ‘Mr Baxter, I’m Glenda. Glenda Tremain. I’m the junior teacher at the school.’ She leaned forward to shake Ian’s hand, taking care not to disturb Gabrielle. ‘I brought her home … something happened at Calf Club Day.’

         Ian crouched down in front of Gabrielle. ‘What? Is she hurt?’

         ‘She’s not hurt, no. It’s …’

         Glenda Tremain’s brow was creased and she was shaking her head, as though confused. ‘To be truthful with you, Mr Baxter — I don’t know what happened. It was something to do with the leading competition. Something happened … between her and the judge.’

         Ian squeezed Gabrielle’s hand and felt her squeeze his back. ‘Gabrielle,’ he said. ‘Tell me. Tell me what happened.’

         She opened her eyes. Ian was surprised to see they were clear, free of tears now.

         ‘I can’t,’ Gabrielle said.

         ‘It seems she had a little disagreement with him,’ said Glenda. ‘About what she was wearing. He didn’t like what she was wearing.’

         Ian looked at Gabrielle’s dress, which was Bridie’s orange dress, the one with sequins and flowers. Fight it. But with the dress came Bridie’s voice and her perfume; everything pulsing, sitting hard on his shoulders. He pushed his shoulders back, straightening his spine, to show Bridie he meant it.

         ‘He didn’t like the dress? What’s wrong with it?’

         ‘It wasn’t the dress. That wasn’t the problem, apparently. I wasn’t there myself. But um … I think Gabrielle might have taken the dress off. She was planning on leading her calf wearing a … a bikini.’

         ‘Oh.’

         It was a silly response, Ian knew that, but he just didn’t know whether to be shocked by Gabrielle’s choice of clothing. Wearing togs in the scorching heat didn’t seem a bad idea, especially if they were all going swimming afterwards. He thought that was the plan.

         ‘So, Glenda … it’s Glenda? Sorry—’

         ‘Yes. Glenda.’

         ‘I don’t know what the rules are for Calf Club Day … but I take it none of the other kids were in togs?’

         ‘Well, as I said, I wasn’t there, but normally no. I don’t think any of them would have been in togs. Particularly bikinis.’

         Ian thought he might be starting to understand. Gabrielle didn’t own any bikinis, which meant she would have been wearing one of Bridie’s. Images of Bridie in her sexy, skimpy bikinis flashed before him, flipping like the pages of their photo album. Bridie’s lips pouting in faux kisses, sunhat pulled down provocatively over her eyes, sexy posing in the style of Twiggy and the Shrimp and those other models in the magazines she so loved reading.

         ‘Couldn’t you have just popped your dress back on, if he didn’t like the outfit? Gabrielle?’ Ian ran his hand up and down Gabrielle’s bare arm. She was still staring at him, but he couldn’t read her eyes.

         ‘I would have. But he didn’t give me the chance.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘I asked him where it was in the rules that you couldn’t wear bikinis and he went nuts at me. He called me a slut.’

         Ian swallowed hard and looked again at the young teacher. The woman’s eyes were opened wide in shock. She gestured, with a slight tilt of her head, towards the kitchen.

         ‘I might make us all a cup of tea, if that’s okay?’ She gestured again, as she stood and straightened her skirt. ‘Maybe, Gabrielle, you want to go and wash your face with cold water?’

         Gabrielle nodded and headed for the bathroom, while Ian followed Glenda. The wireless was on, covering their voices.

         ‘What the hell is going on? Calling a kid a slut, because she wore her togs to Calf Club Day?’

         Glenda Tremain leaned against the kitchen bench and crossed her arms.

         ‘I know,’ she said. She put her face in her hands. Her hair fell forward, brushing her shoulders. ‘I can’t believe a man would say that to a child. I’m so sorry, Mr Baxter. That this happened. That the whole thing happened. It ruined it for everyone. Not just Gabrielle.’

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘The competition was called off after Gabrielle and the judge had … had their little moment.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Well, I’m told that after he called her … what he called her, she stood her ground. She called him over and said something to him. He walked off and didn’t come back.’

         ‘So he should have,’ said Ian. ‘He should have been ashamed of himself. Who was this judge?’

         ‘You’re not going to like this. It was Jack Gilbert.’

         Ian sat down at the table. ‘You’re having me on.’

         ‘I wish I was. For your sake. And Gabrielle’s.’

         ‘Jesus.’

         They both sat at the table for a time, saying nothing. From the bathroom came the sound of running water. Gabrielle was in the shower.

         ‘What did she say to him, do you know?’ Ian asked.

         ‘Well, as I said, I wasn’t there. But I think she made up some pretty wild accusations about him.’

         ‘And what? He replied?’

         ‘No. From what I heard, he just turned around, white as a ghost, and walked into the school buildings and didn’t come back.’

         Ian ploughed his memory, trying to recall moments Gabrielle and Jack had shared. Trying to imagine what she might have said that would make him so angry he’d turn on his heels and walk away from the job he had to do. There was only the one time, when she’d made him a cup of tea on the porch, and nothing had happened then.

         ‘So the competition never happened? What about all the other kids?’

         ‘Well, their parents were right there, waiting for the judging to start. After Jack walked away, one of the other girls — Nickie Walker, Gabrielle’s friend — fainted. It was hot, you know, too hot really for everyone to be standing around, just waiting. So, some of the parents were looking after the sick girl, and the others decided just to get their kids and their calves and take them back into the shade.’

         ‘And that was it?’

         ‘That was it. I came outside to see what was going on, and Ewan — Ewan Burgess, you know, the headmaster — met me on his way inside, chasing after Jack. He asked me to look after Gabrielle. So here I am.’

         Ian sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, Glenda was looking at her watch.

         ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘Thank you for bringing her home. And … everything. Did you want that cup of tea?’

         ‘No, thanks. I’d better get going,’ she said. She got up from the table and looked at her watch again. ‘It must be hard. For you. For both of you, without a mother for her.’

         Ian said nothing.

         ‘If I can help with things, just let me know.’

         ‘Thanks. I appreciate that.’

         ‘I mean it. I’m not just saying it.’

         ‘Yeah. Yes.’

         
             

         

         As the car rattled over the cattlestop, Ian switched the kettle on again.

         She was nice. Sweet. Nice hair.

         Ian ignored her.

         Don’t ignore me, Ian.

         Leave it be, Bridie.

         She wasn’t wearing a ring. Did you notice, Ian?

         I said, leave it be.

         
             

         

         ‘Who are you talking to, Dad?’

         She gave him a fright. He hadn’t heard the bathroom tap turn off and now she was right behind him.

         ‘It was Mum, wasn’t it? I heard you say her name.’

         Ian sighed and smiled. ‘You caught me.’

         ‘Don’t worry. I talk to her, too.’

         ‘You talk to her. Why won’t you talk to me?’

         ‘I do. I talk to you all the time.’

         ‘I mean, about what happened today. Why won’t you tell me what happened with Jack Gilbert?’

         ‘I did. I told you what he said to me. Fucking jerk.’

         ‘That wasn’t the end of it, though, was it?’

         Gabrielle turned away.

         ‘Gabrielle.’

         When she turned back, her eyes were shining. Ian thought there were more tears coming, but he was wrong. She was angry, her jaw set hard. ‘There’s a good reason I can’t tell you what I said to Mr Gilbert. You just have to believe me.’

         ‘Wrong, Gabrielle. Wrong. You have to tell me because whatever it was, it’s going to affect me. Not just me. It’s going to affect me, and you, and everything that happens from now on.’

         For a minute he thought she was going to relent. Her shoulders slumped and she slid onto a chair. Her hands were in her lap, and she chipped away at the nail polish on her fingertips. Ian waited.

         Finally, she locked eyes with him. ‘No,’ she said.

         
             

         

         Ian didn’t see Jack Gilbert during the days after Calf Club Day. He made no effort to avoid him, telling himself there was no point in worrying about a stoush when he was oblivious to the reason for it. Instead, he waited for a visit, or a phone call. Nothing happened. This was a startling contrast to Jack’s usual habit of hanging over Ian’s shoulder, ensuring he got maximum manpower per twenty-nine per cent of profit. Or turning up out of the blue to try to catch Ian slacking around. Ian enjoyed the solitude.

         It was four days later, early evening, when the phone rang long short long. Ian was gazing at the television, not really following the programme. He waited for Gabrielle to clamber down the hallway to answer it, as she always did. She was in her bedroom, listening to her wireless and singing. It surprised him that she made no move to answer the call.

         He picked up the receiver and put it to his ear. ‘Ian Baxter.’

         No one replied.

         ‘Hello? Are you there?’

         Still no one spoke. Ian knew there was someone on the line. A hollow silence framed by the barest trace of human breath.

         ‘Who’s this?’ he tried again. ‘Hello?’

         There was something else — he could think of it only as an echo of an echo. The breath, for sure, slight and barely discernible, but another sound, too. A closer presence.

         There were two people breathing into telephone receivers, somewhere along the line. But they weren’t together — one was closer to him than the other. The rhythm of the breathing syncopated, as though one was trying to catch up with the other: disguise its presence behind the steady in and out of air.

         Another thing he knew — though he couldn’t say why he was so sure about this — both people were women.

         One might be the exchange operator — what had he heard Gabrielle call her? Shanks? Shanks wanks, that was the taunt he’d overheard.

         ‘Mrs Shanks?’ he tried. ‘Is that you? Are you there?’

         Click. He wouldn’t chastise Gabrielle any more for her tirades against the eavesdropping operator. He waited, held his own breath, trying to hear whether the line had gone dead.

         Silence, and breathing. Ian was about to hang up, when he heard a faint whistle of air sucked through teeth, as though whoever it was had almost — almost — gathered the courage to speak. Something told him that waiting was the right thing to do.

         ‘Hello.’

         It was not a voice, it was a whisper and, yes, it was a female, though Ian couldn’t tell whether it was a child or adult. It was a whisper so faint that Ian might have easily convinced himself he hadn’t heard it at all.

         ‘Yes. Hello there. Hello,’ he said. He didn’t say more. He was beginning to understand that, whoever this person was, she would speak when she was ready. Or, when she could.

         There it was again, that strange drawing of air, like a kettle coming off the boil, that final wavering, half-hearted note of shrill.

         ‘The girl.’ The words barely formed.

         ‘Pardon me? I couldn’t quite hear you …’

         ‘Put the girl on. Your daughter.’

         ‘Who is this, please?’

         Silence. Ian waited. The words — the abruptness of them — had triggered recognition. Spoken like a man, but by a woman. Where had he heard that strange, empty voice before?

         Gabrielle appeared. Ian held out the receiver to her. ‘It’s for you. I don’t know who it is.’

         He watched Gabrielle’s face as she lifted the receiver to her ear.

         ‘Hello?’ she said.

         Gabrielle gave nothing away and Ian couldn’t tell if the person was speaking to his daughter or not. Gabrielle nodded and chewed her bottom lip. Ian saw her face go pale, then flush red.

         ‘But … I know someone who can help you. I can organise—’

         Whoever it was cut Gabrielle off mid-sentence. Her eyes welled, and Ian reached forward to take the telephone from her hand. Gabrielle stepped backwards, away from him. She held her other hand up, stopping him.

         ‘Okay,’ she said into the phone. ‘I’m sorry. Tell him that. Tell him I’m sorry.’ And she hung up.

         ‘Gabrielle, what’s going on?’ Ian positioned himself between his daughter and her bedroom. Her head was down, he was sure she was crying, but when he touched her chin she lifted her face and he saw no tears. Her face was calm once more. He couldn’t read it. Damn her, damn her mother for passing on the gift of inscrutability.

         
             

         

         The talk was it was going to be the hottest, longest summer in a decade, maybe longer. As December rolled on, every morning dawned as it had on Calf Club Day — azure skies, breathless, searingly suffocating by midday. Cicadas, confused by the heat, made an early-season dash for the ground’s surface. In the evenings, the barometer dropped just enough to permit restless sleep to the hypnotic shrill of crickets.

         It was haymaking season. Jack had given Ian the schedule. All the farmers wanted their hay in before Christmas — before their wives dragged them off on family holidays — so everyone pooled their equipment and their manpower and moved around the district as a gang, putting an entire farm’s hay away in two days.

         Every night, the farmers settled in front of their televisions, big brown bottles of beer sweating nearby. They were waiting for the news to finish and the weather forecast for the following day to begin. Night after night, they heard what they were hoping for: fine.

         Ian had scanned the haymaking list, looking for the Gilbert name. It was at the end. He didn’t know whether this was a good thing, or bad. What happened if the rain came on your dates? Did you lose your place and go to the end of the queue, or did everyone get shunted back a few days? What happened if Christmas arrived and the hay was still sitting in the paddocks? He couldn’t ask any of these questions, still fearful as he was of Jack Gilbert’s latent suspicion about his farming experience.

         Day after day, Ian presented himself at the front gate of a nearby farm. On the first day, he brought the tractor and Jack’s hay turner, but mid-morning the turner broke down in a cacophony of screeching metal. It had been held together by rust and while Ian made an attempt, for appearance’s sake, to weld the machinery back together, it was obvious to him and everyone else that it was a waste of time.

         After that, all he had to offer was his labour. In the burning, exhausting sun he walked behind the baler, straightening the bales into a uniform line on the ground, making it easy for the elevator to lift them and drop them on the back of the truck. There, it was the job of two other men to arrange the bales in a neat, compact pattern so as many as possible would fit.

         His was the only solitary job; all the others worked in pairs or threes. Ian noticed, at smoko, that the other men traded jobs from time to time, but no one proposed a change of scene for him. Generally, no one talked to him at all.

         Farmers and sharemilkers alike pitched in for haymaking, the exception being Jack, who came and went without explanation. By the time Ian came in for smoko, or lunch, Jack had disappeared again. No one asked Ian why Jack wasn’t there full-time. And Ian didn’t dare ask anyone either. He wondered whether it was to do with whatever had happened on Calf Club Day. As long as Jack kept his distance from Ian, and Bridie could be kept at bay, Ian thought he could live with the way things were.

         Two days before Christmas, the men turned up to make Jack Gilbert’s hay. Ian met them at the cowshed. No one had much to say to him. They waited for Jack to arrive, but by eight he hadn’t turned up. They set to work.

         Ian paced his lonely track up and down the paddocks, lining the tight green bales straight for pick-up. The sun beat hard against the back of his neck; he needed a better hat.

         He forced himself to think about Christmas. It would be their first since Bridie had died. If it weren’t for Gabrielle, he would deny the day. Get drunk, maybe, fall asleep with the intention of missing it altogether. But she’d arrived home from school a couple of days ago with an invitation for he and Gabrielle to have Christmas lunch with the Walkers. The message was, Gabrielle said, that Joy Walker insisted. She won’t take no for an answer.

         Ian looked across the paddock, picking out Eugene Walker on the back of the hay truck, arranging bales into regular stacks. Eugene hadn’t mentioned Christmas to him — Ian wondered whether he knew about the invitation. Jack was there now, too. The two men worked in fluid unison, like dancers on a well-worn stage.

         At noon, the trucks and tractors stopped and the men made their way to the gate. Jack Gilbert’s car bumped its way slowly along the race towards them — Audrey Gilbert, with lunch. Ian fell in with the other men, listening to the banter and bets about what would be on the menu. He had nothing to say.

         They gathered around one of the trucks that had just unloaded at the hayshed. The men leaned against the empty tray, which would serve as a table. Jack opened the boot of the car and lifted a crate of Lion Red out and onto the truck. Ian took the last of the bottles, making sure everyone else had one first. Whatever it was he’d done to put himself offside with these men would only be exacerbated if he took a beer that rightfully should go to someone else.

         The men gulped greedily at the icy bottles, breaking their drinking to chat about Christmas and holiday plans. Ian caught Eugene’s eye a couple of times and waited for Eugene to mention the invitation but nothing was said. The beer made Ian lightheaded and he nearly brought the matter up, but just as he went to say Thanks Eugene turned to one of the other men and started his own conversation.

         Audrey Gilbert was pulling cardboard boxes out of the back seat of the car and stacking them on the ground next to her. The breeze carried the smell of hot baking — cheese, another smell, something sweet — and Ian caught his breath. He and Gabrielle managed with their repertoire of basic meals, but neither of them had attempted to bake anything sweet since Bridie had died. The smell was the scent of a woman — an expression of her love — and it was as seductive and irresistible as any perfume in a bottle. Ian held his breath, waiting for the intense pulse of emotion to pass, willing the tears in his eyes to evaporate quickly in the glaring sun.

