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Prologue
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    Here’s the story.

    A young man boarded the SS Kawau
        alone not long before noon, carrying a Gladstone bag and a small brown suitcase tied with
        thick string. 

    His parents stood high above him on the dock, waiting for the boat to
        pull away. His father waved once and gave a tired half-smile. His mother, shivering, pulled
        a woollen shawl tight around her shoulders, even though it was a only a few days before
        Christmas. 

    The boat dipped with the weight of passengers and supplies. He found a
        seat on one of the long benches facing out to sea and tucked his cases underneath. An old
        woman perched a small cage vibrating with its cargo, a jittery white chicken, on the bench
        next to him. Other travellers thronged the steamer’s low-slung deck, farmers returning home
        after the last market day of the year, families heading north for their annual holiday. 

    The steamer lurched away, the dock obscured by a thick black cloud
        trailing from the funnel. Although the day was fair, soupy waves churned around the boat as
        it ploughed its way into the deeper waters of the gulf, up a long curving coast of broad
        bays and high ridges. The young man slouched in his seat, eyes closed against the spray and
        the breeze, lulled into a half-sleep by the afternoon sun and the steamer’s low drone. 

    There was a shout from the stern.

    ‘Man overboard!’

    The steamer, tilting in the swell, had tipped a passenger into the
        sea. 

    He rose from his seat, pushing his way to the railing. He could see a
        dark head rolling like a marble in the waves, almost swallowed by the boat’s wake. The
        steward, stout and bald, tugged at the buttons of a stiff serge uniform, preparing to jump
        in.

    ‘Throw the poor bugger a rope,’ someone called. 

    He stepped forward and touched the steward’s arm.

    ‘I’m trained in this,’ he said and, almost immediately, unseen arms
        around him peeled his jacket back and tugged at his shoes, pushing him towards the railing.

    ‘Give him room,’ roared the steward.

    He clambered over the rails and dived from the narrow wooden ledge of
        the bobbing steamer. With carving strokes, he pushed his way through the water as though he
        were clearing bush. He swung his head to breathe, and glimpsed in the water a dark crown,
        tossed by lilting waves.

    Hooking the heavy, limp body with one arm, he began the long swim
        towards the faraway shape of the steamer. His outstretched arm finally brushed the boat’s
        flanks, and a line of willing hands hauled both men on board. The steward wrapped the young
        man in a blanket, clapping his shoulder and barking congratulations; another man passed him
        a jolting sip of whiskey. By the time the boat turned into the small harbour of Errington,
        the man he’d saved was spluttering up sea water onto the planks of the lower deck.

    When the steamer tied up at the wharf, the story of the rescue slipped
        quickly from deck to dock. People who had come only to load crates, collect goods or meet
        family members stayed to watch the doctor arrive and the wet hero disembark. His uncle,
        waiting in the crowd, lifted his bags onto the back of the wagon.

    On a hill above the cove, a young woman and a boy, both on horseback,
        paused at the widest point of the path. They watched a man carried off the steamer on a
        makeshift stretcher and then a younger man in wet clothes climb off the boat and join the
        loitering crowd on the wharf. Everyone, it seemed, wanted to shake his hand. 

    They turned their horses towards the wharf, rapidly picking their way
        down the hill. 

    He was stepping up onto his uncle’s wagon when they rode by. He saw a
        young woman on a horse but it was hard to make out the precise edges of her form in the late
        afternoon sun. All he noticed that day was her broad brown face and the frizzy outline of
        her thick hair.

    She saw a young white man with a sunken, pale face, blue eyes as clear
        as the shallows, his shirt and trousers and hair dripping with water.

    She thought he looked a strange sight.

    In newspaper accounts at the time, there was some disagreement about
        the specific details of the rescue. One report claimed that the drowning man was rising to
        the surface for the first time; another alleged that the drowning man had sunk three times
        and was insensible, and that the water was shark infested. 

    The following year, the Humane Society presented the young man with a
        silver medal for the rescue. The Royal Life Saving Association sent a long letter to apply
        for the medal on his behalf, explaining that he had risen from an operation only the week
        before the fateful trip on the SS Kawau. He was going
        away on holiday for health reasons that day – December 23, 1922. It was the eighth
        life, the letter stated, that he had saved. 

    This was the story that Virginia Seton told Margaret
        Dean O’Clare on a wet Friday afternoon in New Orleans, not long after New Year’s Day 1996. 

    They sat in the vast front parlour of the O’Clare mansion on Coliseum
        Street, huddled over the carved Tibetan chest that doubled as a coffee table. Rivulets of
        melted candle wax formed a lumpy ridge along its ornate spine, on which a glass pitcher
        dripping with condensation was precariously balanced. Virginia was careful to keep her glass
        near the flat edge of the table.

    ‘No names?’ asked Margaret.

    Virginia shuffled the papers on her lap.

    ‘I didn’t think they were important.’

    ‘Neither is the date, for that matter,’ said Margaret, pouring herself
        another glass of pale iced tea. ‘Or the local colour. Very nicely done, though. “Lilting
        waves”.’

    Virginia looked down at her damp shoe-tops. The toes had turned a
        darker shade of brown, as if they’d been dipped in mud.

    ‘OK. Turn the clock back a century,’ said Margaret. ‘Lose the parents
        on the dock. He can be a young planter, sailing down river from the Delta, coming to town
        for the ball. Doesn’t want to attract any attention to himself in case his father finds out.
        No, his mother. His widowed mother. His father recently died …’

    ‘Not in a duel?’

    ‘Why not? Defending the family’s honour, which was jeopardised by the
        son and his dangerous …’

    ‘Gambling?’

    ‘Reckless, licentious behaviour. But he’s sworn never to disappoint
        her or besmirch the family name again. He’s been sick with fever since the death of his
        father, but now he’s well. The city calls. The lure of the ball is too strong. He sails here
        incognito, planning just a brief sojourn. But then!’

    ‘Someone falls into the river.’

    Margaret held one hand in the air like a policeman stopping traffic.

    ‘Fate overtakes him. Just as the boat draws near the town, a man
        tumbles from deck, carried away by the deadly current. The assembled slaves wail and point,
        begging our hero – what shall we call him – Alcée? Henri?’

    ‘Wasn’t there an Henri in Spanish
        Moss?’

    ‘Yes, yes, yes. Alcée it is, scion of the ancient line of …
        De Barre, say. Too much? He strips off his coat and dives into the waves, not thinking for a
        moment of his own safety, or of his sacred promise to his mother.’

    ‘Sacred promise?’

    ‘It doesn’t have to be sacred, I suppose. We’ll get to that later. The
        point is, the boat’s pulling in and a crowd forms to witness his heroism. Where was your
        girl?’

    ‘She was riding her horse over the hill. With her brother.’