         No one offered to help Audrey; Ian thought this was rude, but he didn’t trust himself to approach her and carry the boxes to the tray in case the tears returned. Besides, there appeared to be a ritual, a routine, to this daily delivery of lunch to the gang by the wife of the farm owner. She looked after the food; the men ate, then went back to work while the wife loaded everything in the car and drove away again.

         They were leaning against the truck bed. Audrey turned towards them and put the first of the cartons down in front of them. Her right eye was black, so swollen it was barely open. Her bottom lip was fat, protruding grossly like a second chin.

         She was wearing a shapeless green dress with no sleeves. Ian looked at her arms. Both of them were bruised — not little dark marks but brutal streaks of black.

         She didn’t speak, but turned to the car for the second of the cartons.

         Ian shivered, in spite of the heat. He looked quickly across the faces of the other men. None of them had seemed to notice Audrey’s appearance. They kept chatting to each other, digging into the boxes, tucking into the lunch. Ian felt bile rise in his throat. His thoughts flicked back to the secretive drama between Gabrielle and Jack on Calf Club Day. Then to the phone call she’d received a few nights later.

         He picked up the empty beer crate and cardboard boxes and started towards the car. Behind him, footsteps crunched on the sharp cut grass. Audrey, with her damaged arms full of empty Thermoses.

         Ian wanted to hear her voice. He turned around. Up close, he could see that Audrey’s swollen eye was bloodshot. She turned her face away from him, raising her arm in pretence at shielding her eyes from the sun. The underside of her arm was bruised too — five distinct, finger-shaped markings, the handprint of a man.

         ‘Have you got the time?’ It struck him then how odd it was that this was the first time he’d spoken face to face with Audrey Gilbert, his boss’s wife. How odd it was that this woman had shown no interest in Gabrielle, who had no mother of her own. And how very strange it was that it had taken him this long to notice.

         Audrey lifted her arm away from her face and squinted at her watch. ‘Just on twelve-thirty,’ she said. Except she didn’t say twelve-thirty. The words came out in a whistle through loose teeth.

         It had been Audrey who’d rung that night, waited silently for Elsie Shanks to get off the line before asking to speak to Gabrielle. Ian tried hard to recall Gabrielle’s end of that conversation. Tell him I’m sorry — is that what she’d said? I know someone who can help you …

         Their backs were turned to the men. Ian heard the banter carrying on, but he knew the lunch break would be over in just a couple of minutes.

         ‘You need help. I can help you,’ he muttered. He kept his eyes down, focused on the load of boxes in his arms.

         Audrey reached across him and opened the back door of the car. Her hair, thin and greasy, fell forward over her face. ‘Stay out of it,’ she whispered. ‘I’m clumsy, that’s all. Tell your girl, too. Stay out of it.’

         
             

         

         The men went back to work. One by one, the tractors and trucks started up, their engines overriding the sound of cicadas. Ian turned back to Audrey, but she was already around the other side of the car, climbing in the driver’s seat. Then she was gone.

         They finished at nine o’clock — two hours later than the usual stop time, but a whole day earlier than scheduled. Jack Gilbert had had twice as much grass as previous years, thanks to Ian’s care of the pasture, but it was still a lot less than the other farms. When it seemed as though they could finish the entire lot in one day, they pushed ahead, making use of the last of the daylight.

         Ian thought the cottage was empty when he wearily pushed the back door open. There were no lights on, the television was silent and the kitchen revealed no sign of supper. He looked for a note on the kitchen table from Gabrielle, but found nothing.

         She was lying on her bed, her face to the wall. At first, Ian thought she was asleep, but when he sat down next to her, she rolled over to face him.

         ‘I saw Mrs Gilbert today,’ he said.

         Gabrielle turned away from him again. He touched her shoulder, gently pulled her back to face him.

         ‘What did you say to him?’

         ‘Who?’

         ‘Gabrielle, don’t play games. What did you say to Jack Gilbert on Calf Club Day?’

         ‘The truth. That he’s a wife-beater.’

         Ian took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

         ‘That’s why I didn’t want to tell you. If you get involved, he’ll sack you.’

         ‘So why did you say something?’

         ‘I didn’t mean to. I had another plan — Nickie and I, we had a plan to help her. Mrs Gilbert. But when he called me a slut in front of everyone, I couldn’t help it.’

         They said nothing for a while. The light dulled. Ian stroked Gabrielle’s arm. He could feel how the day’s sunshine had warmed her skin. Every day it became browner.

         ‘What’s going to happen now?’

         ‘I don’t know, Gabrielle. Nothing’s happened so far. Jack Gilbert hasn’t said anything to me yet.’

         Ian didn’t tell Gabrielle that Jack wasn’t the only one ignoring him; that the entire district was behaving as though he didn’t exist. He didn’t want to give her something new to worry about.

         ‘Something else happened today,’ she said. ‘About Christmas.’

         ‘What’s that?’ Ian realised he had bought Gabrielle nothing for Christmas. No presents, no tree, no decorations. Tomorrow, he thought.

         ‘You know how we were supposed to be going to the Walkers on Christmas Day?’

         ‘Hmm.’ Were they? Really?

         ‘Well, we can’t go anymore. They’ve got unexpected guests, Nickie said today.’

         Relief. Ian was pleased it was dark, he was sure it would be showing on his face. He squeezed Gabrielle’s arm, then stopped abruptly, remembering the ugly bruises on Audrey Gilbert’s bicep.

         ‘Never mind. We’ll have our own Christmas. Just you and me.’ He nearly added and Bridie but stopped the words just in time.

         

         Nickie Walker

         It was New Year’s Eve. She was in the back of the car, outside the hall, itching to go inside. Eugene had already left them. Joy, in the front seat, picked up a strawberry that had toppled off the edge of the pav and plopped it back into the cream.

         ‘Nickie … don’t. Okay?’

         ‘Don’t what?’

         ‘Don’t stir up any trouble tonight. Please.’

         ‘Like what?’

         ‘With Gabrielle. You’ve got lots of other friends, kids you’ve known your whole life … you never spend any time with Erin and Julie any more. They’ll all be there.’

         ‘So you’re saying I should just leave Gabrielle out of everything? Make her sit by herself?’

         ‘I’m not saying that. But I don’t want to see either of you anywhere near the Gilberts.’

         Her mother had nothing to worry about. After Calf Club Day, Nickie never wanted to see the Gilberts again. And she’d been secretly happy when, the day after that horrible drama, her parents had had a big fight that she wasn’t supposed to listen to but did. Afterwards, her father grounded her until Christmas.

         The grounding had meant she couldn’t see Gabrielle. The flood of relief at this restriction made her feel guilty. Gabrielle and the Gilberts had somehow become one massive ache in the pit of her stomach. It had taken all this time, the whole month of December and Christmas, for the ache to start shrinking.

         All the Form Two kids were sitting around a table in the corner of the hall. In the centre of everything was Gabrielle. Her hair was done up like a princess’s, with silver and gold ribbons in it. Nickie couldn’t take her eyes off her. Nor could anyone else — especially the boys.

         Gabrielle waved Nickie over and nudged everyone along so she could sit next to her. Everyone was talking about what they’d got for Christmas. Watches were the main thing; parents thought they would be practical for high school.

         Whenever there was a pause in the chat, everyone just seemed to stare at Gabrielle. It wasn’t only the kids at their table either. Nickie had felt something different, creepiness, from the moment she’d joined her friends; now she knew what it was. All around the hall, little pockets of adults were looking at them. At Gabrielle Baxter, who didn’t fit in. And although the adults were too far away to be heard, Nickie knew what they were saying. Their voices ebbed and flowed in her head — bad news … little tart … no good — just like the voices on the radio dial, on the afternoon she fainted at Calf Club Day.

         Joy wandered out of the Supper Room into the main hall. She looked around, trying to be casual, but it was obvious to Nickie she was checking up on her. Joy gave Nickie a quick smile when she saw all the kids were together in a big group. Nickie forgot she was annoyed with her and sort of smiled back.

         The band started playing ‘Walking My Baby Back Home’. Band wasn’t the right word for the two old guys on the stage. One on the piano, the other one playing the drums and neither of them singing. They always started with the same song, no matter what songs had been hits during the year. Nickie doubted they could have played any hits, let alone her favourite, ‘Puppy Love’. The next song was ‘The Nikau Waltz’, and this was the one the adults started dancing to. They always danced to the second song, as though they were starting to feel sorry for the band playing for no one. Erin’s mum and dad were first. Erin sunk down into her chair.

         Before long, other parents were up waltzing. Joy and Eugene were among them. Nickie was keeping an eye on her mother, who was keeping an eye on her. They both pretended not to be watching each other.

         Nickie asked Gabrielle where her father was.

         ‘He dropped me off,’ she said. ‘He’s gone home. He came in for a few minutes, but he decided not to stay. It isn’t easy for him to come to something like this on his own.’

         Nickie felt bad for asking. Everyone had a husband or a wife; even if some of them were useless dancers, at least they all had someone to stumble round the dance floor with.

         Erin’s parents had taken a break, and her dad arrived at the table with a big beer jug full of lemonade. He had eight glasses tucked under his arm which he put down in front of each of them. When he got to Gabrielle, he stopped smiling. She thanked him for the drink but he wouldn’t look at her. He sniffed, as though something had gone off, and said Huh, and Nickie wondered why adults were happy to stare at Gabrielle from a distance, but were too afraid to look her in the eye close up.

         He asked Erin to dance and Erin’s eyes went wide, giving the disgusted look, but she got up and off she went for a waltz. Everyone knew the fathers would keep coming back and asking, getting more embarrassing as they drank more beer.

         Gabrielle nudged Nickie in the ribs. She was looking at Jack and Audrey Gilbert. They were like all the other couples, but they weren’t, at the same time. It was the way he held her. Jack had his arm around the back of Audrey, not in the loose sort of way that the other men were holding their wives, but more as though he was actually supporting her — sometimes his arm slipped upwards, so that he was holding her high under her armpits. The way he’d held her that other time. The memory of it made Nickie queasy.

         His face was intense. Not angry, not smiling. His jaw was clenched, jutting out. Jack Gilbert was intensely concentrating on dancing with Mrs Gilbert.

         Mrs Gilbert wore nice navy leather shoes with little kitten heels, and a pale blue dress that flared out at the hips. It had a wide black belt. It had long sleeves made of chiffon, which billowed out before buttoning at the wrist. Her hair didn’t look any different to normal, but she wore lots of make-up. Nickie thought back to other get-togethers and realised that she’d always done that. Dark red lipstick, lots of rouge and even mascara, which most of the mothers thought was a step too far in the cheap and trashy direction. The queasiness returned as Nickie clicked. Underneath the pink cheeks and the red lips and the glamorous dark eyes, there were cuts and bruises.

         But, in all her life, Nickie had never seen someone look happier than Mrs Gilbert. Her face was shining. Her eyes were closed and she was smiling as though she was in a wonderful dream. When the music stopped, Jack Gilbert went back to the bar. Mrs Gilbert seemed not to have noticed that the dance had ended. She swayed from side to side, her eyes closed, a drifty smile on her face. Her arms moved in time to a silent rhythm and, now and again, she clicked her fingers. She was entirely alone, in the middle of the dance floor.

         Nickie looked around the room. It was as though it was full of strangers, people who couldn’t see the weirdness. Not a single adult was taking any notice of Mrs Gilbert. Nickie’s eyes prickled as she remembered other evenings at the hall, when Mrs Gilbert danced on her own. How people had just ignored her, or smirked behind the back of the wife who was not quite the full quid.

         ‘It’s called a syndrome. Remember? When we met Yvonne? She said that women can get so traumatised by being beaten up that they do weird stuff. That’s what she said,’ whispered Gabrielle. ‘I reckon Mrs Gilbert was just so grateful that the bastard was dancing with her, she believed, truly believed she was happy.’

         ‘Which is why she had her eyes closed,’ Nickie said. ‘To make the pretending easier.’

         ‘Which is why she had her eyes closed,’ Gabrielle agreed.

         Nickie could feel Gabrielle’s leg jiggling, as though she was nervous about something. Which made Nickie nervous, too.

         ‘I’ve got a plan,’ Gabrielle said. ‘Next time they dance. I’m dancing, too. I’m going to dance next to them, and when it comes time to change partners, I’m going to cut in on them.’

         Gallons of lemonade swirled in Nickie’s stomach. Gabrielle’s chin was jutting out, like Mr Gilbert’s had been when he was waltzing.

         ‘Not a good idea,’ Nickie whispered. ‘Besides, he won’t dance with you. Not after Calf Club Day.’

         ‘Not him, stupid. I’m going to dance with Mrs Gilbert. Have a chat.’

         It was pointless to say to Gabrielle Baxter that the women only danced with each other at the very end of get-togethers, when all the men were too drunk. Nickie’s only hope was that Jack and Audrey Gilbert had finished their dancing for the night.

         The next time she checked her watch, it was eleven o’clock. An hour to get through, without Gabrielle causing problems with the Gilberts. Most of the adults were tipsy, even the mothers. You could tell by the way they weren’t shy to grab the arm of anyone’s husband and drag them out for a dance. The men did the exact opposite of the ladies. They clustered in close together, right next to the bar, kept their backs to the dance floor, protecting themselves from being picked off by hunting dancing women.

         Gabrielle nudged Nickie in the ribs.

         ‘Who’s that? The one in the middle with a face like a bird?’ She was pointing towards a group of women talking by the Supper Room door.

         ‘Mrs Shanks.’

         ‘Shanks wanks. So that’s what she looks like.’ Gabrielle smiled.

         That was a person you never saw dancing. Mr Shanks had one leg that didn’t work. When he walked, he sort of picked it up and dragged it along after him. The gammy leg was from polio, a disease that shrivelled up and wrecked a lot of people’s legs in the old days. Joy had told Nickie that Mr Shanks being crippled was the reason Mrs Shanks went out to work — she was the only married lady in the district who had a job and, although people could have looked down on her for that, they understood the situation so they didn’t.

         The Shanks always came to district get-togethers, even though dancing was off the menu for them. Nickie’s theory was that they came so Mrs Shanks could remind everyone that she, more than anyone else, knew exactly what was going on in Fenward. She’d buzz over to a group of ladies and stand there with her arms crossed, her Pimms in her hand, and smile as she listened to the chatter. Her little head would twitch this way and that, as the other ladies said something, then the talk would stop. All eyes would be on Mrs Shanks. And Mrs Shanks would smile the sort of annoying smile that said Well, I know the full story, and have a little sip of her Pimms, and she’d bow her head down, as though she might have spilled a drop of the drink onto her twinset. Twinsets were her thing, she had fancy ones with pearls sewn in them for get-togethers. She’d brush at her top with her free hand, then she’d look up. When she started to speak, all the ladies’ heads leaned, better to hear the full story. There’d be nodding and gasps and eyes wide open all over the show, and usually some head-shaking as well, as everyone agreed how terrible it was. Whatever it was. Next minute, Mrs Shanks was gone. You checked around the room and usually you’d find her in among another group of ladies, doing the same thing over again.

         
             

         

         Nickie didn’t have to worry about the Gilberts having another dance. The lights came on and the Supper Room doors opened. She was starving — supper was much later than it would normally be; seeing as it was New Year’s Eve the do wouldn’t finish until after midnight. But when the time came to eat, the knots in her stomach gave all the food a strange flavour. She needed to know where Gabrielle was, that she wasn’t up to something, before she could eat. Nickie finally spotted her talking to one of the band guys, charming him with her Baxter-factor. She was pleased the music was over for the night; who knows what Gabrielle would have talked those old guys into playing.

         It was nearly midnight. Everyone moved out of the Supper Room, back into the hall. The countdown began. Nickie remembered what happened at zero and, with only two and one to go, slid next to her father. He planted a big sloppy kiss on her cheek.

         People crossed their arms and linked up in a circle. Nickie thought about Ian Baxter. He was probably outside, sitting in the dark in his ute, waiting for Gabrielle. If he’d been brave enough to come in, would anyone have broken the link and let him in?

         ‘Auld Lang Syne’ started, and everyone sang. Nickie tried to join in, but she knew only the first two lines, after that she just pretended. As parts of the circle started to move inwards, then out, she looked around for Gabrielle. She couldn’t see her. Nickie checked again, this time for the Gilberts. Mr Gilbert was shuffling around, a cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth, but Mrs Gilbert seemed to be missing. Next check was for Mrs Shanks. Absent.

         Nickie broke away and slipped out through the Supper Room. She pushed open the kitchen doors and stepped outside just as Gabrielle’s dad’s ute pulled out from the driveway and onto the road. It disappeared into the night.

         
             

         

         It was 1973. Nickie was starting it not knowing whether she had new things to worry about, on top of the horrible things left over from 1972. She shivered in the dark, wondering if it would have been better to have discovered some new terrible scene. Gabrielle and Mrs Gilbert. Gabrielle and Mrs Shanks. Gabrielle and Mrs Gilbert and Mrs Shanks. Nickie’s head hurt from the worry of not knowing what she should worry about.
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         Joy Walker

         Joy’s summer holidays had always been two glorious weeks in Coromandel, in the caravan they owned with Eugene’s sister Beth. The families divided January between them, the Walkers taking the second half. Joy’s niece Heather, two months older than Nickie, stayed on as company for her.

         Languid days, mosquito nights, mussels spitting on a sheet of corrugated iron over a bonfire. Limp lettuce salad and sandflies dive-bombing the dressing. Yahtzee and Scrabble and fights over who got to be the Monopoly banker. Lost jandals and sunburn were the only upsets, and the sunburn didn’t really count — Nickie and Heather peeled themselves, then each other, then started browning all over again.

         Eugene and Joy slept in the caravan, the girls in the awning. Every night, the girls chatted and giggled until the early hours of the morning. Eugene bellowed at them to go to sleep before he fell into a deep slumber. Joy stayed awake, knowing they’d start again as soon as they heard his snores.

         Like an archaeologist sifting through dirt for signs of another age, Joy combed Nickie’s nightly conversations for the spirit of Gabrielle Baxter. She listened for furtive whispers of violence and sex because how could a young girl not roll them round inside her like a sweet all-day sucker, when she was on holiday? But the discussions were confined to fashion and food and boys, not men. The Nickie that Joy listened to was the girl she’d been before the arrival in Fenward of Gabrielle and Ian Baxter.

         At first, this was a good thing. But as the holiday wore on, anxiety refused to loosen its grip. Joy sat under the pohutukawa trees lining the beach and watched Eugene and the girls skylarking in the water. She tried, but failed, to make sense of it all.

         
             

         

         On the last Sunday in January, Joy slipped into one of the empty church pews. It was only ten o’clock, but the day was already warm and the incense merged with the hybrid scent of the overheated, under-blessed congregation. Old Spice, the hateful 4711, other odours too — a shirt on its third, maybe fourth wear, Brylcreem, cow muck, unwashed underarms, blackball lollies, baby sick. Joy wondered what they would call this potent, rancid fragrance, if it could be captured in a bottle.

         Nickie sat next to her. She nudged Joy in the ribs with her elbow and pinched her nose with her fingers. She pointed to the stained collar — the source of the baby vomit — of the young woman directly in front of her. Joy smiled and screwed up her nose in sympathy.

         Father Brindle swished past. Joy glanced at his profile, at the knobbled face, his neck oozing over the top of his collar like a generous muffin in a tin. He must feel the eyes on him, she thought, his own gaze fixed on the giant cross hanging behind the altar. One foot in front of the other, as though he was walking a tightrope. Maybe that’s how it felt, Joy thought. Maybe the knowledge of all the sin in the soul of the church was so heavy across the priest’s shoulders that he daren’t glance aside, risk losing his balance.

         As they sat down, Nickie nudged Joy again.

         ‘Look behind you, Mum. Look who’s there,’ she whispered.

         ‘Don’t look behind. You know it’s wrong.’

         ‘It’s Gabrielle. She’s by herself. We could squeeze over—’

         ‘It’s too late, Nickie. Turn around. Face the front.’

         Nickie glanced backwards one last time and grinned, flicking her fingers in a miniature wave.

         
             

         

         It was a Mass no different to any other. Joy would look back on it later and wonder whether she’d missed something, a subliminal message floating under the words of ritual. As the clock ticked over to eleven a.m., she knelt with everyone else and put her head in her hands and waited, motionless, for the words that ended the Mass. Go in peace to love and serve the Lord. When she got to her feet she knew that after dropping the family off home, she would visit Audrey Gilbert and offer her help to escape her miserable life. If Audrey refused, Joy would sit there in the Gilberts’ kitchen, or living room, or wherever the two women happened to be, until Audrey changed her mind.

         
             

         

         All the way home from church Joy had worried. Not about the scene at the Gilberts, because in her mind that had already happened, but about how she was going to slip away from the family. But when the time came, it was as simple as picking up the car keys and walking out the door.

         She wound down the car window and smells rushed at her — grass and coconut-scented gorse and hot tar and cowshit — and noises, too, the screech of birds and dogs barking and, somewhere close by, a shrill of a shepherd’s whistle. Joy blinked at the fat crayon colours of the freshly crew-cut paddocks and the sky and red roofs and the black gloopy road and wondered if this was what it was like on drugs.

         She turned into the Gilberts’ gateway and turned off the engine. There was no sign of their car.

         Jack’s dogs were tied to the fence on lengths of chain. They snarled and lunged. Joy watched the fence buckle and sway under the pressure of their movement.

         The afternoon heat smothered her as she got out of the car. The dogs were just two or three feet away. Foamy threads swung from their snarling mouths and Joy found herself retreating. She slid her hand along the car behind her, finding the door handle, ready to get back in.

         A high-pitched sound came from the house and the dogs stopped barking. Joy expected to hear Jack’s voice, but it was Audrey in the doorway, a shepherd’s whistle in her mouth. Audrey made no move to take the whistle out. Like a baby, Joy thought. A baby with a dummy in its mouth.

         The dogs paced the fence line, growling.

         ‘Have you got a couple of minutes, Audrey?’ Joy held her hand up to her forehead, shading her eyes from the glare of the sun. Audrey said nothing. She turned and disappeared into the shadow of the house, leaving the door open.

         Joy hesitated, then started after her. The dogs sparked up again. She walked on.

         
             

         

         In the twelve, maybe fifteen years they had been neighbours, Joy had never been inside this house. Between Jack’s stinginess and Audrey’s … well, Audrey being Audrey, hospitality was not a word you associated with the Gilberts. When Joy thought about the house — if she ever thought about it, driving past maybe — she imagined darkness. Even at night, when the lights were on.

         She wasn’t ready for what she found. It was as if she’d stepped into a hospital ward. Everything was white — the walls, the floors — an old, tired white, but scrubbed clean. Her shoes squeaked on hallway lino. Joy looked down and saw a vague version of herself caught in old scuffmarks. Audrey, she noticed now, did not have shoes on. Joy slipped her own off and put them back at the door.

         She glanced into the bathroom as she followed Audrey towards the back of the house. No dirty clothes on the floor, no towels hanging on the rail under the medicine cabinet. Nothing. More than nothing — or less. No soap next to the taps on the handbasin, taps gleaming, as though no human hand had ever touched them. A high window so clean that Joy thought, for a moment, that there was no glass pane there at all. The smell of bleach strong enough to sting her eyes.

         The kitchen was small, just the stove and cupboards and a fridge in the corner. Everything looked new, gleaming, even the stainless-steel teapot, though Joy could see the appliances weren’t the latest models. Older than her own, by a long stretch.

         Audrey had put the kettle on the stove and was staring out the window, her arms folded in front of her, her back turned to Joy. When Joy put her handbag down on the bench, Audrey didn’t move. Joy wondered if she’d forgotten she had company.

         ‘This is a lovely kitchen, Audrey. It’s the first time I’ve seen it.’ Saying both these things made Joy feel stupid. As though she was accusing Audrey of inhospitality. ‘Funny, isn’t it, after all these years of just living down the road from you …’

         Audrey wore an old cotton dress, sleeveless, shapeless, loose. It was dark blue with the tiniest white dots on it. It came down to her knees. The zip was broken, a big, buckled safety pin held everything together at the top.

         Joy tried, at first, to avoid looking at the bruises. But it was as though they were part of the outfit — designed, somehow, to complement the midnight blue of the dress. Or did it work the other way around — did Audrey get up in the morning and pick a frock that worked nicely with her current injuries? The bruises were everywhere. The biggest started on Audrey’s bicep and smeared up, like the scuff of a muddy shoe, to her neck and into her hair. It swallowed her ear, which was swollen plump. Cauliflower ear, it would be called, if Audrey were an All Black lock.

         On the bench were two teacups, each on a saucer. Joy wondered, with a sickening start, whether Jack might be just outside that window.

         ‘Is Jack home, Audrey?’

         Audrey shook her head. ‘He’s gone to Hamilton. His mother’s sick.’

         The kettle whistled on the stove.

         ‘That’s a big drive. Is he staying the night?’

         ‘I don’t know. He said he’d ring. But he hasn’t.’

         They said nothing for a moment. A blowfly flew into the kitchen. It crashed heavily against a window before landing on the white plastic shade of the light hanging from the centre of the ceiling. Audrey started, a frown passing over her face, and she pulled open a drawer. Joy stared as Audrey sprung into life, flicking a fly swat at the blowfly, killing it first swipe. It hit the floor with a blick.

         Audrey bent down and scooped the corpse up with the swat. In one swift motion, she opened the kitchen window and catapulted the dead insect outside. Joy marvelled at her grace, at how this wreck of a human somehow performed the simple task of dispatching of a blowfly as if she was performing a macabre, sick ballet. After the marvel, horror. As Audrey had executed that move, her hair had fallen forward over her face. It revealed the patch of bare, enflamed scalp. The patch met the bruise on Audrey’s neck like the sea meeting land on a map in an atlas.

         Joy steadied herself against the kitchen bench, but Audrey didn’t seem to notice. Audrey was busy now. Joy stared. Audrey opened the cupboard below the kitchen sink and reached for a bottle of Handy Andy.

         ‘Oh, Lordy,’ said Joy. ‘You’re well stocked up, Audrey. With the cleaning products, I mean.’

         There were rows of bottles under the sink. Joy saw brands she knew, and brands she didn’t. In her own laundry there were two, the Handy Andy, of course, and methylated spirits.

         There was a stack of folded rags next to the army of bottles. Audrey took one and soaked it in cleaner. She dabbed at the lightshade from atop a stool she dragged over from the corner of the room. Joy looked away, queasy at the deep purple of the skin at the back of Audrey’s knees, on her thighs.

         How could she have not noticed before? It was because she’d never visited Audrey inside her home, she thought. She’d caught her on the hop today, Audrey had had no time to cover her injuries. That’s not true. You always knew they were there. The hard little voice inside her head made her blush in shame.

         Audrey climbed down. She took the rag and disappeared along the hallway. Joy heard water running.

         ‘I’ve just put that in to soak,’ Audrey said, returning. ‘How do you take your tea?’

         
             

         

         Joy suggested they sit outside on the steps and enjoy the sunshine. The heat was too much for her, really, but it was better to see Jack arriving than to risk him entering the house quietly, overhearing what she had to say. And there was less for Audrey to clean outside.

         They were close to each other, almost touching. They cradled their cups and sipped quietly for a minute or two. At this proximity, Joy could see there were old bruises under the new ones on Audrey’s arms and legs. There were other injuries too, scratches, little red circles.

         ‘I can help you, Audrey.’

         Audrey didn’t reply. She kept drinking her tea. ‘The dogs love him,’ she said finally. ‘He’s hard on them, you know, Joy.’

         Joy swallowed.

         ‘He beats them, whether or not they’ve done something wrong. You have to, you know, with animals. They’d do anything for him. Run under a truck, if he gave them the order.’

         ‘Audrey …’

         Joy reached across Audrey and grabbed her wrist. Audrey didn’t flinch, didn’t pull back. The dogs sprang to their feet growling, then barking. The chains were taut as they lunged towards Joy. Joy let go of Audrey’s arm and Audrey reached down the cleavage of her dress for the dog whistle. One piercing blow and the dogs were silent.

         ‘It’s something, isn’t it, Joy? The power of love.’

         ‘Not if it’s misused.’

         ‘Oh, it can’t be. You’re right. It can’t be misused. That would be a terrible thing.’

         ‘Listen. Listen to me, Audrey—’

         ‘Jack would never do that, Joy. He knows just the right amount of power to use. To show his love.’

         Audrey reached across Joy — for a moment, Joy thought she was going to hug her with those frail, damaged arms. But Audrey picked up the cup and tipped the rest of the tea on the parched brown grass.

         ‘I’d better get on with the washing up,’ Audrey said, standing. ‘It was nice of you to call in, Joy.’

         The dogs barked and snarled once more as Joy made her way to the car.

         ‘Audrey,’ she called out, one last time. ‘If you want help …’

         The shrill dog whistle blew just once as Audrey walked into the house, her back turned to the dogs and the car. She didn’t falter in her step.

         

         

         Ian Baxter

         Hokey pokey dirt crackled under Ian’s boots as he trudged across the paddocks. No rain for weeks and now the earth — Earth — was dying from the outside in. There were fissures wide enough to catch a foot and twist an ankle.

         Two days earlier, the water level in the troughs had dropped past the reach of the cattle. Ian watched helplessly as the cows craned forward, tongues frantically skimming the surface of the muddy residue from long-ago rains. But troughs on the neighbouring farms were full — Ian had seen cows drinking at them as he drove past. Jack Gilbert was the only farmer in the district with broken water pipes.

         It was February and the farm was a desert and the cows were losing condition and down on production and Jack was nowhere to be found. Ian phoned once, twice, three times a day, desperate to resolve the water crisis. Each time, his call went unanswered, or Audrey had picked up. The result was much the same, either way.

         Jack was away, Audrey said. His mother was sick and he’d gone to see her and, no, there was no number to reach him on. She didn’t know when he’d be back.

         Ian tried to think up ways of topping up the water troughs while he waited for Jack to return. He filled the calf-feeder, then towed it out into the paddocks with the intention of somehow transferring the water to the trough. But the cows, dehydrated and desperate, sensed moisture and charged at the feeder, tipping it over. The lid slid off and the precious water disappeared into the dust, leaving nothing more than a shadow. Ian’s eyes prickled as he watched the cows tongue the dirt.

         Ian tried phoning Jack again.

         ‘Yes,’ Audrey answered.

         It was not a statement, nor was it a question. It was, Ian thought, just about the minimum a human being could say to anyone about anything.

         ‘Audrey, it’s Ian.’

         ‘Yes,’ she said again.

         ‘Is he back?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Has he rung? Does he know how dry it is now?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Jesus … how much longer, Audrey, do you think? Before you’ll hear from him?’

         Ian heard Audrey sigh, and the breath catch in the back of her throat, as though she was about to say something. Then, it seemed, she stopped breathing altogether. Ian imagined Jack’s rough, filthy hands enclosing Audrey’s neck from behind her. Fingers locking, hands squeezing to form a bruise-black necklace.

         ‘Why don’t you take them down the back?’ The words were rasped rather than spoken.

         ‘Sorry … what was that?’

         ‘I said, take the cows down the back. Over the peat. They can drink at the river.’

         ‘It’s too dangerous. They’ll sink in it, end up cast. That’s what Jack said.’

         ‘Too dangerous in winter, but it’ll be okay now. It drains alright in summer, the peat tightens up. They’ll cross it safely and get to the river for water.’

         Ian thought it through quickly. It made sense, and he had no other option.

         ‘Audrey?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Jack’ll be alright about it? You know … he didn’t want the herd anywhere near that peat before. He reckoned he’d lose stock in there … it was the first fence I put up, when I arrived.’

         Ian didn’t repeat what else Jack had said about losing stock on the peat. That if any cows died, the loss would come out of Ian’s wages.

         ‘I guess so,’ said Audrey. ‘I guess he’ll be alright about it. Bye now.’

         
             

         

         The cows didn’t want to move. They huddled around the near-dry trough, instinct tethering them to the last place they’d found water. Ian put Bounce around them, corralling them towards the race.

         The sun beat at the back of his neck and his pulse thumped between his ears. Cicadas trilled their static, other massive insects swarmed low around his neck, drawn to his sweat. The cows lumbered along, stopping often until the yapping dog forced them forward again. But soon the pace quickened, the cows at the front leading the herd towards the peat. They smelled water.

         The gates at the entrance to the peat were shut, the fence there solid. Ian whistled Bounce to the front. The dog raced ahead and turned to face the stampeding cows. Snarling, barking, he held them at bay while Ian pushed his way forward and quickly surveyed the land.

         He slipped through the gate and walked onto the soil. It was firm under foot. He bent down and scooped a handful, letting the black stringy dirt fall through his fingers. He lifted it to his face. The smell was thick and rich and dank; centuries of river and farm detritus concentrated in a black, pungent mass.