    ‘So, we’ll have her standing on the levee, holding a lantern. We’ll
        lose the brother. Unless …’

    ‘Chaperone?’ 

    ‘Yes,’ said Margaret, clicking her fingers. ‘He tries to hurry her
        along. He doesn’t want her mixing with the riverside lowlife. He certainly doesn’t want her
        ogling this dissolute planter’s son. Her brother knows, you see, her true worth. He knows
        the value of that creamy skin and those almond eyes – though of course I won’t put
        it quite like that.’

    ‘No.’

    ‘And tonight, for the first time, her beauty will be revealed to the
        world at the Quadroon Ball. The brother wants her to go to the highest bidder, not fall for
        some good looking ne’er-do-well in a wet coat.’

    ‘But you want them to see each other? Him on the boat, her on the
        levee?’

    ‘Of course. That’s my inciting incident. The beautiful, headstrong
        quadroon. The conflicted young Creole. Attraction. Obstacles. Love. Misunderstandings.
        Separation. Reunion. Redemption. Tragedy. In that order: it’ll all be there. But not the
        saving the eight lives thing. That’s too much. There’s only so much heroism the reading
        public can take.’

    ‘Well,’ said Virginia, folding her typewritten sheets. ‘I’m glad you
        can use some of it.’

    ‘Why had he been sick, by the way? Your man, I mean. Influenza?
        Syphilis?’

    ‘I’m not sure. I only know some of the details. It’s a family story.’

    ‘Speaking of details – one more question, before you go.’
        This was the usual way Margaret let Virginia know it was time to leave. ‘When the parents
        are there waving him off at the dock, what’s so strange about the mother feeling cold?
        Didn’t you say it was the day before Christmas?’

    ‘The story happened in New Zealand.’ 

    ‘And?’ Margaret still looked blank. 

    ‘The seasons are reversed in the southern hemisphere.’

    ‘Oh,’ said Margaret. She wrinkled her broad white forehead.

    ‘Summertime,’ murmured Virginia, bending down to pick up her satchel.

    ‘Of course,’ Margaret said. She clinked a long spoon against the side
        of her glass. ‘Well, this is a good start. A promising beginning! You read very well, you
        know. It’s the accent.’

    Virginia smiled, looking away.

    ‘We must think of this as a springboard,’ continued Margaret.
        ‘Remember, the thing that differentiates my work from that of less – shall we say
        – successful writers is my ability to subvert the conventions of the genre, or so
        I’ve been told. David Klein says that nobody can weave together the historical and the
        imagined so skilfully. No, subtly. Subtly was the word he used.’

    Virginia nodded. She was familiar with the sayings of David Klein.

    ‘So it’s business as usual. Facts and dates and events to hang
        everything on. As I told you, I’d particularly like a real woman. Do you have anything else
        for me now, or shall I ring for your raincoat?’

    Virginia promised to come back the following Tuesday, and walked to
        the hallway to wait for the maid. 








I
    
At the Quadroon Ball
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    Arthur got Virginia the job; he knew everybody. Or his mother knew
        everybody, he said, everybody who was anybody – and, in a town this size, that
        wasn’t many people. So he called his mother, which was a rare event. A cause for
        celebration, she said, in her droll, over-loud voice, the one that irritated him the most. I
        need to find something for a little friend of Arthur’s, she told everybody; she’s new in
        town, doesn’t know a soul. She’s from overseas. You’ll just love her accent. 

    Arthur’s mother called all her friends and told them how Virginia was
        the star of her class at Tulane, how she was desperate to stay in New Orleans, that she was
        just the cutest, smartest little thing and that if Arthur was asking, well, it must be
        serious, and no, she’d never met her exactly, but she was sure that Virginia would work out
        just fine in any role, in any capacity, as long as it was under the table, because of the
        visa problem (you know), except Arthur’s mother didn’t say ‘Virginia’, not in so many words,
        because she couldn’t remember her name. 

    Or Arthur hadn’t told her. He was such a strange, secretive boy, she
        said. A disappointment, said her friends, not to her face. 

    Jake had a car, but his licence had been suspended
        for nine months and he didn’t want to risk driving and getting in real trouble next time. He
        let Virginia and Bridget borrow it whenever they liked, as long as one of them drove him
        uptown during the week. This usually meant Virginia, who was easy-going and didn’t mind,
        because Bridget had a job – a real job, giving tours of the French Quarter. It
        didn’t even feel like work, she said; it was more like acting. Frank Guidry, the owner of
        the tour company, made all his employees speak in Southern accents for the purposes, he
        said, of verisimilitude. Big corporations didn’t pay hundreds of thousands of dollars to
        hold conventions in New Orleans so that some little blonde from New Jersey could point out
        the House of the Rising Sun in her squeaky nasal Yankee accent. They wanted the real thing:
        strings of Mardi Gras beads and sickly Hurricanes in a take-out cup, and pretty little
        belles with big smiles and no attitude. 

    Everyone went to New York or Los Angeles to act, Bridget said, when
        they could find plenty of work right here on the corners of the Quarter, fiddle-dee-deeing
        their way up and down Royal Street every day in front of an appreciative audience. 

    Bridget even had a stage name. She’d been allowed to choose it
        herself, with one proviso: she couldn’t sound like a drag queen. No Scarlett de Ville or
        Blanche Fortuna; no one bought that crap anymore, said Frank Guidry. 

    This had been quite a disappointment, for a while, stumping everybody. 

    But then Arthur, as usual, came up with a brilliant idea, and even
        Frank Guidry couldn’t question it, because Arthur was an Ormond and his mother had been a
        Chesny and his grandmother had been a Smithson, as everybody knew. Arthur said that Bridget
        should be Buck, short for Buchanan, after some genuine, famous Richmond belle, because
        anyone who was anyone had a family name as a first name, the more masculine-sounding the
        better, and that she could keep her last name, Jackson, because it was more Fort Sumter than
        Fort Lee. 

    It was a talking point, agreed Bridget, and although she got tired of
        saying no, not Buck Rogers, at the start of every tour, it was a way of explaining Southern
        traditions and making everybody feel like they were getting the real thing, even though
        their beads were plastic, and their Hurricane cup was plastic, and Bridget’s smile was more
        false than Arthur’s mother’s new breasts, although they had to take Arthur’s word on that
        one: Jake and Virginia and Bridget had never met any of Arthur’s family in the five years
        they’d all been friends, and thought they probably never would.