         Ian whistled Bounce once more, the dog advanced on the cows, forcing them aside far enough for Ian to open the gate. He stood back as the herd stampeded towards the silky sludge of the river.

         
             

         

         He thought, at first, that the spirals were dust clouds, stirred up by the frantic cattle. But long after the last of the cows reached the riverside, the tiny plumes remained. Ian walked across the expanse of the peat. He blinked, shook his head, wondering whether the heat was playing tricks with his eyesight. He thought he was heading to where he’d seen the first grey drift, but when he turned around, they were behind him. They were everywhere.

         Bounce panted beside him as he bent down and touched the ground. He pressed the palm of his hand hard against the earth. Heat. Not just the heat of summer, a greater warmth than that. Somewhere, below the surface of the field, a fire burned.

         A grey wisp escaped from under his feet. Stepping back, he scraped at the crack in the dirt. Smoke seeped through the gaping hole. Ian bent even lower, so his face was touching the ground. He sniffed hard, remembering a hangi he’d been to years ago. It was something like that, the smell.

         Bounce growled and lay flat to the ground, his ears and tail low. Ian looked across the peat bog, then to the sky. Hawks circled above him, diving every now and then to pick at the ground. Ian bent down again and pulled apart the grass. Dead insects, cicadas and crickets. Burnt to a crisp in the ovens beneath him. The heat, coming at him from both the vicious sun and the dirt under his feet, was all of a sudden unbearable.

         The cows had drunk their fill at the water’s edge and were grazing the hot contours of the peat. Somehow — at some recent time, who knew when — the water table had dropped low enough for a peat fire to start on the edge of Jack Gilbert’s farm. Jack had told him about the risk of peat fire, how important it was to take care not to set the surface grass alight in summer. How quickly the inflammable peat could ignite. A peat fire could burn slowly underground for days, weeks, then suddenly force its way back to the surface and engulf the tinder-dry pastures bordering the peatlands. Everyone knew how hard it was to put out a peat fire, once it took hold.

         Bounce was now further along the bank, drinking from the river. Ian walked to the water’s edge and looked back at the peat bog. From that angle, he saw that the fire — or at least, the smoke — had not spread too far. The area to the left, the part bordering the Jackson farm next door, did not appear to be burning.

         He ran up the bank, onto the bog land at the left. He lay down on the ground and pressed his body against the earth. It was warm, but the warmth was that of land baking in the sun, not from within. The fire was confined to Jack Gilbert’s farm. For now. He whistled the dog. The cows, still grazing, ignored his barks until he started snapping close to their legs. Slowly they began to move back towards the gateway to the race.

         
             

         

         Who to ring? Jack, obviously, except he’d disappeared. Audrey? Another conversation with her was a waste of time.

         It was Gabrielle’s first day at high school, but there she was, in the doorway of her bedroom.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.

         Where did she get that uniform? Had he sorted that out?

         ‘Why aren’t you at school?’

         ‘First day is a half-day for turds. I told you that, remember? Anyway, what’s wrong?’

         ‘The back of the farm, there’s a fire down there.’

         ‘Ring Nickie’s dad. He’ll help. He’ll know what to do. I’ll do it.’ Gabrielle was already at the telephone.

         ‘Six two C please. And Mrs Shanks. Can you spread the word? There’s a fire on Jack Gilbert’s farm. Down the back … where, exactly, Ian?’

         Ian blinked. ‘Towards the river, the peat’s on fire.’

         ‘Right down the river. It’s a peat fire, Mrs Shanks. That bastard Jack Gilbert’s disappeared and Dad needs help.’

         Ian had no idea what Mrs Shanks said, but Gabrielle rolled her eyes. ‘Listen,’ she said into the receiver, ‘do what you do best and put the word out. And I need Eugene Walker. Now. Please.’

         Gabrielle waited, then passed the receiver to Ian. ‘Here you go.’

         
             

         

         An hour later, Ian led the procession of trucks and tractors towards the fire. His ute was heavy in the rear with the weight of the water tank on the back axle; he felt the engine straining under the load. Another weight sat hard across his shoulders; the barely contained anger of farmers fearful of the fire.

         They had loaded the water at the cowshed, the high-pressure hose the quickest option for filling the tanks. Ian’s hands shook as he’d worked the hose and deflected rapid-fire questions from the other men.

         ‘When did it start?’

         ‘How far has it spread?’

         ‘How deep is it?’

         ‘Where’s Jack?’

         ‘I don’t know.’ He said it over and over. I don’t know. Instead of pushing him for more answers, the men stood silently and waited their turn with the hose. Ian kept his head down, but the invisible current of scorn pulsed through him.

         Relief surged as he parked the ute in the paddock nearest the peat. The fire didn’t seem to have spread any further — not at the surface, though who knew what was happening underground. The other men joined him at the fence line. In silence, they absorbed the eerie view.

         ‘It’s peat all the way along the river,’ Eugene said. He was at Ian’s side. ‘Every farm with river access has peatland, all the way to the sea.’

         ‘We’d better get started then,’ one of the others said. ‘Try and put the bastard out.’

         Ian swallowed, cleared his throat.

         ‘I thought … rather than waste the water trying to put the whole thing out, we should just try to contain it.’

         Ian turned around, met the eyes of each man, one after the other. ‘What I’m saying is, the fire’s already got a hold of Jack’s land. So if we dig deep trenches on the boundaries, and fill them with water, we’ll have firebreaks. We might stop it spreading to your place.’ Ian looked at Tony Jackson and then at Robbie Lind. ‘And, on the other side, yours.’

         Eugene coughed, took off his hat and scratched his head. He put the hat back on. ‘We can do the fourth boundary too, Ian. The river’s a natural boundary, and then there are the two either side. But we need to firebreak where the peat meets your — Jack’s — paddocks.’

         It was quiet. Ian listened for the cicadas but heard nothing. He remembered the burnt carapaces of the insects spread across the peatland.

         ‘We’ll do Jack’s place last. Only if there’s enough water left. Only when we’re sure everyone else is safe,’ he said.

         The sun was vicious and every shovel of steaming dirt sent another hot blast skyward. But the digging was easy. The peat was dense and soft and the men were heartened at the speed at which they reached clay.

         Ian kept his head down and his shovel moving. Something had changed; no words spoken, but he could feel it — an imperceptible shift in the mood of these men, his neighbours. A recalibration of their assessment of who he was, the sort of man he might be.

         ‘Bloody good on you, Ian.’

         The voice belonged to Hans Janssen. Ian kept digging, without looking up.

         ‘Wouldn’t want to be in your boots but.’ Another man, in front of him. ‘When Gilbert gets back. From wherever the fuck he’s disappeared to.’

         The digging continued. Ian shrugged. ‘Well, he’s not here, so I had to make the call.’

         ‘He wouldn’t have made this call, saving everyone else’s pasture but his own.’

         It took hours to dig the trenches. The men backed their vehicles close and emptied the gallons of water into them. Eugene and Hans talked quietly, then paced the ground between the pasture edge and the flow of the river.

         ‘I reckon we should dig channels between the river and pasture, let the river water flood the peat,’ said Eugene. ‘Just to be sure.’

         Ian understood what that meant. Flooding might help douse the fire, but when the rain eventually came and the river swelled, the peat buffer between pasture and the river would be lost.

         ‘Makes sense to me,’ Ian said.

         
             

         

         It was four o’clock. The sharemilkers left first, heading home to milk. Ian knew his cows were waiting, too. The others packed up slowly then stood back to survey the work.

         ‘It’s a funny thing,’ said Eugene. ‘You know what I think?’

         Ian shrugged. Flies were sticking to his skin and the heat made conversation exhausting.

         ‘I think that this would be the most care and attention Jack Gilbert’s land has ever seen. You’ve no idea how the fire started?’

         Ian shook his head. ‘It’s the first time I’ve been down here. I brought the herd down to the river for water and the place was smoking when I got here.’

         ‘They can start on their own, the fires. Underground, I mean. But more likely it was a spark. Or something,’ said Eugene.

         ‘Don’t know. I really don’t know. Like I say, today’s the first time I’ve been down here.’

         Ian looked around the remaining men, then stepped forward and shook each of them by the hand.

         ‘I appreciate this. What you’ve done. All of you.’

         He didn’t expect any sort of reply, nor did he receive one. The men nodded and grunted and climbed in their trucks and utes and on their tractors and drove away.

         
             

         

         The smell of the fire clung to his skin long after he finished milking and showered. It was in his hair and up his nose. He wondered whether he was imagining it, smelling the memory of the day rather than the day itself. But Gabrielle screwed up her face when she joined him in the kitchen before dinner.

         ‘Haven’t you had a proper wash?’ Her nose scrunched as she dished mashed potato and sausages onto his plate, and mash and peas onto hers. ‘Maybe it’s your clothes, out in the wash house …’

         ‘I did, I had a long shower. And the clothes are soaking.’

         Gabrielle slid up close to him and sniffed at his arm. ‘It’s not you,’ she said. ‘At least, I don’t think it’s you. It’s everywhere.’

         They pushed their plates to one side and went outside. Ian scanned the horizon in the direction of the river. There were trees between the house and the distant river, but he could see that the horizon changed slightly in its hue; a scuff of smoke, nothing more.

         ‘I thought you put it out,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Wasn’t that why all the farmers came to help?’

         ‘You can’t. You can’t put a peat fire out. You can only try to contain it. It’ll burn the peat on Jack’s land. But hopefully no one else’s.’

         ‘You’re going to be in the shit, Dad. With Jack, I mean.’

         Ian shrugged. ‘Maybe. But there was no choice.’

         Back inside, they ate in silence. Ian was exhausted. It was only as they finished their meals that he remembered to ask about school.

         ‘Is it going alright? Have you got everything you need?’

         ‘Yes … Mrs Walker sorted me out. I said I’d ask you for the money.’

         Ian nodded. ‘That was good of her.’

         How had he missed all this? Gabrielle had started high school that very day, and he’d barely registered it.

         ‘Apart from that … how’s it going? I mean … what subjects are you doing?’ He felt a fraud. He should have known all these things already — what Gabrielle was studying, which class she was in, how she was getting to and from school. How was she getting to school?

         ‘I might take sewing,’ Gabrielle was saying. ‘I could use Mum’s machine. She’ll like that.’

         The mention of her name brought a sharp pain to Ian’s heart; not the usual stabbing of loss, but one of guilt. He had not thought about Bridie all day. He had, for the first time since she died, absolutely forgotten her.

         ‘It’s this Sunday, you know.’ Gabrielle was still chatting on, but he’d lost track of her conversation. She was standing at the sink, filling it with hot, soapy water.

         ‘What’s this Sunday?’ It would be something to do with church, probably.

         Gabrielle’s hands hovered above the bubbles. Her shoulders tensed, frozen, and her head tilted downwards, as though she was praying. He could see her eyes were closed. When she finally spoke, her voice was barely a whisper.

         ‘Sunday, Dad. It’s her birthday. Mum’s birthday.’

         The shock of having forgotten was greater than the shock of remembering, but in the end it all rolled into one and the same.

         ‘You forgot.’

         ‘I didn’t. Of course I didn’t, Gabrielle. Don’t be silly.’

         ‘You did. I can tell. It’s her first one in Heaven and you forgot.’

         Ian stood up. The weariness was overwhelming. Yes, he had forgotten. For a moment, he thought about confessing this to Gabrielle. Telling her that the world — this real world that Gabrielle so loved, that he was trying to live in for her sake — was consuming every atom of energy he could muster. Instead, he slipped behind her and hugged her.

         ‘I didn’t forget,’ he lied. ‘I just … it’s hard to think about her birthday. It’s hard for me, remembering.’

         ‘They weren’t all like that last one,’ Gabrielle said. Ian thought she might be crying, but a harshness had seeped into her voice. ‘You said that yourself, remember? That night? It was you who said we had to forget this birthday and remember the good ones?’

         Gabrielle swung around to face Ian. No traces of tears, he saw. Her face was cool, her mouth tight. ‘We’re going to have a party. A birthday party for Mum. On Sunday.’

         

         

         Nickie Walker

         Nickie realised, as they got off the bus on the first day at high school, that no one knew exactly what to do. Everyone just stood around, in their own primary school groups, looking at other people standing around in their primary school groups.

         Dominic spotted a drinking fountain. Being the bravest, he approached it for a drink. Then they all took slow turns having drinks until the bell went. Kids from other schools seemed to know more than them. They went into the hall, so the Fenward kids went, too.

         Gabrielle sat close to Nickie in assembly and whispered that if they weren’t in the same class, she would ask to be changed. Nickie nodded and said Yeah and her stomach did a tiny not-so-sure flip as she thought about her Coromandel holiday, where she’d gorged on meat and played Spotlight in the bush at night and didn’t once think about sex or violence or comprehensive appearances.

         The principal read out the streams — technical, commercial or professional — and then the students’ names. Technical was another name for cooking and sewing and woodwork and metalwork and, even though it sounded fancy, it was really for kids who couldn’t pass exams. He got to the third class, one of the technical ones, and Gabrielle’s name was called out. Gabrielle squeezed Nickie’s hand and they waited. Nickie’s name didn’t come up until the second-to-last class, a professional one.

         ‘Fuck that,’ Gabrielle said. ‘I’ll sort it out. We’ll both sort it out. Come on.’

         Nickie had no idea what sorting it out might mean, but Gabrielle simply got in the line for Nickie’s class, rather than her own.

         The desks were in pairs. Nickie and Gabrielle sat about halfway down the class. Miss Voss, the form teacher, went through her roll. Of course, Gabrielle wasn’t on it, but Miss Voss didn’t notice.

         ‘Did I miss anyone?’ She looked around the room, smiling. She was really pretty even though she had glasses. Nickie waited for Gabrielle to put her hand up, but for a change she did nothing. Nickie glanced at her and found her occupied with flicking her fringe at two boys in the next row.

         ‘Alright then. Let’s start by each standing up and sharing a little bit about ourselves. Which school you came from, the things you like to do.’

         Nickie remembered how Gabrielle had stood in front of the class at Fenward and talked about herself and her dead mother. She wondered if she’d give that speech again. Nickie talked about Fenward Primary and was going to say she liked reading, but no one else had said that and she didn’t want to stick out, so she just said the beach and holidays instead. Miss Voss said holidays got her vote, too.

         Miss Voss was eyeing up Gabrielle.

         ‘What’s your name, dear?’ Miss Voss was smiling. Nickie could tell she was already being charmed by the glamour.

         ‘Gabrielle Baxter,’ Gabrielle replied. She smiled her most enchanting smile.

         ‘Baxter …’Miss Voss looked at her paperwork again. ‘I don’t seem to have you here, Gabrielle.’

         ‘Well, they called my name out at assembly,’ she said. ‘For this class. Didn’t they, Nickie.’

         This was not a question. Nickie did a half nod and a half shake of her head, which ended up being an imitation of a wobbly-head dog, the sort that people put in the back window of their cars. She looked up at the ceiling rather than at Miss Voss.

         All the kids turned around in their chairs to look at Gabrielle. Everyone was smiling and she smiled back at them, and Nickie recognised the familiar warmth fast-forwarding around the classroom — as though a whole term’s worth of getting to know Gabrielle Baxter, and her being the most popular girl in the class, was happening in just a split second. It was especially noticeable that the boys were grinning at her and she rewarded them by pulling that special look, the one she last used to get prizes at Calf Club Day. The thought of that brought Nickie back to reality.

         There was a knock at the door and an older girl came in. She handed a note to Miss Voss, who read it then looked up again. At Gabrielle.

         ‘Gabrielle, it looks as though … I think you might be in the wrong class, honey. That’s why you weren’t on my roll. You’ll need to go with Sally — this is Sally — she’ll take you to where you’re meant to be.’

         Nickie studied her fingernails, one by one.

         ‘My name was definitely read out for this class.’ The warmth in Gabrielle’s voice was gone.

         ‘I think you misheard. Possibly. You’ll need to go with Sally, she’ll show you where 3HE1 is.’

         Gabrielle remained calm. She even smiled — at Miss Voss, at the boys, at everyone. ‘Okay. See you all later,’ she said.

         She didn’t look back as she followed Sally out the door.

         
             

         

         It was killing Nickie. She was dying to find out what had happened, but she couldn’t get a turn on the phone. The problem was her mother, who was on a long-winded call to someone. Nickie couldn’t tell who it was, because every time she walked past her mother would stop talking and cover the mouthpiece.

         ‘This is private, Nickie. If you don’t mind.’

         ‘How long are you going to be? I need to ring someone.’

         ‘As long as it takes, thank you.’

         Finally, ages later, Nickie rang Gabrielle.

         ‘Where’d you go? I was looking everywhere at interval. And lunch. I asked everyone and no one had even seen you.’

         There was an exploding pop sound down the line. Nickie wondered if Mrs Shanks had dropped her cup of tea.

         ‘Gross,’ said Gabrielle. ‘My bubblegum’s stuck to the mouth thingy. Hang on.’

         Nickie waited.

         ‘Got it. Got it all off.’ Her chewing started again.

         ‘So?’

         ‘I went home.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘I just told that bird, what’s her name — Sally? I just said I knew where the other classroom was ’cause I had an older sister who had been to the school. She went off somewhere and I came home.’

         ‘You can’t do that.’

         ‘Well, you can, because I did.’

         ‘How’d you get home? And what did Ian say?’

         ‘Walked. Well, I started walking, and then a milk tanker picked me up. It was so cool, riding in a tanker. You’re up so high.’

         ‘God, Gabrielle, that’s hitchhiking.’

         ‘Not really. I didn’t have my thumb out. I just stopped walking and looked pathetic on the side of the road. Let my head drop down. Did a Vincent.’ She giggled.

         ‘And what about your dad? What did you tell him?’

         ‘I just said it was a half-day for third formers, first day. He was too busy to worry. There was a fire down the back of the farm and he was trying to put it out. I rang your dad, he helped.’

         ‘So, are you going back tomorrow? Gabrielle? You have to go to school.’

         ‘I haven’t decided yet. Maybe. I’m not going to the moron class, that’s for sure. That’s a mistake that has to be sorted out.’

         They said nothing for a bit. Gabrielle popped her gum some more.

         ‘Nickie, I need to ask you something.’

         Nickie took a deep breath.

         ‘We’re having a party on Saturday afternoon. Dad and I. A birthday party and …’

         Nickie heard Gabrielle swallow and hoped she’d already spat out the bubblegum.

         ‘I … it would be good if you could come. Just the four of us.’

         Four? Four meant another person. Maybe Erin? Or Julie? Nickie felt jealous that Gabrielle had become friendly with one of them over summer. On the other hand, if one of them was allowed to go to the party, maybe Nickie would be, too.

         ‘Nickie? Will you come?’ Gabrielle’s voice faded.

         ‘I think so,’ Nickie lied. ‘Is it Ian’s birthday?’

         ‘It’s Mum’s birthday,’ said Gabrielle. ‘She’s thirty-five. You, me and Dad. That’s who’ll be there.’

         
             

         

         Nickie didn’t ask her mother, she couldn’t risk it. On Saturday afternoon, she simply got on her bike and rode to the Baxters’.

         The letterbox was swamped with balloons. Gabrielle was waiting at the front door. She wore a tie-dye dress in different shades of green and high-heeled sandals. Her make-up matched the dress. Nickie thought she looked at least sixteen.

         ‘Wow.’ Nickie grinned. There were days when just the sight of Gabrielle Baxter would make you happy.

         ‘You look nice, too.’ She grinned back. ‘Come on. Come and see how I’ve decorated the kitchen.’

         Nickie had never seen so many balloons in one place. She had to kick her way through them.

         ‘It took all morning to blow them up. I got a really sore neck,’ she said. ‘But it was worth it. For Mum.’

         ‘Where’s your dad?’

         ‘In the shower,’ said Gabrielle. ‘I told him he had to spruce himself up for the birthday lunch. Sit down. Here.’

         Three places were set. Gabrielle had made placemats out of cardboard. They were beautiful; she’d sprinkled and glued glitter around the edges. In the middle of each mat, she’d glittered names. Nickie’s was blue, hers red, her father’s green.

         Teacups were set next to the placemats — they were covered in glitter, too. Next to each cup was a bottle of fizzy drink.

         Gabrielle stomped through the balloons in her high heels. She hammered on the bathroom door. ‘Hurry up!’ she yelled.

         ‘We’ve got saveloys and cake. Dad made the cake last night.’ She flitted back into the kitchen and lifted the lid on a pot on the stove. Nickie watched as she tipped the bright pink sausages out of the hot water into a bowl. ‘Just caught them in time. If you let the water boil, the skin splits.’

         She knew how to cook saveloys. Nickie didn’t know how to cook anything other than toast. Nickie realised Gabrielle probably knew how to do a lot of things that mothers did.

         ‘Um … you … we, I mean, we can’t eat those, Gabrielle, if we’re vegetarians.’ God, they smelled good.

         ‘I know, but this is a special occasion. They were Mum’s favourite. The doctors made her eat meat when she was sick. For iron. She loved saveloys the best. Even though Dad said there was no proper meat in saveloys anyway.’

         ‘Oh … is that right? What’s in them then, if there’s no meat?’ Nickie tried not to sound too interested in saveloys, which were also a favourite of hers.

         ‘Sawdust and leftover stuff from the floor of the abattoir.’

         Gabrielle plonked herself down next to Nickie. Then she leaped up again. ‘Ooh, nearly forgot. Music.’

         The transistor was on the window ledge. She clicked it on. Janis Joplin was singing ‘Me and Bobby McGee’.

         ‘What the hell! She loved this one.’

         Gabrielle started dancing and singing. She made so much noise that Nickie didn’t notice Mr Baxter at first. He’d come into the kitchen and was standing at the door.

         Gabrielle swirled and twirled over to him. She took his hand. ‘Come on, join in. Bridie requests the pleasure of your company for a dance.’ Her voice was high — not screechy but strange all the same, as though she was acting in a play.

         Her father stared at her. ‘This wasn’t what I was expecting, Gabrielle.’ His voice was calm and quiet. Neutral, like his face.

         Nickie squirmed in her chair. Everything about this party was weird. There was music, and Gabrielle singing as though her dead mother was right there with them. And there was Mr Baxter, who looked like a statue. Nickie was too frightened to look at Mr Baxter’s face, in case he looked back and decided she was to blame for the weirdness. Instead, she focused on his neck. Lines under the skin stretched from his chin to his collarbone; they tightened as he swallowed and blinked.

         ‘I know, it’s all a surprise.’ Gabrielle grabbed him around the waist and put her other arm out, inviting her father to dance once again.

         ‘Stop,’ he said.

         Gabrielle didn’t seem to hear him.

         ‘Gabrielle, I said stop. Stop this.’

         Mr Baxter pushed Gabrielle away from him — not a huge shove, but strong enough to make her stumble. Her heel popped a red balloon. Nickie jumped, but neither Mr Baxter nor Gabrielle seemed to notice. He was crying. Not sobbing like a girl or anything, but there were shiny lines of tears running down his face. He stepped forward and hugged Gabrielle.

         ‘She’s not here, Gabrielle. Stop this.’

         ‘Course she is.’ Gabrielle’s voice was back to normal, but muffled as she cried into Ian’s shoulder.

         ‘She’s dead, Gabrielle. She’s not here.’

         ‘She is so here!’ Gabrielle was shouting now, screaming at her father, struggling to pull away from him. ‘Don’t you fucking say she’s dead. It’s her birthday and we’re having a party for her. You’re ruining it.’

         Mr Baxter pulled Gabrielle close to him again. His crying hadn’t stopped even though his eyes were closed. Nickie quietly got up, stepped carefully over all the balloons and left.

         
             

         

         She felt the pull on her bike carrier, just as she was starting to pedal. She didn’t turn around.

         ‘Can I tell you a story? About how I knew about the people who help women getting beaten up?’

         Neither of them moved or said anything. Nickie sensed that Gabrielle’s grip was still firm on the bike. When Nickie finally turned, her fear disappeared. Gabrielle had been crying as well — the evidence was there, two little mascara streams running down her face.

         ‘I don’t know,’ Nickie said.

         ‘It’s not what you’re thinking.’

         Nickie didn’t know what she was thinking, other than she wanted to go home.

         ‘Please. Nickie. Come on. We’ll check out the peat fire and I’ll tell you what happened.’

         They walked through the paddocks while Gabrielle talked. She swung her sandals in her hand and jumped to avoid the cowshit. She told Nickie how, at the end of her mum’s sickness, she changed. Not just how she looked, with cancer eating all her muscles and bones and other bits, but how she was as a person. Her personality, Gabrielle said, turned into someone else.

         They were in her mum’s bedroom one afternoon, and her mum accused her dad of hating her. Hating her so much he had poisoned her and that’s how she’d got sick.

         ‘We laughed at the start,’ said Gabrielle. She was scuffing her feet in the dust that used to be a muddy paddock. ‘Dad and I. We thought Mum was joking with us, lying there in her bed. We thought she’d stop and grin and say Gotcha there, you two. That’s what the old Bridie used to say, at the end of her jokes. Gotcha there.

         ‘But she wasn’t joking at all. First she sat up and she had this horrible mean look on her face … like her prettiness was rearranged into a witch’s face. So she sat, then she swung her legs over and she stood up. Dad went to hold her — she was too weak to stand on her own by then — but she pushed him away from her. I could see, from the look on Dad’s face, that he was shocked. Shocked at what she was doing, and shocked at the strength of her. It was like she had been tricking us, storing up her energy to be mean.’

         The cicadas got louder. Maybe it was just that there was no noise in the big, open paddock, apart from Gabrielle’s quiet voice and the bugs, but it was almost as though the cicadas knew the story already; they were Gabrielle’s orchestra and they changed from loud to soft to loud again as the tale went on.

         They were about halfway to the peat fire. The day was getting hotter and Nickie wished she’d grabbed her bottle of Coca Cola off the table before she’d run away.

         ‘Mum turned around and she grabbed the lamp off her bedside table. It was made of glass, glass and pretend diamonds that were hanging down off it. Like a chandelier in a castle. And then she … she smashed it in Dad’s face. This heavy glass lamp that even I couldn’t lift with two hands. She just picked it up and she didn’t hesitate, she didn’t say a word. She looked at Dad as though he was a stranger and she swung it into his face with all the strength in her bony arms.’

         Nickie and Gabrielle stopped walking. With the sun scorching her hair and her skin and the ground underneath, Gabrielle crumpled into a pile of person on the ground. Her knees were pulled up and her head was buried in her arms and the only sign that she was alive was the twitch of her shoulders as she cried.

         A breeze touched Nickie’s skin. In all the time she’d known Gabrielle, this was the first time Gabrielle had broken down. She sat, too, and put her arm across Gabrielle’s shoulders. She didn’t understand how the rescue women came into it, but she would wait. They were both okay to wait, sitting out there in the middle of a dry paddock that was a field of thick green grass in spring and a stinking sloppy mud pool in winter. Nickie watched a cicada bumble up through a crack in the dirt from the centre of the Earth and remembered that they only had a few weeks of life above the ground before they died.

         Gabrielle lifted her head. ‘Dad’s face was all cut. There was so much blood that I thought he would die. I thought he’d die before Mum died. He just stood there, saying nothing, doing nothing. Blood everywhere. Then he hugged her. He hugged Mum. That’s when I stopped being scared, I knew it’d be alright.’

         ‘What happened next?’

         ‘Mum got back into bed and she went straight to sleep. Like a little baby. A deep deep sleep, she looked so … She went back to looking like Mum again. The real Bridie, the beautiful one. I helped Dad get all the glass out of his face and helped him get all cleaned up.’

         ‘Did you have to go to hospital?’

         ‘We should have gone to the hospital, but he wouldn’t. He said it was private stuff and that the cancer had made Mum attack him. The cancer was in her brain, remember. We both knew it wasn’t the real Bridie and you only had to look at her sleeping, afterwards, to know that that was true.’

         ‘But … weren’t you scared? That it might happen again? Or it might be you next time?’

         Gabrielle clambered back to her feet. She dusted off her green dress and flicked a quivering cicada off her arm.

         ‘I was scared. Until she woke up again and she saw what she’d done to Dad. I could see then that she was so upset, so angry with herself … She was already making plans to stop it happening again. She rang up a friend in Auckland and a lady came and talked to us — talked to all of us, including Dad. She came with Mum’s doctor and they worked out a plan, a phone number to ring. It belonged to a lady who lived just five minutes away from our house and if anything viol— anything horrible ever started to happen again, and I was on my own, I just had to ring up the number and someone would come.’

         They started walking again. Nickie could smell smoke. Up ahead, she saw tiny puffs coming out of the ground. Nearly a week after the fire had been discovered, it was still burning.

         ‘Wow, that’s so neat,’ said Gabrielle. ‘Like Hell’s leaking.’

         ‘Did it?’ Nickie asked.

         ‘Did it what?’

         ‘Did it ever happen again? Did you ever have to ring the number?’

         ‘No. She died. The next week, she was dead.’

         They tiptoed to the middle of the paddock with the fire and lay down on the ground. The sunshine burned their backs and the warmth from Hell spread through their stomachs and legs and arms and the two heats met in the middle of them.

         ‘This must be what it feels like to be a toasted sandwich, getting cooked from both sides,’ said Gabrielle.

         ‘Most probably.’

         ‘We should have brought a spade. We could have dug down to the flames.’

         When the heat became too much, they went down to the river’s edge. They walked along the edge of the water, away from the fire, following the current.

         
             

         

         The breeze from earlier had gone. Maybe, if there’d been a breeze, they would have noticed the body sooner. They would have smelled something off and looked up and seen it in the distance. But they walked with their heads down, lost inside their thoughts. Then, they were standing next to a stinking pile of clothes and skin and meat and eels slithering from their feast back into the river.

         

         

         Joy Walker

         Joy knelt in the shade, collecting the fruit off the ground. The first of the apples had fallen early. Worms were already making a meal of them.

         The clatter of the ute over the cattlestop startled her. She stood too quickly, her hand seeking the tree trunk for support as her head swam, then cleared. A white butterfly flickered against her face. Eyes still closed, she brushed it away.

         It was Ian Baxter. Joy drew her forearm across her brow and ran her fingers through her hair. Beads of sweat from her head dampened and cooled her arm.

         On the back of the vehicle was a child’s bike. Nickie’s. Joy’s heart tumbled through the cascade of possibilities: accident, something worse …

         The ute veered too far left, then right, along the driveway up to the house. Was he drunk? It slowed down as the cat crossed its path, then stalled. The engine caught again and then it lurched forward, reaching a final stop by the house.

         Gabrielle was driving. Nickie got out of the passenger side. Joy’s anger turned to fear as she watched the two girls stand quite still, by the truck. Not moving, not talking.

         
             

         

         ‘We found Mr Gilbert. Down by the river. He’s dead.’ Gabrielle broke the silence with thick, flat words. ‘It looks as though he drowned, maybe.’

         ‘No … are you sure? Are you sure it’s him?’ Joy looked at Nickie. Her daughter’s face had the vacancy of a sleepwalker.

         ‘It’s him, definitely, Mum.’

         Joy gathered both the girls to her and led them inside to the lounge. They stood side by side, like strangers waiting for a formal invitation to sit down.

         ‘He was all swollen like a walrus,’ Gabrielle said suddenly. ‘The eels were eating him.’

         Bile rose in Joy’s throat. How strange this moment was. Time suspended between two deaths of equal monstrosity — Neville’s and Jack’s.

         ‘Sit down. I’ll get you a hot drink. Shock …’

         They sat, the three of them, on the couch and sipped sweet tea. No one cried. It had been a long time since Joy witnessed trauma — Neville’s death — but she remembered now that it evoked a response both less and greater than crying.

         ‘Tell me what happened,’ she said some undefined time later.

         ‘We went for a walk to see the peat fire. We got right down to the water and then we went along the side of the river.’

         ‘Where was your father, Gabrielle?’

         ‘At home. Cleaning up after the party.’

         ‘Party.’ Joy glanced at Nickie, who stared back through her.

         ‘And,’ said Gabrielle, ‘so we were just walking along and … he was so swollen his clothes were bursting off him. We ran back to get Dad, but he’d gone somewhere, down the farm. We looked around, across the paddocks, but we couldn’t see him. I’ve driven the ute before, I knew I could drive it here.’

         ‘We didn’t touch him,’ Nickie said. ‘But his eyes were wide open and not blinking and blowflies were on them. Bits of him were missing, Mum.’

         
             

         

         Joy picked up the telephone receiver without knowing who she was going to call. Eugene was at the rugby club organising the upcoming training. There was no telephone there. The police? An ambulance?