    Virginia had work to do, too, but no place to go. She
        had her haunts – the libraries at Tulane and Loyola, the bookstores on Magazine
        Street and Maple Street, and Arthur’s, of course. But she spent the greater part of her days
        by herself, mostly sitting downstairs at the neat oval table they were supposed to eat
        dinner around, surrounded by the tools of her trade. A yellow legal pad, pages doubled
        under, a pen wedged in its ridge; at high noon, a spiral notebook, closed, with inky
        scribble on its cover. Further away, but still within reach, a stack of library books
        (borrowed with Jake’s card) nudged sparsely filled manila folders spread in an irregular
        fan. Here and there, randomly scattered, lay paper clips, index cards, a red ballpoint pen,
        a chubby lime-green highlighter and a few peeling Post-it notes slapped onto the table’s
        murky brown veneer. Like a moderately organised school girl, Virginia thought, glad the
        others didn’t mind her mess. At kicking distance, under the table, sat a box of old files:
        the remnants of research for her MA thesis (Edward Douglass White, the Boston Club, 1874;
        she’d been talked into it) and notes for Margaret Dean O’Clare’s last two novels. 

    When they first started working together, Margaret (Call me MD, she
        said, halfway through book number one) had told Virginia what she expected. When a book was
        in its early stages (Margaret, childless, called it the first trimester), Virginia would
        serve as hunter and gatherer, unearthing names and dates and maps and photographs. She was
        to find pieces of history, summarised in a paragraph or two, for Margaret to pick from, like
        cards in a deck. Then she was to wait for orders: more on this war, that house, those
        floods. Not too much – the answer to the question could never be too long. You are
        to serve as my reference book, Margaret told her. You uncover, understand, compute,
        communicate; I create. That was their arrangement.

    Virginia grew fond of her, in a way. There was something about
        Margaret’s wan face, those over-floured cheeks, that reminded Virginia of a brioche. And she
        was the ideal employer: so rich, she didn’t care that Virginia, at first, wasn’t tax
        deductible.

    After all, Margaret was used to foreign-born staff of uncertain legal
        status. When her editor, David Klein, and her agent, Joanna, and the studio people were
        talking (so excited! so confident!) about turning The Folly of
            Camellias into a movie, she’d lived in LA for eight terrible sunny months:
        her cook was Filipino and the maid was Mexican, Guatemalan, something like that, and they’d
        both been so very, very grateful. 

    Virginia’s student visa, her gift from Tulane, had expired: she was an
        overstayer. So, every month, she collected a sealed white linen envelope from an unsmiling,
        overweight receptionist in the Poydras Street offices of a Mr Felder (something financial,
        Margaret said, dismissing him with the wave of a hand).

    Virginia had taken to her work, liking its nebulous shape, its
        solitary aspect. She could see, almost at once, that Margaret – her imagination
        strip-mined, her books repeating like a heavy lunch – needed more than facts and
        footnotes. Her recent novels had been a little anaemic and mealy mouthed, received by her
        publishing house (oh, the money she’d made them!) and reviewers (‘Gumbo Lite’) with a thin
        smile. Margaret wasn’t a stupid woman; she watched her name start its slow shuffle down the
        list. Her patch wasn’t an exclusive one, she’d always known that, but it was beginning to
        feel too intensively ploughed. She began work on Spanish
        Moss and it nagged her like a greedy, demanding child, hungry for thickened plots
        and a generous chorus line. But there was Virginia, pieces of paraphrased history in her
        hand, asking if she could bring in stories as well.

    ‘Would that be of any use to you?’ Virginia asked, sounding uncertain,
        tentative.

    Margaret thought it might.

    There were rules, largely unspoken. The stories must be public domain,
        falling freely and without consequences from Virginia’s family history or those of her
        friends. There were to be no quasi-Southern settings to cloud Margaret’s vision. Stories
        were to be offered up as raw ingredients, and Margaret would mix them with a chef-like
        precision, as needed, into her trademark roux.

    ‘So now I’m a kitchen-hand,’ Virginia told Arthur.

    ‘An apprentice,’ he corrected her. ‘You might be able to have your own
        restaurant some day.’

    ‘Hardly. I’m a gardener, not a cook.’

    ‘By the way, I’m never telling you anything, ever again. I don’t want
        my family dragged through that woman’s books. It’s bad enough reading about them all in the
        paper.’

    ‘I hope you’re not going to desert me completely. You’ll still help
        with historical sources, won’t you? Margaret needs her sound bites.’

    ‘You know,’ said Arthur, having one of his brilliant ideas, ‘if the
        book’s a success, she might make an honest woman out of you. Get you a work permit, so you
        can stay here forever. When the time’s right, you should ask her. See what she says.’

    In the meantime, there was still bread-and-butter work to do, crisp
        paragraphs of distilled history to be read aloud in the front parlour every few weeks. The
        dull part, Margaret said. The facts and dates and events to hang the story on. Virginia
        thought of it as one of those elaborate organisational systems for closets. She was to
        provide the shelves and rails and sliding baskets. Margaret would fill them with expensive
        clothes. 

    In the nineteenth century,
            the port of New Orleans was the centre of the southern slave trade, with slaves on sale
            at more than a dozen auction houses and, on special occasions, in the Cabildo and in the
            ballrooms of the St Louis and St Charles hotels. Among Southern cities, however, New
            Orleans was perceived as unusually liberal and cosmopolitan (‘As I showed the
        world in The Folly of Camellias,’ said Margaret; ‘excuse
        me, do go on’) because it was the home of a unique community, les
            gens de couleur libre. These free people of colour, descendants of white colonists and
            their black mistresses, lived in relative peace and prosperity alongside the dominant
            Creole and American population – and their black slaves. 

    
        Free men of colour attended all of the city’s most fashionable balls
            and salons, but only as musicians. The most pale-skinned musicians also performed every
            week at the bals de Cordon Bleu, also known as the Blue Ribbon balls, or –
            more famously – the quadroon balls, which black men were otherwise not
            permitted to attend. 
    

    Jake liked to give Bridget drive-by harassment while
        she was working. He liked to track her down and lean out the window and shout something when
        she was right in the middle of a speech outside, say, the Old Ursuline Convent, projecting
        her voice and pointing to an interesting attic window with some apocryphal romantic
        association. 

    ‘Let’s go visit Miss Buck Jackson,’ he’d say to Virginia, and they’d
        drive to the Quarter and wend their way up and down in the teal Chevy Lumina which used to
        belong to Jake’s parents and looked as though it still did. They’d plough each narrow
        one-way street in succession, looking for Bridget and her tour group. It was slow progress
        at any time of day, although the crowds were thin, relatively speaking, in the morning;
        there was always a delivery truck to get stuck behind, or one of those slow-stepping mules
        in a straw hat dragging round its stiff wooden carriage. Some days, they wouldn’t find her
        at all, if she happened to be inside the cathedral or rounding a corner at the wrong time or
        hidden in a hotel courtyard, supervising an emergency bathroom stop for the more incontinent
        in the party. 

    But the Quarter was small, and usually it was easy to spot the
        rolled-up parasol Bridget had to hold high in the air so that the slow walkers in the group
        didn’t wander away and end up with the Germans or the Japanese or, even worse, a rival tour
        run by Frank Guidry’s estranged cousin, two dollars cheaper and the Cabildo thrown in at the
        end free of charge.

    Bridget said that her arm got tired pointing that damn parasol skyward
        all day. Frank Guidry told her to get over it, she said; even skinny girls like you need
        exercise, he was fond of saying, laughing and slapping his desk. When Bridget first started
        work for him, the parasol had been decorated with the Confederate flag. But recently Mr
        Guidry had decided that it was too controversial, or corny, or both. He had bought new
        fluorescent orange parasols for all the tour guides.

    Bridget smuggled hers home for a preview.

    ‘Better,’ said Virginia, wrinkling her nose.

    ‘You’ll look like Joan of Arc leading the troops into battle,’ said
        Jake. ‘Brandishing an orange Popsicle.’

    ‘Not helpful,’ said Bridget, who was sensitive about looking boyish.

    ‘Female role model,’ said Virginia, trying to encourage her.

    ‘I think we need to see it in
        situ,’ said Jake, so Virginia drove him by the Quarter the next morning. They
        spotted Bridget in the shadow of the cathedral, leading the way to Pirate’s Alley, orange
        parasol aloft. Virginia slowed down and Jake lowered his window.

    ‘Excuse me,’ he called, Virginia peering across him. ‘Miss Buck
        Jackson, you’re urgently required on the telephone. King Francois needs you to lead his
        people to freedom.’

    The tour group – middle-aged men in pastel-coloured shorts
        and socks pulled up too high, red with beads and a morning mimosa, and their lumpy wives,
        fat bubbling under their t-shirts, perms drooping in the humidity – shambled to a
        halt like a disorderly wagon train, staring.

    ‘Just ignore him,’ said Bridget in her work voice, her house blend:
        tour-guide brisk and Southern languid. ‘He’s a friend of mine. Comes from a good family,
        though you’d never know it to look at him.’ Her voice lowered. ‘Too much in-breeding, you
        see.’

    Everyone in the tour group nodded.

    ‘I don’t think it was Francois,’ Virginia told Jake, driving on. ‘I
        think it was Charles the Seventh.’ 

     ‘I’m an American,’ said Jake. ‘All those kings are the same to me.’ 

    Virginia drove him across town to the Department of Cell and Molecular
        Biology at Tulane. Jake often arrived late, but he went every day of the week except
        Saturday. He went to his lab and read abstracts, drank coffee, watched DNA glow under a UV
        light, told jokes, grew cells in jungle juice, sat through lab meetings and spun like a
        mouse in a wheel, waiting, waiting, waiting for something to happen. He wanted to get his
        doctorate finished before he turned thirty, and he was running out of time. 

    ‘Pick me up later?’ he asked Virginia. 

    ‘Call when you’re ready,’ she said. ‘I’ll be at home, cutting and
        pasting.’ 

    In the alley next to the cathedral, one of the
        grey-haired people in Bridget’s tour group asked her where she lived. People asked her this
        a lot. She always lied.

    ‘Why, the Garden District, of course,’ she said. Bridget often began
        sentences with ‘why,’ even though she had never heard anybody speak like that in real life.

    ‘Why, you’ve probably walked right by my house if you’ve been on one
        of Guidry’s Garden District tours,’ she said. ‘It’s on Coliseum Street, just across from the
        beautiful home of Margaret Dean O’Clare.’

    The tour group buzzed among themselves.

    ‘The novelist?’

    ‘I didn’t know she lived here.’

    ‘Of course she’s from New Orleans, Gerry! All her books are set here.
        You’d have to be an idiot not to know that!’

    ‘So I’m an idiot.’

    ‘Do you know her personally?’

    ‘Is it true that she never leaves the house?’

    ‘Who are they talking about?’

    ‘Margaret Mitchell, dear.’

    ‘Who?’

    ‘Isn’t she dead?’

    ‘Is it true she’s been dead for years?’

    Bridget restored order with a thrust of the parasol and a slightly
        raised voice.

    ‘You’ll hear all about it on Guidry’s Garden District tour,’ she said.
        ‘All I can tell you now is – she’s very much alive, and a very intriguing, very
        wealthy lady.’

    ‘They must pay you tour guides pretty well if you can afford to live
        in one of them Garden District mansions.’

    Bridget sniffed. ‘Let’s just say … I don’t do this for the
        money.’

    Nobody on the tour that morning tipped her. 

    
        One of the South’s most famous critics, Alex de Tocqueville, visited
            a quadroon ball. Earlier that night at the theatre, he noticed the obvious colour
            segregation – white and black seated in separate sections, and between them
            the free people of colour, including the mulattos and quadroons. Many of the women, he
            said, looked more white than black. 
    

    
        Afterwards he went to the quadroon ball, which he described as a
            strange and exotic sight. All the men were white and all the women were coloured,
            although many of them looked as white as the men. Young women were there with their
            mothers; some of the girls were just children. 
    

    
        De Tocqueville was contemptuous of what he called the moral laxity
            of the whole affair. Just another of the harmful consequences of slavery, he said, and
            didn’t stay long. 
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    A little before ten in the morning: the sidewalks of
        St Peter’s Street were glistening wet in broad patches, even though it hadn’t rained.
        Arthur, still sipping coffee, gazing from his window above the store, saw a bartender from
        McSweeney’s out there already, and Jim Terrill (bald, stooping) from the new antique
        jewellers across the street. Locking the door behind him, he padded down steep stairs to the
        narrow shaded alleyway below and pushed through the heavy gate that opened into the street.
        Below the apartment sat his real home, his bookstore, Kingfish, shuttered like a scruffy,
        much-loved bird behind its grey iron bars. It had been a gift from his mother and stepfather
        on his thirty-second birthday. They were still trying to make up for everything (like
        sending him to Jesuit) and, occasionally, they almost succeeded.

    Nobody was waiting outside today, thank God; usually, no one came by
        much before eleven, except a few meandering early-bird tourists filling in time between an
        overpriced, overspiced breakfast in the courtyard at Sweet Pea’s and the first drink of the
        day. They’d wander in looking for postcards and picture books, sniff the air, furtively
        whisper to each other and shuffle off. Not your kind of store, he wanted to tell them as
        soon as he saw the toes of their tennis shoes. Go away and leave me to my mail and messages,
        my French manuscripts, my peeling gilded spines, my Thomas Nelson Page, my Marcel Giraud.
        There’s a poster shop right around the corner on Dauphine.

    Occasionally he came downstairs to find someone lurking, eager for him
        to open up – usually someone with something to sell. Belonged to my great-uncle,
        they’d say, face suffused with greed. Thought it might be worth something. Looks old. Looks
        musty, he’d tell them; come back at noon (or three, or five, depending on his mood).
        Otherwise it was the same routine, every day but Sunday, when he opened only in the
        afternoon. Your day off, Virginia teased him. The opposite of Jake, she called him, and so
        he was, in some ways.