         Audrey. Joy was the person for that job, the only person. She would drive around there and stare down the rabid dogs and put her arm around Audrey and tell her that her life of torment was over and never mind about that strange animal love she’d thought she’d had with Jack Gilbert.

         She picked up the car keys, then stopped in the hallway, held her breath and listened. The girls had been silent, but now, as she passed the doorway, Joy thought she heard giggling. She craned to hear what was being said. The giggling stopped, as though the girls knew she was eavesdropping. She listened to them, they listened to her, and no one said a word.

         
             

         

         Eugene whistled as he got out of the truck. ‘Baby Blue’, which meant he was tipsy.

         ‘Where’re you off to, love?’

         ‘To the rugby club. To fetch you.’

         ‘What’s wrong?’ He looked at Ian Baxter’s ute, at the bike on the back, and frowned.

         ‘It’s Jack Gilbert. He’s … I think he might be dead. The girls found a dead man down by the river. They say it’s Jack. That’s who they think it is.’

         ‘Jesus … Where are they? The girls?’

         ‘Inside. They’re in shock, I think. I gave them sweet tea. That’s what you do. Isn’t it?’

         ‘Ian Baxter’s still here?’

         ‘No. He’s on the farm somewhere, the girls couldn’t find him. I’ll tell you about that later.’ Joy nodded at the ute. ‘Do we ring the police, Eugene? What do we do?’

         Eugene took his hat off and scratched his head. ‘Are you sure it’s Jack?’

         ‘That’s what the girls said. But I haven’t seen him … He’s in Hamilton, I thought. That’s what Audrey told me.’

         ‘I’d better go and have a look. I’ll pick Baxter up on the way.’ Eugene started for the house, shaking his head.

         ‘What are you doing?’ Joy quickly caught up. She grabbed his arm.

         ‘Ringing him.’

         ‘Don’t,’ said Joy. ‘Don’t use the phone. Just drive there.’

         ‘It’s fair to warn him, isn’t it?’

         ‘Warn him, and tell everyone else.’ Joy took a deep breath. ‘God knows who will be listening, Eugene. Elsie Shanks, for sure, maybe even Audrey—’

         The dust cloud marked Eugene’s progress down the road. Joy watched until it disappeared.

         
             

         

         What had she expected? A silent room with growing shadows as the sun dropped below the big windows. Two girls sitting in silence, tea cooling in the cups. Tears, maybe, a delayed reaction to their grotesque discovery.

         But Gabrielle was lying on the sofa with her feet propped up on the armrest. Nickie hovered over them, a bottle of bright red polish in one hand, the tiny brush in the other. She’d completed one foot and was gently painting Gabrielle’s left big toe.

         ‘What did Dad say? Has he gone to the river?’ Nickie continued painting as she spoke. ‘Who’s going to tell Mrs Gilbert?’

         Joy blinked at the scene, trying to make sense of it. Gabrielle’s attention was fixed on her right foot, she was straining to hold her toes apart to stop the wet polish from smudging.

         ‘Tell me again, please. Exactly how you came across him …’

         They chattered on as they primped and painted. They’d gone down to see the underground fire, and after touching the ground to feel the heat, walked along the river’s edge. And, they said, changing positions on the couch so Nickie’s toenails could be painted, that’s when they’d found him.

         ‘The police’ll probably be called. They’ll want to talk to you both about this,’ Joy said.

         Gabrielle sat up, bumping Nickie’s hand holding the little bottle. ‘That’s so neat! I’ve never been taken in for questioning before. That’s what they call it, on TV—’

         ‘That’s what they call it if they think you’ve done something bad. It’s not what’ll happen to you two.’ Joy, biting her bottom lip, took the nail polish out of Nickie’s hand before it tipped on the floor. ‘You’ll just need to tell them what you’ve told me — how you found him. That’s all, nothing else.’

         
             

         

         At seven o’clock Eugene returned. Ian Baxter was with him. Ian greeted Joy with a nod and a murmur, without meeting her gaze.

         ‘So,’ Joy said. ‘What’s the story?’

         Eugene pressed past her, reaching for two bottles of beer from the fridge. He stank — beer and river mud and rot. ‘It’s him alright. Jesus. Jesus Christ … We rang the police. They’re on their way now. They’ll come here first, I said it was best, seeing as Audrey doesn’t know …’

         Chairs scraped against the lino and the two men sat down. Big rough hands around the brown bottles — both men clung to them, as though they were the only things keeping them steady in their chairs.

         Joy’s heart thumped. She turned away. ‘The police … they’ll want to talk to the girls, won’t they?’

         ‘All the girls have to do, Joy, is say what happened today. Nothing else.’ Eugene’s eyes fixed on Joy, then Ian. ‘None of that bloody carryon from before Christmas. That goes for your daughter, too, mate.’

         Ian picked at the label on the bottle with his thumbnail. He didn’t speak.

         ‘How long since you’d seen Jack?’ Eugene asked Ian.

         ‘He went away a week or so ago. I needed his help with the water, but he’d gone to Hamilton. Before then, I guess. Sometime before then, I would have seen him.’

         ‘Audrey thinks he’s in Hamilton, too,’ Joy said. ‘I saw her the other day … She said she didn’t know when he was coming back. I didn’t think anything of it … you know what Audrey’s like.’

         Three moths flew into the kitchen. Their meaty bodies slapped at the plastic lightshade hanging low over the table.

         ‘The girls said he was … swollen, bloated. Did he drown? Do you think?’

         ‘I’d say so,’ said Ian. He took a long drink. ‘I reckon that’s what’s happened.’

         ‘How, though? I mean … he’d have to have gone in there, in that muddy river … What, for a swim? When he was meant to be in Hamilton?’

         Joy looked at Eugene and Ian, backwards and forwards, waiting for one of them to speak. The clock above their heads ticked on, each second louder than the last.

         ‘There’s something else, Joy. We rolled him over. Jesus …’ Eugene was rubbing his red eyes with the back of his filthy hands. ‘We rolled him over. His pockets were full of rocks. Heavy ones, big buggers. Every single bloody pocket, weighed down with them. It looks as though he drowned himself on purpose.’

         Joy nodded slowly, taking in Eugene’s words, his assessment of the situation. She had never seen him cry. Cry might be too big a word for what was happening anyway. Just a little tear spilling over, running down the side of his face. He brushed it away.

         ‘I took them out. The rocks.’ Eugene breathed in; Joy heard a shudder deep within the intake of air. ‘People don’t need to know. He … he just drowned, that’s all. That’s all people need to know.’

         Ian lifted his head. ‘It wasn’t right, Eugene. You should let the police do their job. Taking your own life … that’s the biggest sin of all.’

         ‘In the eyes of the Church. I know.’

         ‘Not just the Church. I understand why you did it, Eugene. But I don’t agree with it.’ Ian’s gaze was clear and strong. ‘No matter what it means later on. For anyone.’

         Unspoken words hovered between the men. Or maybe, Joy thought, they’d been said earlier. In the fading light, next to the bloated body of Jack Gilbert, or in the truck, on the way home?

         Joy saw movement out the corner of her eye, in the hallway. Just a flicker of white, there for a second then gone. She got up and went back to the fridge. As she moved behind the two men, out of their line of sight, she glanced into the hallway.

         Nickie and Gabrielle were sitting on the floor, just on the other side of the doorway. Their arms were hugging their knees, which were pulled up tight against their chests. They were listening.

         Joy caught their eyes and silently shooed them away. She made sure they were out of earshot before returning to her seat, without saying a word to the men.

         ‘I’d better go to Audrey,’ Joy said. ‘Someone should be with her, when the police come.’

         
             

         

         There was no easy way to break the news. That was okay. With Audrey, it was always best just to say what had to be said.

         ‘They’ve found Jack, Audrey. On the river bank.’

         The two women looked at each other for a minute. Maybe two. Joy watched Audrey’s pale neck, saw how the bruises were fading. They were so much a part of Audrey, and now Joy was looking at the last of them, ever.

         ‘You said he had gone to Hamilton. You remember, don’t you? When he left?’

         Audrey nodded. Her eyes were clear.

         ‘The police will want to know things. Details. They’ll want to check.’

         Audrey nodded again.

         They stood under the clothes line. The pile of white linen spilled over the top of the basket at Audrey’s feet. The night was black and still and a near-full moon was rising from behind Mount Te Aroha.

         Audrey bent down and pulled the top sheet from the basket. Joy caught one end of it and, together, they stretched it taut along the outside wire of the line. All the pegs were white, too, and when the two women snipped them on to the tight sheet, they disappeared.

         The second sheet was dry in the basket; Joy could feel the warmth of the day’s sunshine caught in the crisp folds. But Audrey lifted the sheet and handed one edge to Joy. They pegged it to another of the four outside lines.

         A white tent was forming.

         They worked on, the darkness easing as the moon rose. Lifting, stretching, pegging, not talking. When the four outside lines were full, they used the inner ones. Finally the basket was empty.

         ‘Wait here,’ said Audrey, and she went inside the house.

         She returned with another armload of washing. Except it wasn’t washing, it was a pile of clean, ironed and folded tea towels. She put them in the basket at Joy’s feet.

         Joy blinked, craning to see Audrey’s face. There was nothing except industrious intent. Audrey carefully shook out tea towel after tea towel, before pegging them in the remaining spaces on the wires.

         ‘Audrey,’ Joy said quietly, reaching for her upstretched arm. ‘Shall we stop now? These can wait until the morning. Let’s go in and have a cup of tea.’

         Audrey shrugged Joy’s hand away roughly. ‘It can’t wait. There’s more to do. Much more, after this.’

         ‘Come on, Audrey. Come inside.’

         It was as though Audrey hadn’t heard her. Lift, peg, lift, peg, on she went. When every space was full, she stopped.

         Joy watched, then, as Audrey put her face into the folds of the very first sheet she had hung out. It’s happening. She’s crying. Joy stepped forward, ready to put her arm around Audrey, hold her as she sobbed. Audrey’s face lifted, a grimace of distaste passed over it.

         ‘Not clean,’ she said. ‘Not properly clean.’

         The dogs kicked off again. A police car was coming along the driveway. There were two men in it — a police officer and Eugene.

         ‘I’ll stay with you, Audrey. I’ll send Eugene away … he can come back and get me later …’

         ‘No. It’s okay. I’ll be okay. I’ll be fine,’ Audrey said, her face still pinched in a frown, her arms still full of not-clean-enough laundry. ‘You go, Joy. Go now.’

         As Joy turned towards the men, she heard the click of pegs snapping as sheet after sheet was torn from the line.

         
             

         

         Crickets vortexed into her vision as she sat silently next to Eugene on the way home. As they picked up speed, the insects flowed thicker, faster. Every now and then, one hit the windscreen, ending its flight with a faint thud against the glass. Did they die? She wondered about those shiny hard black bodies, how thick were they?

         How many did it take to make a plague? There had been a plague in the Bible, she remembered. Her impression was of millions of insects swarming around the heads of people, getting in their hair and eyes and eating all the plants. The nature stories had been the best, the easiest to accept and remember, because the events in them could all be proven. With a plague, for example, insects gathered and flew off together somewhere. There’d been plagues in real life, everyone knew that.

         Plagues were supposed to be punishment for something — God (was it God, or one of those cruel kings who ruled back then?) had kept sending new plagues until someone stopped picking on someone else. Joy turned her head away from Eugene and looked out the side window. In the darkness, she allowed herself the smallest smile.

         
             

         

         The police talked to Audrey, then returned to Fenward the next day and talked to Nickie and Gabrielle. Joy sat with the girls as the young male officer, who’d driven all the way from Hamilton, asked them to explain exactly what had happened on the afternoon they’d found the body. She held her breath as the policeman folded away his notebook and made ready to leave.

         ‘If you think of anything else, you can telephone me,’ he said, pulling the notebook out of his pocket again and scribbling a number on a page torn from his little book.

         ‘We won’t,’ said Gabrielle, blowing her fringe back. ‘That’s it. Start to finish.’

         Over the next days, Fenward telephone lines hummed as officers in Thames and Hamilton called farmers and farmers’ wives and asked about Jack Gilbert. They heard the same story from everyone: Jack Gilbert wasn’t the best farmer but he was a good bloke. Had he been known to ever take a dip in the river before? Well, some said, yes, they believed he had, once or twice, when the heat had got too much to bear.

         In the absence of any other explanation — no injuries other than those associated with drowning, nor a suicide note back home — they decided that’s exactly what had happened.

         
             

         

         Four days later, Fenward buried Jack Gilbert.

         Joy woke just before dawn, drawn out of her sleep by rain lashing at the window and pounding the roof. She lay still, listening. After a time, she became aware that Eugene was awake, too.

         ‘A shame,’ she murmured. ‘For Audrey. Today of all days.’

         Would Audrey notice the rain? Notions regarding wet and dry evaded her. Joy imagined a slow parade of cars, led by a hearse, rumbling along the country roads towards Paeroa. The cars driving right past the gateway of the Gilbert property. Audrey Gilbert barely glancing up at the cortège as she frantically pegged, unpegged, pegged again.

         Beside her, Eugene took a deep breath. Joy wondered whether he’d dozed off again, but when he spoke, his voice faltered.

         ‘A shame for Audrey, a bloody tragedy for Jack,’ he said.

         ‘He’ll stay dry, where he is. The rest of us will get soaked.’

         ‘It’s what did it, and now it’s over.’

         Joy turned her head, puzzled. Eugene was staring at the ceiling, blinking hard.

         ‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

         ‘The drought, Joy. That’s what tipped Jack over the edge. It might be over, but it’s too late for him.’

         Joy propped herself up on her elbow and looked hard at Eugene. Eugene’s eyes were closed, he was shaking his head.

         ‘Is that really what you think?’

         ‘Makes sense. No irrigation, the farm run down. And Jack being … the way he was, tight with money. He’d let things go for too long. Couldn’t claw his way out of the stress.’

         Joy let her head fall back on the pillow. She was careful in choosing her next words, in how she said them.

         ‘You don’t think … it could have been anything else?’

         They lay there together for a few moments more, both staring at the ceiling. The rain seemed to be getting heavier, gaining the rhythm of a beating drum, but that might have been Joy’s imagination.

         ‘What else could it have been, Joy?’

         She couldn’t call it menace, the tone in her husband’s voice, but she sensed the warning, clear and final. Officially, Jack had died by accident in the river. Unofficially, decades of poor farming had beaten his spirit. It could have been nothing else.

         Joy rolled away from Eugene. A man was dead and a woman beaten beyond dignity and the weather was to blame. That was how it was and how it would be told in the coming days and months and years, and after that, too, should anyone want to know the story of Jack Gilbert.

         Joy closed her eyes, hoping for calm. A tic flickered under her right eyelid. Behind her, Eugene sighed at the tragedy of his newly constructed truth and got out of bed. She listened to his footsteps as he padded towards the bathroom.

         Something else niggled at Joy. She lay still and searched for the source of the unease.

         Nickie and Gabrielle, in the hallway on the night Jack’s body had been found. They’d listened in as Eugene and Ian Baxter talked about life and death and right and wrong. She’d chased the girls away without a thought as to what they might have heard or not heard, understood or misunderstood about the protocols regarding a violent man taking his own life.

         
             

         

         Audrey did make it to Jack’s burial. She took her place behind the coffin as Eugene, Tony Jackson and Robbie Lind and a man Joy didn’t know carried it up the aisle of the church. Audrey wore a plain black cotton dress with long sleeves, black pantyhose and flat shoes scuffed at the toes. No skin, bruised, broken or otherwise, on display.

         Joy hadn’t realised Jack had been a Catholic. She couldn’t remember ever seeing him at church. Yet here they were, farewelling him as though he’d stood and knelt and sung his heart out every Sunday of his life. She glanced to her left — Hans and Josephine Janssen had slipped into the pew next to her. Josephine reached across and squeezed her hand. Hans nodded to her then opened his Mass book, head bowed.

         Father Brindle welcomed the congregation. Joy wondered what he would say about a man who had never graced the doorway of the church.

         A tragedy. The sadness of the loss. The words tumbled out of the mouth of the priest with such integrity. Joy closed her eyes, unable to bear the charade. When the word accident was uttered, she felt Eugene shift in his seat beside her, and glanced at him. His eyes were cast down and he nodded, ever so slightly, as though endorsing Father Brindle’s words.

         ‘Jack came to see me not long before he passed away,’ the priest said.

         The words startled Joy back to attention.

         ‘He spoke of his regret at neglecting his faith. We talked for a long time about forgiveness and God’s unconditional, eternal love for all.’