    Arthur unlocked the security grate, sliding it clear above the door.
        Sticking, he noticed. Then he went back into the alleyway to unwind the hose and jab the
        stiff faucet into life. He pulled the neck of the hissing hose loose from its moorings and
        dragged its tail out to the sidewalk. Jim Terrill (striped shirt, overpriced stock) nodded
        to him from across the street. Arthur raised his eyebrows, his usual greeting. No point in
        saying anything. Didn’t want to encourage anyone, for God’s sake; didn’t want to join
        Merchants Anonymous or start some tight-lipped community organisation, all flyers and
        committees and bylaws. People used to come here to disappear, he thought, not join a club,
        disappear forever behind those gates and shutters and courtyard walls. They came here to
        find seclusion, to hide away during the day and swim the streets at night, if they wanted.
        They could choose to be seen or unseen. Here they could find disguise and collusion, lanes
        to slip down, slats to peep through. 

    There was business to be had, true, and they could always drink
        themselves to death: that was nothing new. There’d always been sailors and scum and whores
        fighting in the street. But that was before it became Disneyland for drunkards; before it
        was somewhere you flew for Spring Break (MTV waiting to catch you on film–
        topless, soused and crying) or visited on a weekend bus trip from Kansas City. 

    Arthur, you’re ranting, Virginia would say if she were here, but
        Virginia never came by this early. She knew he liked mornings to himself – or
        maybe it was something else: maybe she didn’t like him in the mornings. It took him a while
        to settle down; he could admit that much.

    There was something new to wash away every day – today, a
        splattering of vomit, not as lurid as yesterday’s, but dark brown like cooking chocolate.
        Arthur leaned over to get a better look: maybe it was shit. Very nice. Shit or puke, student
        or tourist, sad-assed local, homeless person, whatever. Everyone’s guts, turned inside out,
        looked exactly the same, depending on their cocktail of choice or their most recent meal. Up
        by the store windows there were some fragments of red feathers and sticky white confetti (he
        sprayed them hard; they’d congealed), a crushed drinking straw, a fresh smear of gum, some
        drifting candy wrappers. Soon the sidewalk was drenched, looking clean enough, but the smell
        was still there, of course, the insidious stink of piss. 

    So there was a community of sorts along St Peter’s after all, he
        supposed, the men who came out every morning to blast away the sick and the stench and the
        urine. Smiling at passers-by, as casual as if they were watering the rose bushes in a
        suburban garden, when all the time they were rinsing human waste away into the gutter, where
        it dribbled down the drains or trickled under car wheels or splashed onto the sandals of
        someone darting across the street to peer at something in a store window, who thought it was
        rainwater fresh from a passing shower. 

    Jake and Virginia and Bridget had lived together for
        more than three years in an L-shaped brick house, two storeys high, on a dusty stretch of
        Adams Street in Metairie. 

    Weeds grew through cracks in the driveway and broken guttering sagged
        the full length of the carport, but otherwise it wasn’t a bad house. The street petered out
        towards the freeway overpass, and there were no sidewalks, so it wasn’t heavily trafficked.
        The front yard was strewn with damp pine needles and pine cones and the occasional bike
        abandoned there by the kids next door when they were late getting home for dinner. 

    Virginia’s bedroom overlooked the street. Bridget, who’d found the
        house and paid the deposit, got the claustrophobic master bedroom with its bottle-green
        carpet and heavy curtains that kept the sun out. Jake’s room was the smallest –
        the one, he always said, intended for the youngest child, when by rights he could have had
        the most stuff, living within a day’s drive of home. He was from Fayetteville – a
        long day’s drive, he said, which is why he only went home for Thanksgiving.

    They made him keep the door to his room shut, because the aroma of old
        socks made them feel ill. 

    ‘You’re like my youngest brother,’ Virginia told him. ‘Still living
        like a teenager, and still smelling like one.’

    ‘It’s disgusting,’ said Bridget, brisk and organised, shaking out her
        white comforter every morning, vacuuming up and down the staircase every Saturday. 

    ‘I don’t hear the other ladies complaining,’ said Jake, and it was
        true: he always managed to persuade a woman into his room every week or two, usually someone
        much younger than he was, lured back from the shadows of the UC Quad or the jukebox at The
        Boot.

    ‘Note: always their car,’ Virginia told Bridget. 

    He wasn’t bad-looking, after all: too tall for his own good, a bit
        rangy, she thought, but still boyish (he could milk that one for a few more years, at least)
        and charming in his own scruffy, ingenuous way.

    Those were the nights he didn’t call bleating for a ride. Virginia and
        Bridget would be watching television, dinner plates on their knees or a bowl of popcorn
        between them on the sofa, and they’d hear sounds of scuffling and giggling outside, then the
        irritating ping of the screen door that led out to the carport. Usually, he’d hustle whoever
        it was straight up the stairs and venture down a few minutes later for some beers.

    ‘Hello, my two mothers,’ he’d say, disembodied behind the swinging
        hands of the kitchen’s saloon door. ‘Anyone planning a beer run?’

    ‘Go away. We’re watching Law and
        Order.’

    The thick carpet on the staircase dulled the sound of his pounding
        footsteps. Virginia and Bridget would turn up the volume on the television set, just in
        case.

    A few years ago the landlady had hung a tinsel Christmas wreath (on
        sale at Wal-Mart) on the front door of 1826 Adams because she thought it looked festive, and
        they’d never bothered to take it down, mainly because nobody used the front door. Every
        Christmas they put up a real tree wrapped in yards and yards of coloured lights, and every
        New Year’s Eve they threw it out onto the street to get taken away with the trash, lights
        and all. It was easier to buy new lights every year than spend hours unravelling all those
        twisted skeins from the tree. As Jake said, they weren’t so poor that they couldn’t afford a
        few yards of Christmas tree lights every year. He still had his research assistant stipend
        and Bridget had tips as well as wages, though Virginia’s progression from envelopes (cash in
        hand, she’d called it) to pay packets had meant, strangely enough, less money. 

    It was a quiet suburban neighbourhood veined with spindly canals and
        beige roads, browned back like a sepia photograph. They didn’t know their neighbours, and
        most of their friends had graduated and moved on. 

    There was Arthur, of course, but he hardly ever visited. He’d go out
        to Metairie to get a king cake from Maurice’s, he said, if he ever felt the need to buy one,
        which he didn’t, and he’d pass through Metairie if he was on his way to the airport, he
        said, if he ever took a trip anywhere, which he never did, and one day, maybe, he’d park his
        car outside their house during the last two weeks of Carnival, instead of at his cousin’s
        lot in Algiers, but otherwise he preferred to stick close to home, which was right above his
        store. 

    That’s why Virginia got to see Arthur the most, despite the price of
        parking. She went to him. 

    Christmas. Valentine’s Day. Mardi Gras. Easter. July
        4th. Halloween. Thanksgiving. The great American holidays (of New Orleans, at any rate;
        she’d never lived anywhere else in the States) studded Virginia’s year like slow, sure
        footsteps. Holidays here didn’t mean time away. They meant buying things, spending money on
        cards, meals and decorations, as well as sales at Dillards and Victoria’s Secret, especially
        during those unexpected half-holidays (for Presidents and Veterans, even Martin Luther King
        – the latter ostentatiously ignored by most of Metairie), when banks closed and
        parades were held but everything else seemed to go on as usual.

    This wasn’t quite the wintry north of books and television: no
        snow-laced holly bushes at Christmas, no crisp autumn nights of drinking cider around the
        fireplace. Here, Christmas breezed by, unremarkable and short-lived, not looking or feeling
        or sounding like Christmas at all. Jake and Bridget stayed in town, and although Virginia
        would have liked to go back to New Zealand, now and then, there was always the expense to
        think of, the time. Waitangi Day, ANZAC Day, Queen’s Birthday weekend – their
        names creaked like old-fashioned furniture. They had disappeared from her calendar, and
        sometimes Virginia couldn’t place them in her mind, couldn’t shuffle them into order. She
        hadn’t been home in more than five years.

    Carnival had become something to tolerate, to try to ignore. Carnival
        was long weeks of street-clogging parades, and litter everywhere, and banal tittle-tattle in
            the Times-Picayune. Every Fat Tuesday, Bridget got
        the day off because tours just weren’t possible; the Quarter was overflowing, hysterical.
        Arthur, muttering and bilious, closed the store, hammering it shut against a heaving tide of
        drunks and dress-ups.

    Virginia, who’d longed, once upon a time, to be a marching girl in
        bushy hat and thick tan pantyhose, had loved the Santa parades of her childhood. It always
        felt like Christmas began that day. The Santa parade meant sitting on newspaper plastered
        over the kerb and watching the white feet of pounding pipe bands. The children would get
        little flags (red or green). Her younger sister, Julia, always chose green; her younger
        brothers, Rob and Tim, just wanted what the other had. The parade seemed to go on forever.
        It was all waving and smiling, and finally there’d be Santa high on his sleigh, huge and
        round and red. There might have been lollies too, Minties and Mackintosh toffees scattered
        to the crowd in Santa’s wake, but she wasn’t sure if that was a memory or simply wishful
        thinking.

    Once, half-way through the season, Virginia persuaded Bridget out to
        watch one of the big Metairie parades. They found a spot outside a fried chicken place and
        waited for the lurid floats of Caesar, towed at wildly irregular intervals and interspersed
        with skittish high school bands, policemen on horseback, broad-faced baton-twirling girls in
        heavy nylon costumes, and grinning local officials, grandchildren on their laps, steering
        open-topped Cadillacs. Family clusters, camped around coolers and stepladders, laced the
        long southern slice of Veterans Boulevard, their faces turned west towards a pink sky
        dissolving into milky grey. 

    The floats, giant funfair stalls come to life, staggered by,
        dispensing prizes to a pleading, leaping crowd. Virginia, jumping, felt showers of beads
        brush her fingertips or trickle through her hands or hook inadvertently on shoulders or
        elbows. Bridget, less enthusiastic, waited until they hit the ground, smacking her foot onto
        plastic doubloons and brittle strings of fake pearls. 

    Virginia edged closer and closer, trying to improve her winnings. A
        pudgy-faced man with thin red hair, dressed as a harlequin, leered down at her from a float.
        In his hands he stretched a pair of lacy black panties, skimpy as string. He winked at her
        and nodded, watching her as the float trundled by. 

    ‘He wanted to see your tits,’ Bridget told her, taking Virginia by the
        elbow. They walked away down a side street towards the car.

    ‘Really?’ 

    ‘He’d have thrown them if you’d lifted your shirt.’

    ‘That’s gross.’

    ‘It’s tradition. I can’t believe you still don’t know that.’

    ‘Add it to the list,’ said Virginia. ‘Naïve about parades.’

     The man on the Mardi Gras float had held the lacy panties like a game
        of cat’s cradle; they were spread, indecently, between the chunky flats of his hands. With
        one forefinger – his left hand’s? – he’d beckoned to Virginia, enticing
        her forward. Lewd and silly, at the same time; childish, sly. The gesture reminded her of
        something. 

    On the way home, she remembered: it was the giant model of Santa,
        flanked by cavorting illuminated reindeer, that straddled the Farmers’ department store
        every Christmas. She’d been transfixed – they all had, begging their parents to
        drive by one more time. Driving up Wyndham Street, she’d see the giant’s head peeping over
        the crest of the hill, one heavy-lidded eye slowly closing and opening until, growing
        closer, his whole body, in all its garish, animated vastness, was revealed. He was perched
        on a small redbrick chimney, one eye opening and closing, one finger curling. Winking and
        beckoning, luring them in.

    ‘Maybe he wanted to see your tits too,’ said Bridget.

    ‘I think we’ve been living with Jake too long,’ said Virginia.

    
        The no-nonsense British commentator Frances Trollope spent a little
            time in New Orleans late in 1827. She contended that elegant society was split into two
            groups. One was ruled by the important Creole families, mostly planters and merchants.
            All their grand dinners and balls were presided over by dignified, respectable matrons.
            The other social set was that of the equally cultivated, educated and stylish quadroons,
            who were joined by Creole gentlemen who could escape the dull company of their wives and
            mothers.
    

    
        Trollope was appalled by what she saw as a hypocritical prejudice
            against quadroons, who were unable to marry anyone in ‘good’ white society. She
            described them as an unfortunate race. But many of the illicit unions formed between
            white men and quadroons, she wrote, were said to be lasting and happy. 
    

    She was a strange sort of girl, in Margaret’s
        opinion. Foreign, of course, which accounted for some of it. But who could tell what it
        meant? – coming from such an unknown place, not quite exotic, not entirely
        uninteresting. Oh, I’ve always wanted to go there, Margaret had lied (almost convincing
        herself), and Virginia had smiled in that crisp, self-contained way of hers. 

    Margaret liked telling her friends about the girl who worked for her,
        her research assistant: she’s from New Zealand, you know. Oh yes, she’s just as far away
        from home as she could be. A very good friend of Arthur Ormond’s – you know, Ellen
        Delaney’s son. Strange boy; yes, he is. Older than he looks, you know. Anti-social.

    New Zealand?, they’d say, and some would be puzzled and others would
        be impressed. I’ve always wanted to go there, they’d say; it’s so clean and beautiful. My
        son who’s a doctor went there, they’d begin, and Margaret would stop listening. She’d heard
        all their stories before.