         Father Brindle paused, looking down at the pulpit. Joy held her breath, waiting to hear what would come next. There was much for God to forgive in this big room alone. Mostly, for things people hadn’t done, hadn’t said. Mostly, but not entirely.

         The priest’s eyes roamed the congregation. Was it Joy’s imagination, or did they rest on her for just a second or two longer than anywhere else? She held his gaze, daring him to look away first.

         
             

         

         There was no wake. No one had expected Audrey to organise one. Others might have stepped forward and made arrangements but, somehow, the collective desire to celebrate the life of Jack Gilbert had fallen short.

         Outside the church, the women gathered in the drizzling rain around Audrey and patted her on the shoulder. No one stepped forward to hug her. This was the closest many of them had ever been to Jack’s wife. It was as if they were frightened of what they might see. The men walked by and nodded respectfully in her direction. Joy looked up, searching for a blue patch of sky, and found none. She sensed the presence of Jack somewhere above her, a puppeteer idly twitching strings attached to his wife and neighbours.

         Eugene came over to say there was talk among the men of going to the pub, toasting Jack with a beer after the burial.

         ‘Will you ask Ian to go, too?’ Joy nodded in the direction of Ian, who was standing awkwardly on his own near the steps of the church.

         ‘May do,’ said Eugene.

         Which, Joy knew, meant no.

         ‘What are you holding against that man?’ They were no better than catty girls. ‘He’s worked bloody hard for Jack. It’s not his fault what’s happened, remember? That’s what you told me this morning—’

         Eugene was holding her by the elbow. She felt his hand tighten — not hurting her, but firm. ‘I said, we’ll see. It’s not up to just me.’

         Ian lifted his sleeve and looked at his watch, then looked around, as though searching for someone. Joy thought it might be Audrey, but Ian’s gaze fixed on Father Brindle, who was making his way towards the hearse. Ian followed the priest. Joy and Eugene watched as Ian whispered something in Father Brindle’s ear. The priest frowned and searched the crowd for Audrey before turning his attention back to Ian’s quiet words. The next time Father Brindle looked around, his gaze settled on Eugene. Joy’s heart soared as the hand on her elbow loosened and dropped away.
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         ‘I never really understood,’ says Nicola, ‘why I wasn’t allowed to go to Jack Gilbert’s funeral. You never explained.’

         The indicator ticks as she waits to turn right, towards the church. The traffic’s busy for a Wednesday, a constant stream of cars travelling west to east, inland to coast. The students have all crossed the road. With her window down, she can smell cigarette smoke drifting from behind the bottle. Weed, too. She breathes in deeply, grateful for the second-hand smoke seeing as her mother’s not sharing.

         ‘I remember. I had my best brown pinafore out, all ready to go. It was the closest thing I had to black. Gabrielle said we had to wear black. Then you came in and said no.’

         Joy’s leaning back against the headrest. Her eyes are closed. Nicola wonders whether she’s fallen asleep.

         ‘Mum?’

         ‘It was your father who said no. He wanted to keep you away from it all. The both of you girls. You can understand why.’

         ‘Not really …’

         ‘I think he was frightened.’

         Nicola laughs. ‘Dad frightened? I don’t think so Mum—’

         ‘He was frightened for you and he was frightened of Gabrielle Baxter. They were all frightened of that wee girl. Not that he’d ever admit it. Not even to me. Especially not to me.’

         Nicola slows down as she approaches the church. It’s on a slope on the left-hand side. Pale, modern brick with its stark concrete cross facing the road, a series of sweeping driveways encircling the building. She swallows a lump in her throat. The last time she was at this church, it was Joy’s funeral.

         She remembers how it used to be hard finding a park there, when she was a kid, how everyone arrived at Mass early to avoid having to clamber up the hillside. Now she wonders whether she’s got the day right. There are only half a dozen cars there and it’s close to eleven. Panic flutters inside her. What if there’s just her — her and a couple of other people? Who will carry the coffin?

         She glances at Joy, who’s awake and smiling.

         ‘Never mind about that Jack Gilbert. He was a no-good bugger. I know you’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead, but it’s okay if you’re dead, too.’ Joy’s voice is fading. ‘You’ve done the right thing, coming today, Nicola.’
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         Ian Baxter

         Ian felt the curiosity burn into his back as he turned away from Father Brindle outside the church and walked towards the ute. Each step, though, felt lighter than the last. He didn’t care what happened, as a consequence of telling the priest about the rocks in Jack’s pockets. He had cleared his conscience.

         Later, after milking, he watched cars coming and going from Audrey’s house. He imagined the stews and cakes piling high in the kitchen; that was, he recalled, the way grief played itself out.

         Two days after the funeral, Ian went to see Audrey. Jack’s dogs barked and lunged at him as he got out of the ute. He called to them and they settled.

         It was the first time he’d been inside the house. The starkness didn’t surprise him. It wasn’t so different to the way he and Gabrielle lived; there was a comfort in the familiarity. No clutter.

         Audrey led him silently through to the kitchen and they sat at the table.

         Ian allowed himself to look at her. It was the first time since he’d tried, and failed, to reach out to her during haymaking. She’d brushed him away then, but Jack had been there. Now Jack was gone.

         He searched her face for grief, found it in the dark shadows under her red eyes. Her hair was lank, oily, pulled back from her face in a rubber band. Her hand crept constantly, nervously to the back of her neck. She touched, withdrew, touched again, like a doctor gently feeling for a broken bone beneath a child’s skin.

         Ian wondered whether she was trying to hide the injury — the last of Jack’s brandings. She’d surely let her hair down to cover it? The third time, he saw the look that passed across her face as she touched the yellow bruising. Her eyelids closed, fluttered, like someone caught between sleep and wakefulness. She was inside a memory.

         For a time before coming to the house, he’d thought about sharing his story with Audrey. His deceit in applying for the job, the trauma of blinking, one clear, cool dawn, and finding himself in his car, ready to drive off and abandon his child. He was going to tell her about the viciousness of Bridie before she died, the violence of the slashing and cutting and his silent suffering — not only of the pain from the glass shards, but of understanding that Bridie was fighting death until the very end. Until her body gave out.

         Ian had been ready to share all of this, if it meant reaching Audrey Gilbert, pulling her back from the dark pit Jack had kicked her into. But now, watching her finger her injuries, Ian understood. The place was a strange, distant nirvana.

         Ian turned his mind to practical things. He could continue working the farm on his own. He’d learned much of what he needed to know about the rhythms of the seasons, the giving and taking of Nature, the needs of the stock. But he did need to know who, if anyone, would pay him.

         ‘I’m sorry for your loss, Audrey.’

         Audrey didn’t speak. Nothing about her changed. Ian waited a little longer, thought about asking her to put the kettle on, then decided against prolonging the visit unnecessarily.

         ‘I know what you’re going through.’

         Audrey smiled and blinked slowly again.

         ‘I’m wondering … I know it’s early days … but do you want me to keep going? I mean … just carry on with the farm, for the time being?’

         Ian watched her chest rise, then fall, the barest sign she was living and breathing.

         ‘That’s a good idea,’ she said. ‘For now.’

         How was he going to bring it up? The money?

         ‘My brother’s looking after the accounts. Your money’ll go in as usual.’ As if she could read his mind.

         Ian nodded. He could leave now, but it didn’t feel right. So he sat in the silence and tried to remember what people had said to him after Bridie’s death.

         ‘If there’s anything you need, Audrey. Anything that needs doing around the house … you only have to ask.’ Yes. That was how it went.

         The dogs kicked off again, the barking becoming more frantic, then vicious. Ian could hear the creak of the fence as it strained under the pulling of their chains.

         Audrey sighed.

         ‘I’ll get going now … looks as though you’ve more company.’ Ian pushed his chair back, grateful for the release. ‘They mean well, Audrey.’

         He wasn’t sure whether that was true or not. He still hadn’t fathomed the meaning of the rituals around Bridie’s death. If he was honest, he struggled to remember the details of it all anyway.

         He was nearly at the door when she spoke.

         ‘I’ll be selling the farm, Ian. If you’re interested.’

         Ian didn’t turn around. ‘I wouldn’t have the money, Audrey. I’ve got a bit saved, but not enough. Nowhere near it.’

         ‘We could work something out.’

         
             

         

         Ian brought the cows into the yard for afternoon milking. As he worked the shed pit, flicking the cups on and off, he tried to rationalise the last few days. There was an order in which events needed to be processed. Where was Bridie? She’d been so good at this.

         The business of the stones and the suicide no longer ate away at his soul. He’d watched silently as Eugene had wrenched the rocks out of Jack’s pockets, muttering under his breath Bloody stupid bugger as he’d pitched the stones hard into the centre of the river.

         Suicide, unforgiveable in the Church … Ian had not known then that Jack was a Catholic, but even so …

         You know why, Ian Baxter. You know why you can live with it. Stop the bullshit.

         ‘There you are.’ Ian smiled, released a row of cows from the bales, clambered up the steps of the pit and herded eight more in.

         He killed himself because of Gabrielle. Because she’d spoken out loud about the thing everyone ignored. He knew she wouldn’t give in.

         ‘He killed himself because of the drought, because the farm’s a mess.’

         That’s crap and you know it.

         ‘Actually, I don’t know it. No one knows. He never left a note.’

         Shame on you.

         Ian felt the anger swell inside him, grow like a war drum in time to the hiss-suck rhythm of the milking machine.

         ‘No.’ He said it out loud. ‘Shame on you, Bridie. You’re not here … I’m not throwing Gabrielle to the dogs. Shame on you.’

         A cow, startled at the outburst, kicked backwards close to Ian’s head. He moved away just in time.

         
             

         

         That night he dreamed. He was a pallbearer. There were four of them, all farmers from the district. He was at the back, on the left. The coffin sat on his right shoulder. His grip was firm. He stumbled, lost hold of the box. It tilted sharply. From the floor where he lay, he watched the coffin fall towards him. Just in time, the hands of the man in front of him spread wide, catching the coffin, righting it.

         The men waited while he picked himself up, dusted himself down. It was important to dust himself down. He could not proceed unless he looked the part. Unless he looked like the other three men.

         Down the aisle, outside — not into rain, but into bright, warm sunshine. Ian remembered. It wasn’t Jack Gilbert in the box. This coffin was pink and small and light. Inside it was Gabrielle.

         
             

         

         It was mid-morning on a school day and Ian was folding the clothes he’d taken off the line. Gabrielle’s school uniform was still damp. He hung it over the back of a chair in front of the heater.

         He remembered where the dress had come from. Joy Walker had bought it for Gabrielle, that’s what she’d said, wasn’t it? Just a few days ago, but so much had happened since — and he hadn’t thanked Joy for it. Or paid her.

         Ian picked up the telephone and tried to recall the Walkers’ number. He’d never rung it himself, but surely he must know it, having overheard Gabrielle ring and ask for it nearly every day since they’d arrived. Now that he needed to recite it, his mind was blank.

         He dialled one long ring and waited for the operator.

         ‘Number please.’

         ‘I need the Walkers’ number … Joy. And Eugene.’

         Elsie Shanks chuckled. ‘Hard to believe you don’t know that one. Six two C.’

         Ian laughed too. ‘I know. But Gabrielle’s at school.’

         ‘I guess she probably is.’

         Ian found that odd.

         ‘Putting you through.’

         He didn’t hear the operator’s click after Joy answered. But you didn’t always hear it. Sometimes it was so soft you missed it completely.

         ‘Joy, it’s Ian Baxter.’

         ‘Oh … hello. Hello Ian. Is everything alright?’

         ‘Yes. Thank you. I’m ringing to say thanks for sorting out Gabrielle’s uniform. And sorry for taking so long to get the money to you. What with everything …’

         ‘Heavens, don’t worry about that. No problem. How’s she doing? At high school, I mean … Is she enjoying it? Good teachers?’

         Ian blushed as he realised he couldn’t answer any of these questions.

         ‘She’s very happy. Happiest she’s ever been.’ This much he could say with certainty.

         ‘It’s nice for her to be settled.’

         ‘It makes all the difference.’

         ‘Well … look, I’ll just go and find that receipt, the one for her uniform. Hang on, will you Ian?’

         Ian scuffed the toe of his shoe. He could hear rustling down the line, the muffled click of a purse being opened, then snapped shut.

         ‘Are you there, Ian?’

         ‘Still here.’

         ‘It was $35, all up. Blouses too. I got her big sizes, they should last her through ’til Sixth Form, when they change the uniform.’

         ‘Thanks very much for that, Joy. I’ll send the money over with Gabrielle after school. It was good of you.’

         ‘Ian … sorry … I didn’t mean to assume anything. When I said about Sixth Form. With Jack gone now, I mean. I suppose everything’s up in the air?’

         Months earlier, even weeks, Ian would have been on his guard, suspicious at such prying.

         ‘Might not be, Joy. Audrey wants me to buy the farm off her.’ As the words came out, Ian’s heart skipped. It was a warm feeling, he thought it might be pride. ‘It would be the best thing I could do. For Gabrielle.’

         He heard a slight gasp down the line.

         ‘I’m not sure I can get the money together, though.’

         ‘I reckon if Audrey wants to sell it to you, things will sort themselves out, somehow.’

         ‘I hope so, I really do.’

         
             

         

         The rain was sporadic — perfect for filling the troughs without saturating the ground too quickly and turning it to mud. Ian worked harder than ever. He sowed crops and mended more fences and watched as the milk production soared.

         The land spoke to him often now. He remembered the day he discovered the peat fire, when he had lain down on the ground and felt the heat rising from its core. So much had happened after that, but Ian understood the essence of what the Earth was trying to tell him. Look after me. I’ll look after you.

         Now this — the possibility of owning this land. The notion would have brought on panic only a year earlier. But now it simmered constantly just below the surface of his consciousness, like the promise of Christmas in a child.

         Bridie no longer shadow-danced with him, day in, day out. He could summon her at will, but on his own terms. It was enough, most of the time, to know that was possible. He didn’t dream about her either. He didn’t dream at all. This suited him. At night, physically exhausted, he crawled early into bed with a book and let the cooling autumn air take him into uninterrupted slumber.

         

         Joy Walker

         It was a simple manoeuvre, letting go of her guilt over Neville’s death. Like the shrugging off of a heavy hand on tired shoulders. All those years, waiting for absolution. It had come with Jack Gilbert’s passing. Although she knew there was no rationale connecting the two events, she was grateful for the easing.

         Joy did not know what Ian Baxter had whispered to the priest at Jack’s funeral. Perhaps he had spat the word suicide into the ear of the clergyman. Perhaps not. Joy was no longer convinced about the value of knowing and not knowing something.

         
             

         

         And so she did not feel an obligation to tell Eugene about her telephone conversation with Ian Baxter, about the hope in Ian’s voice as he confided Audrey’s wish to sell him the farm. She, too, had heard the sharp intake of breath as he spoke — Ian had probably assumed it was her. He was not to know that Joy had received his news with a smile, that the gasp belonged to an unknown eavesdropper.

         If it was Elsie Shanks, Ian’s plans would already be relayed around the district. But it might — just might — have been Audrey herself listening in. Joy hoped with all her heart that that was the case. In the meantime, she could see no reason to share Ian’s private conversation, with Eugene or anyone else.

         It was a fragile time. Joy wanted a good thing, the good right thing, to happen.

         
             

         

         April brought ceaseless rain and a fierce rush of pasture. Mushrooms sprouted from refreshed soil, and Joy set off on frequent expeditions to gather them.

         In spite of her vigour, she sensed the presence of migraines somewhere just beyond her consciousness. The air pressure had plummeted on the barometer at the back door. She knew where the energy had gone; the black dog had been gorging on it. But she also knew the menace was hollow. She would not give in to it.

         One Wednesday, Eugene came home from the cattle sale and, instead of coming inside for lunch, sat in his truck. Joy watched from the kitchen window as he lit a cigarette and flicked ash out his window. Was he watching her? She couldn’t tell.

         She felt his presence behind her as she bent to put dinner in the oven.

         ‘Bit of news,’ he said. ‘Audrey’s selling the farm.’

         Joy didn’t turn around.

         ‘To Ian Baxter. So they were saying at the sale.’

         ‘Hmmm,’ she said.

         The fridge door opened and shut. Joy felt the blast of oven warmth at her front, and the chilled air of the refrigerator at her back.

         ‘Did you know about this?’ The glug of milk as he swallowed straight from the bottle.

         ‘I heard something.’

         ‘When?’

         ‘Not so long ago … last week, maybe?’