    New Zealand. Margaret liked the way the words sounded, but if she
        thought about it too much, they began rolling into each other like whirling horses on a
        carousel, blurred and dizzying. And really, after two years working together, she hardly
        thought about it any more, barely registered that Virginia came from anywhere but here.
        Virginia looked identical to all those other college girls who spent too much time in the
        library – jeans and loose sweaters, untidy, over-fingered hair, not enough
        make-up. Tiny little earrings you could hardly see. Pretty young girls, not making the most
        of themselves. No wonder everyone got married so late nowadays.

    Looking back, Margaret had to admit that she’d felt a little
        suspicious of Virginia, just at first. It was probably the accent. The accent made that
        slight thing perched on the sofa seem so superior, so aloof. She’d done her homework, all
        right, read all Margaret’s books. What was it she’d said? I enjoyed them very much. 

    Margaret had been expecting something more than that. A little
        effusion, maybe. A hand pressed to the chest, head leaning to one side, eyes wide and
        sparkling. How I admire your work! I’m so honoured to meet you! Thank you so much for seeing
        me today! Or even simply overawed – that would have done. Head slightly bowed,
        eyes peeping up. Hands folded demurely in lap.

    But this girl, this Virginia Seton, with her Master’s degree in
        something obscure from Tulane, her odd, pinched accent, her watery eyes and straggly dark
        hair, her scuffed boots and narrow tapering hands – she looked Margaret straight
        in the eyes (there was something almost brazen about it) and said: I enjoyed them very much.
        I think we’d work well together.

    And so they did. In fact, Virginia, in some quiet and understated way,
        had become quite indispensable. With her help, Margaret had tossed – simply
        tossed! – out Spanish Moss, and it stuck. And
        then out flowed Different Sides of the Bayou, published
        last fall to fabulous notices (‘You’re back!’ said David Klein, flying down from New York
        especially, just to say those two magic words). It was his idea, the quadroon ball. (Yes,
        it’s been done before, but not with your twist, Margaret. Not with your special touch.) He
        thought it screamed, just screamed TV movie. Joanna, her agent, agreed; she thought that
        Margaret might even get on Oprah.

    In the two, nearly three years they’d worked together, Margaret
        couldn’t remember Virginia ever asking for anything: not a raise, not time off. Not that she
        wasn’t well paid, naturally, and not that it was, strictly speaking, a full-time job. So
        she’d taken Margaret quite by surprise, asking such a favour. Sitting there, knees pressed
        together, in Margaret’s wide front parlour, jotting the words ‘quadroon ball’ down on her
        yellow legal pad, then quite out of the blue asking for something so big and formal and
        complicated as a work permit. A visa, she called it, which, to Margaret’s ears, had the ring
        of dangerous excursions to foreign places, of missions into war zones, of badly timed
        voyages through the dark African interior. 

    Mr Felder, who was obtuse and always misunderstood everything, thought
        at first that Virginia was demanding a credit card. A work permit, he said, was even worse.
        But Margaret was insistent. She ordered him to pull strings with his brother-in-law at the
        Louisiana Department of Labour.

    We’ll get you one of those visas, Margaret had reassured Virginia.
        I’ve told Mr Felder. So you can stay and work for me, just me, and not get deported. You can
        even go home for a visit sometime, perhaps, when we’re done with the book.

    ‘Thanks so much,’ said Virginia. ‘I really appreciate it. Julia, my
        younger sister, she’s getting married at the end of next year. I wanted to go home for the
        wedding.’

    ‘Well, now you’ll be able to,’ said Margaret, gracious, smiling,
        settling back in her chair. She would call Ellen later and tell her about this fine generous
        thing she was doing for Arthur’s little friend from New Zealand. ‘Of course you can go home
        for a visit. When we’re done with the book.’

    
        Everyone associates the quadroon balls with the Orleans Theatre, but
            there was a playhouse on St Philip Street as well, which kept changing faces. First it
            was the Salle Chinoise, then it became the Winter Tivoli. Finally, in 1832, it turned
            into the Washington ballroom, the Orleans’ biggest rival. But when it was still just the
            plain St Philip it hosted the first balls for free people of colour. In 1805, it became
            the first place in New Orleans to host a quadroon ball. 
    

    
        George Washington Cable, in his story ‘Belles Demoiselles
            Plantation’, describes his character M. De Charleu – a Creole gentleman
            – gambling in Royal Street, drinking in Orleans Street, and dancing and
            quarrelling at the ‘St Philippe Street theatre’ quadroon balls. 
    

    The bell above Kingfish’s door tinkled, but Arthur
        didn’t look up. It was his policy to ignore all customers unless they approached him, and it
        was also his policy to be curt with them unless they asked sensible questions that showed
        they were the kind of customers he wanted. The worst ones were the people who came in,
        walked right up to his desk, didn’t even pause to look at a book, and asked to use the
        bathroom. Those people he directed to McSweeney’s. They’ll have everything you need right
        there, he’d say, his voice thick with contempt. Those people made him sick. They made him
        want to shut the store and go into mail order.

    ‘Hey, Arthur,’ said Virginia, and her smile seemed to fill the room,
        Arthur thought, as if someone had opened the shutters.

    Virginia threw her bag onto the sofa and stretched, glad to be rid of
        the weight of it. There was no room to sit down. The sofa in Arthur’s store was damp,
        anyway, as though someone incontinent slept on it, and today it was stacked with old
        paperbacks in transit to the trash or the back of the store.

    ‘I’m glad it’s you,’ said Arthur. (He hadn’t shaved this morning,
        Virginia noticed; a bad sign.) ‘I’ve had enough of everyone else today.’

    He had been leafing through a stack of prints when she came in, and
        now he pulled one out of the sheaf.

    ‘I need your help, as usual,’ said Virginia, walking over to him.
        ‘We’ve got a new book underway. I’m pulling together a few fragments of history for MD.’

    ‘Don’t want to overwhelm her,’ said Arthur.

    ‘Just the big picture. To give the sales people a story.’

    ‘Hers isn’t enough?’

    ‘You know. Anyway, I’m not having too much luck at the library.’ 

    He seemed distracted, Virginia thought: he looked pensive and
        strained, though it was always hard to tell with Arthur.

    ‘Come see,’ he said, getting up from his chair. 

    She squeezed behind his desk, around a tower of books and the broken
        chair and the old phone (black, left on the floor), and found an awkward small spot next to
        Arthur, who wheezed a little as he pushed the adding machine aside so Virginia could lean
        her palm on a clean sweep of table.

    He was holding a black and white photograph from the nineteenth
        century. Everyone pictured was a dwarf, dressed up in elaborate wedding finery. The words
        ‘The Tiny Wedding Group’, in elaborate script, appeared at the bottom of the picture. 