         The fridge door clicked shut.

         ‘Why didn’t you tell me, Joy?’

         Joy turned, her face flushed from the heat of the oven. Eugene was staring at her as though he had lost something; couldn’t quite remember where he had put it down.

         ‘No reason. Just slipped my mind, I suppose.’

         She held his stare. Had she never done this before? She believed not. He chewed at his bottom lip, then pulled out his cigarettes from his trouser pocket. He lit one, and she waited for him to hand it to her, but he kept it for himself.

         
             

         

         The rugby club meeting was not marked on the big calendar behind the kitchen door. Joy flicked through the pages April May June wondering, out loud, whether he’d penned it on the wrong month.

         ‘It’s an extra one. To sort out the juniors.’ Eugene had showered and shaved and was pulling on a clean shirt. His good jersey was slung over the back of a chair. He grabbed it on his way out of the house.

         Joy waited until Nickie was settled in front of the television. She grabbed her coat from the cupboard and took the car keys from the bench. She told Nickie she was going to check on Audrey Gilbert, have a cup of tea. She wouldn’t be long.

         Joy thought, at first, that the cars might be parked on the other side of the rugby clubrooms. But as she passed the buildings, it was clear they were empty. Perhaps they were meeting at someone’s house, rather than the cold, draughty rooms? And really, did she care?

         She drove to the end of the road and turned left. Audrey, she hoped, would still be up. Not at the clothes line, but sitting in that stark kitchen, perhaps. Swatting flies or brewing tea. She slowed as she passed the Baxter cottage. Someone had made curtains for the bare windows. Joy wondered if it was Gabrielle. The curtains were pulled tight against the cold night.

         For a moment, she considered stopping, having a quick word with Ian Baxter. Asking how the farm purchase was coming along — suggesting that he not wait too long to finalise arrangements. Panic fluttered in her chest like a moth under a jar. She understood, now, the reason for her recent anxiety.

         Instead, she sped on. Tonight, she wanted to check on Audrey. She would visit Ian the next day.

         Joy blinked, stunned, as she slowed down. There were so many vehicles at the Gilbert house that some had to be parked on the side of the road. In the darkness, only reflector lights shone at first, but as she got closer she recognised many of the utes.

         Yes, they were all utes, or trucks. This was a gathering of men. Assuming none had picked up passengers, there were at least ten farmers paying a visit to Audrey Gilbert.

         Joy thought, at first, that Eugene’s truck wasn’t there. But she hadn’t looked hard enough. It was right up close to the house, next to the fence where the dogs were tethered. Eugene had been first to arrive. He was the leader of the pack.

         

         Nickie Walker

         Marcia. Nickie rolled the name round in her mouth and smiled at how it sounded like Marsha but was actually spelled the Italian way. Or Spanish. Marcia wasn’t sure whether her ancestors had come from Italy or Spain, but what amazed Nickie was that it wasn’t New Zealand.

         She lay on the floor of the lounge, homework spread wide around her. It was Sunday night and she wished she’d started it sooner. Started it properly, she meant, done the actual work. Rather than doodling Marcia and drawings of swimming pools with diving boards. Marcia was her new friend in her class at school. Her father was a bank manager and they had a swimming pool which Nickie had been invited to use practically any time she wanted. Marcia’s pool didn’t actually have a diving board, but Nickie and Marcia had talked about getting one with Marcia’s father and he’d smiled and said Why not?

         A friend with a swimming pool and a potential diving board. A friend who had not just disappeared off the face of the Earth without saying goodbye.

         
             

         

         The Baxters had left Fenward early, before the end of the season, due to personal circumstances. That’s what Eugene had told her, when she’d come back from staying with her cousin Heather for Easter.

         Nickie had stared at him, not believing what she’d heard. ‘When? When did they leave?’

         ‘In the weekend.’

         ‘Where did they go?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘Why? I thought they were going to buy the farm?’

         ‘That didn’t work out.’

         ‘Did Gabrielle come over? To say goodbye?’

         ‘She phoned while you were away.’

         ‘Well who’s going to look after the farm now?’

         Eugene had looked at Joy then, and Nickie followed his gaze. Joy’s jaw was set hard and she raised her eyebrows at Eugene.

         ‘Well?’ she said. ‘Tell her. Tell her what you’ve done. You and your mates.’

         The way her mother spoke frightened Nickie. It wasn’t the words, though they were mean enough, but the way she said them. The way she said mates, as though her father was in a gang, like those Hells Angels.

         Eugene glared back at Joy. Nickie swallowed the lump that was growing in her throat. She whispered Stop it, please, but her mother seemed not to hear.

         ‘Your father will be looking after the Gilberts’ farm. He’s bought it. Him and his mates have gone in together and bought it off Audrey.’

         Joy put her arm around Nickie. ‘I know you’re upset. We’ll find out where they’ve gone, you can keep in touch with Gabrielle …’

         Nickie wanted to explain, wanted to say it out loud. That she was upset about them fighting, not about Gabrielle. She hadn’t had time to think about Gabrielle yet. That she didn’t actually think a lot about Gabrielle these days. But Eugene stood up, slammed his cup down on the table and stomped towards Joy. Nickie held her breath, held her gaze on his hands. They hung loosely at his side. His fists were clenched, the white of his knucklebones showing through his rough, scarred skin.

         Nickie was right back there, outside the Gilberts’ window.

         ‘Don’t hit her.’

         He rubbed his eyes and sat down again. The flicker of a smile passed Joy’s lips as Eugene stared at Nickie as though she was the stranger, the one who didn’t belong.

         
             

         

         Everyone except Nickie was watching Country Calendar, the most boring programme ever made. Who wanted to live their whole life on a farm, which was boring enough already, then have to watch more farmers doing boring farm stuff on TV? But her father liked it and said he only watched one bloody television programme a day, being the news, and if a man couldn’t watch the only other decent programme on offer then what was the world coming to?

         The boring music came on and her father said Shush even though no one was talking and her mother said No one’s saying a word, Eugene, which meant a situation was brewing.

         The subject for the programme that night turned out to be sharemilkers. The first of June wasn’t far away, the boring man said, and so this episode would look at New Zealand’s proud tradition of sharemilking and how it had allowed so many young men to achieve their dreams and become farmers.

         The programme started off talking about Gypsy Day, and it showed some photos of families on the move from one farm to another.

         Her father cleared his throat. Nickie thought Here we go but it turned out that’s all it was. She looked at the best doodle of Marcia and thought thank God bankers didn’t move on the first of June, too.

         ‘Can’t believe how quickly the year goes,’ said Joy.

         ‘Not quick enough,’ said Eugene.

         ‘Don’t start,’ said Joy.

         ‘Don’t tell me what I can and can not say, Joy.’

         The square root of sixteen. Four.

         ‘He deserved a chance,’ said Joy.

         ‘Not in this district.’

         Six to the power of three.

         Nickie quietly got to her feet and slipped out the door. She brushed her teeth, then left the cold water running and tiptoed back into the hallway to listen at the lounge door.

         There was nothing to worry about tonight. Joy and Eugene weren’t fighting. They weren’t even talking. The only sound was the television, the boring man getting excited about herds and new beginnings.
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         Sunlight shines through the long rectangular window directly above the altar. It flickers across the bowed mourners.

         Nicola scans weathered, sun-scarred heads. From the back pew, it’s hard to tell which person is Hans. Then she sees him. He’s in the front row, of course. He was always lean — Jack Sprattish to Josephine’s Rubenesque — but old age has shrunk him to a tiny version of himself. Nicola catches a side glimpse as he shuffles uncomfortably in a shiny blue threadbare suit. His eyes are red-rimmed, his dark eyebrows now grey but still owlish. He doesn’t look her way.

         Nicola wonders who else she’ll recognise. Not the priest, who is a young man of earnest piety. It’s possible she won’t know anybody at all. There were few enough familiar faces at her mother’s funeral, years earlier.

         The service progresses through its rituals, and Nicola thinks it might have been better, after all, to have sat in Hans’s line of sight. She wonders whether he’ll stand and speak about Josephine, whether he might glance up from the pulpit and see her.

         But Hans doesn’t speak. Instead, a slim, elderly woman gets up from the seat directly behind him and makes her way to the altar, to the pulpit. In her hands is a sheet of paper. Nicola knows, before the sparrow-like figure turns around, that it’s Audrey Gilbert.

         
             

         

         Audrey clears her throat. Nicola’s holding her breath, though she doesn’t know it until she starts to sway. Audrey looks up, with clear, bright eyes. She smiles that Hepburn smile as her gaze sweeps over Nicola. If she’s recognised her, she doesn’t show it.

         A sure, strong voice from the tiny woman.

         Audrey speaks about moving away from Fenward after the death of her husband. How, somehow, she ended up back there eventually. She hadn’t known Josephine so well in the early days, but the larger-than-life Dutch woman had welcomed her return as though Audrey was her best friend and had been absent on a day trip.

         ‘I’ve been asked to speak on behalf of Hans,’ Audrey says. ‘It used to be the belief of Fenward folk that Hans Janssen couldn’t speak English. It’s true that Josephine talked enough for the both of them. But Hans’s English is — and always was — pretty-much perfect.’

         Audrey pauses, looking down at her notes.

         ‘Hans used to say to Josephine you can learn a lot about people if you don’t talk, just listen. Josephine would laugh and carry on anyway.’ She looks up at Hans. ‘You and Josephine. One talker, one listener. Good, good people. Both of you.’

         
             

         

         Outside, afterwards, Hans squints into the sun. Nicola waves and walks to him. He smiles shyly when he realises it’s her.

         ‘I’m sorry, Hans. So sorry she’s gone.’ A hug is out of the question. It’s the first time they’ve talked directly to each other, ever, without Josephine’s trilled interference. How utterly odd this feels.

         ‘Thank you, Nicola. I should have spoken in the service, I know. But it was too hard.’

         His English is accented but excellent.

         They chat on about the farm. The Janssens sold it not long ago and moved into a retirement village in Paeroa. Josephine had died in the garden, feeding birds. She liked to sing with them, mimic them, Hans said. Then, one day, there was only birdsong.

         Nicola looks over his shoulder. Audrey is mingling with people Nicola doesn’t recognise. ‘I never realised … You were close with Audrey Gilbert, all that time?’

         Hans glances at Audrey, too. ‘No, not at all. Really only after Audrey came back to Fenward. After Jack died.’

         Nicola bites her lip. ‘You know,’ she says, finally, ‘you do know that it wasn’t a swimming accident. Jack killed himself. He drowned himself in the river.’

         ‘I know that, Nicola. People guessed.’

         Nicola can’t stop.

         ‘Hans, it was me. Me and a girl called Gabrielle Baxter … we shamed him into suicide.’

         Hans’s rheumy eyes are fixed on Nicola. ‘Are you coming to the house, Nicola?’

         ‘I can’t. I’ve got to get back. I’m sorry …’

         Other mourners are waiting to talk to Hans, express their sorrow at his loss. He puts his hand on Nicola’s shoulder.

         ‘I’m going to take you over to Audrey. Come on over, girl.’

         Hans leads her, like a child.

         
             

         

         Nicola Walker and Audrey Gilbert are in the tearooms, which were the tearooms when Nicola was a kid, then for a time became the café with croissants and lattes, and now they are the new vintage tearooms, with designer-wobbly Formica tables and tatty sofas and looping French lounge music. Lampshades hang low over the tables and sweet old-fashioned new-fashioned baking perfumes the air.

         Audrey, these days, has very good teeth. They are straight and white and all accounted for. They make perfect lispless words and a gentle smile.

         Nicola and Audrey take tea. Yes, she is still Mrs Gilbert, Audrey says, when Nicola stumbles addressing her. ‘But you should try to call me Audrey.’ Nicola nods and thinks this will never be possible.

         They have slipped off the edge of something.

         Stop staring at her teeth Nicola tells herself. But the thing is, the bruises and the make-up always took your eyes away from the teeth. The teeth — their absence — was an unremarkable thing back then. These days, Audrey wears her beauty naked. It’s asking to be stared at and admired.

         ‘It’s nice to see you, Nickie.’

         Audrey’s not tumbling. She’s anchored; maybe she’ll steer them through the time-maze, with its dead ends and emergency exits. ‘Hans said to me that you wanted to talk about something?’

         
             

         

         When Nicola opens her mouth, sound fails. The space between Audrey’s words and this moment is wide, deep as an abyss.

         ‘All I wanted to say, to tell you,’ begins Nicola, ‘is that Mr Gilbert’s death was my fault. Mine and Gabrielle Baxter’s.’

         Nicola tells her everything. Starting with the night she and Gabrielle sneaked up to the Gilberts’ window and peered inside. She tells Audrey what she saw, how they tried to do the right thing but no one else thought the right thing was the right thing to do. How Gabrielle called Jack out at Calf Club Day, then moved away, and Nicola got a new friend called Marcia with a swimming pool, and, eventually, a little diving board at the end of it.

         ‘I’m sorry you saw what you saw,’ says Audrey, after a time. Her gaze is cool, neutral.

         Nicola doesn’t know, suddenly, what else she needs to say. Audrey used to be strange. Now she’s a stranger. That’s all.

         ‘A shame. Really,’ Audrey murmurs.

         They sip their tea, which is cooling faster than Nicola expects but slower than she hopes.

         ‘Let me see,’ says Audrey eventually. ‘The thing is, Nickie, I’m not sure I quite understand … What exactly is it you’re wanting from me, after all this time?’

         Nicola shrugs, unable to answer. Joy used to spin the teapot before pouring. Nicola turns the teapot one two three and sees, finally, that teapot-spinning is all about the collection of thought.

         ‘You see, my husband was sick for a long time. Long before 1972. He’d tried to end it all, more than once. It was complicated. So—’ Audrey blinks at Nicola, her bewilderment creasing her brow — ‘don’t be worrying that you killed my Jack, you and your friend.’

         ‘We were trying to help, Gabrielle and I,’ says Nicola. ‘Help you, is what I mean. To us, it felt as though no one wanted to help you.’

         ‘Oh,’ says Audrey. She bites her top lip, and shakes her head. ‘Your mother, she tried to help. She came to me, one Sunday, you know … when Jack was in Hamilton visiting his mother. Or so I thought. I chased her away, as I remember it. I was very busy that day, household chores and whatnot.’

         They finish their tea in silence.

         
             

         

         If she turns right outside the tearooms, takes the quickest route back to Auckland — the one she missed this morning — she won’t have to concentrate on the road. This’ll be useful, should Joy reappear. They have much to talk about.

         If she turns left instead, and heads back the way she came, any distraction might send her off-course, on to the narrow roads of her childhood memory. She pulls up at the intersection. Her indicator flickers left, then right, then left and right again.
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         Etiquette for a Dinner Party

         Varied and accomplished, these stories of sustenance are entertaining, stimulating and original.

         
             

         

         An ageing taxi driver reflects on mortality and the choices he has made in life as he indulges in a clandestine Italian feast. The friend of a dying woman delivers a sardonic commentary on the frenetic ritual of cake-baking that precedes death and grief. A young boy sets out to save his grandparents’ marriage after discovering pornography in his grandfather’s memorabilia.

         
             

         

         This stunning debut collection observes a subtle unravelling of social etiquettes. Often hopeful, always moving, these darkly quirky stories demand the reader’s attention beyond the final page. Etiquette for a Dinner Party showcases the breadth of this writer’s talent — from the oh-so-recognisable and desperate efforts of a homesick tourist to enjoy the ‘perfect’ holiday, to the descent into madness of a lonely high-country farmer.
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         From Under the Overcoat

         A prize-winning collection of vivid, accessible stories.

         
             

         

         These fresh, contemporary stories can be read purely for the immense pleasure they offer. However, the stories can also be read for the way they explore elements from earlier works: from Maori myth and fairy tale to masterpieces by writers such as Katherine Mansfield, James Joyce and Anton Chekov. As the award-winning author says, those stories ‘touched me deeply and I can recall their substance without hesitation’. Using them for inspiration, she also explores their concerns of dignity, honesty, bravery, weakness and passion.

         
             

         

         ‘Sue Orr’s stories have that riveting mesmerizing quality that makes the reader race on, hoping they will never end, yet desperate to find out what happens next. Their stylishness marks a new departure in contemporary short story writing, her weaving of new and vibrant stories on to concepts that began with the great masters of old is high-wire risk taking that succeeds magnificently. I admire these stories immensely: by turn tender, sly, comic, and always deeply informed about the ways of the human heart.’ — Fiona Kidman
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