    ‘It’s what’s known as a carte de
        visite,’ he told her. ‘General Tom Thumb’s wedding picture, from 1863. These
        would have been on sale a few weeks after the wedding. Everyone wanted a piece of it. People
        crowded Broadway to get a look at them coming out of church. There were more than 15,000
        requests to attend the reception. P.T. Barnum was selling tickets; called it the fairy
        wedding. He advertised it in The New York Times. Even
        President Lincoln sent a gift.’

    These were the kinds of things Arthur knew.

    ‘Was it a real marriage?’ asked Virginia, squinting at the faces in
        the photograph. ‘Or just a stunt?’

    ‘They were in love all right. Even dwarf circus performers are allowed
        to fall in love,’ said Arthur sharply.

    ‘Of course,’ Virginia said. ‘I guess I just never knew that Tom Thumb
        was real.’

    ‘Born Charles S. Stratton,’ Arthur told her. ‘Into a family of regular
        people who didn’t like the look of him. His wife was Lavinia, Mercy Lavinia Warren Bump.
        This one here, the one with the baby face, that’s Commodore George Nutt. Some people thought
        he was the real Tom Thumb. And the girl is Minnie, Lavinia’s real life sister.’

    ‘Lavinia Bump.’

    ‘Known as Lavinia Warren before her marriage. Barnum called her the
        Little Queen of Beauty. I don’t suppose this would be of any use to you at all?’

    ‘Unfortunately not,’ said Virginia. She flopped into Arthur’s chair.

    ‘So, a new book. Topic du jour?’ he
        asked, slipping the prints into a large brown envelope.

    ‘The quadroon balls.’

    Arthur groaned. ‘That old chestnut. Couldn’t she think of anything
        else? What is it this time, tragedy or triumph?’

    ‘Not sure yet. All we have is a beginning, of sorts.’

    ‘So you’ve read Cable, I take it …’

    ‘Yes, Cable and most of the stories and novels, I think, except for
        the really dire romances.’

    ‘Are there any other kind?’

    ‘Then I started with John Churchill Chase …’

    Arthur made a face.

    ‘… and I found a bit in Mary Gehman. Most of what I have so
        far is hearsay at best. Popular history. I’ve got the usual suspects, obviously: Fanny
        Trollope, de Tocqueville, which I’ve already handed over, and I got some bits and pieces at
        the Cabildo exhibition. But I really need some more first-person stuff.’

    ‘Let me think about it,’ he said. ‘I’ll come up with something.’ 

    Arthur could always come up with something. He had stories at his
        fingertips, stories all around his head, falling onto him off shelves. He sold books that
        were rare and books that were old and books that were unusual and books that nobody had
        heard of and books that were famous and expensive and books that nobody wanted, as well as
        prints, which came and went, depending on his sources.

    ‘Come see me tomorrow,’ he told Virginia. ‘Or you can stay a while
        now. If you want.’

    Despite the store’s damp-stained walls, its aroma of wilting pages,
        dirty shoes and stale coffee, Virginia felt comfortable there. She didn’t mind Arthur’s
        gruff ways or his determined disorder. They’d become familiar, almost endearing, like his
        over-wrinkled shirts and baggy corduroy pants and ludicrously child-like brown curls (which
        needed cutting: she’d tell him some other time, when he was in a better mood).

    She balanced her feet on the old telephone and told him she’d stay. 

    If I could have your attention … come
        closer, that’s right. Move along the sidewalk there. Let everyone in. Good. OK. This is 717
        Orleans Street, one of the most famous corners in the Quarter. What was that? You’re staying
        here? How nice for you. Nowadays, as this gentleman here was just saying, it’s a hotel, the
        Bourbon Orleans. Are they? He said the rooms are nice and big. Well, it wasn’t always a
        hotel. Originally, this was the site of both the Orleans Theatre and the Orleans Ballroom,
        or the Salle d’Orleans as it was known locally, which burned down in 1816. The following
        year, an entrepreneur named John Davis rebuilt the Orleans Ballroom here and this is where
        the famous quadroon balls were held. Yes ma’am, I’m just going to tell you. 

    A quadroon was a woman who was one-quarter black. Probably her father
        was white and her mother was a mulatto, which is what they used to call people who were
        one-half black. Why, I don’t know, sir. I’m not sure if that story about Thomas Jefferson is
        true. I haven’t examined the DNA evidence. I can tell you that it was a very typical
        scenario back then. Mmmhmm.

    Anyway, in those days, if you had the littlest drop of black blood in
        you, you were legally defined as being black. That’s right, even if you were mostly white.
        And as intermarriage was forbidden, you could look 100 percent white but still not be able
        to marry a white person. Why yes, that was the law. No, not just in Louisiana. Everywhere
        but Massachusetts. Anyone here today from Massachusetts? No?

    OK, so a mother would bring her daughter to the quadroon ball in the
        hope that her beauty and charms would attract a wealthy man who would offer to support her
        in style, as his mistress, for the rest of her life. The men who came here were Creole,
        wealthy merchants or businessmen or landowners, and they’d wear masks to protect their true
        identities. If a rich Creole man found a girl he liked, he could come to a financial
        arrangement with her mother under a formal system known as plaçage. Some girls ended up with their own home here in the Quarter, with fine
        clothes and servants and a carriage. Many men supported quadroon mistresses and children for
        years without their white families suspecting a thing. That’s right. These balls began in
        the 1830s and went on until just before the war between the states. 

    Then, in 1863, a man named Thomy Lafon, who was a free man of colour
        … remember, I explained that back at Madame John’s Legacy … yes, I did
        … he bought the Orleans Ballroom for an order of black nuns known as the Negro
        Sisters of the Holy Family. The order was founded right here in New Orleans in 1842 by the
        daughter of one of those quadroon mistresses. Why yes, it is ironic. No, we can’t go inside,
        I’m afraid. The hotel uses it for meetings, and something to do with General Motors is going
        on there today. Any other questions before we move on?

    ‘What’s the difference between a Creole and a Cajun?’ asked a big man
        sweating through his Toronto Maple Leafs jersey.

    ‘Oh,’ said Bridget. ‘You know. Different sides of the bayou.’

    Jake had heard a waiter say this in a restaurant once when he first
        arrived in New Orleans. He had passed it on to Bridget, who had told Virginia, who had
        mentioned it to Margaret, who had used it as the title of her seventh novel, which was on
            The New York Times’ bestseller list for the entire
        last quarter of 1995. 

    The trouble was, there wasn’t that much for Virginia
        to do. 

    So many days felt too long, too quiet. There was a stifling silence in
        the house in Adams Street when the others weren’t around, but a buzzing radio or television
        wasn’t quite the fix she needed: it distracted her when she had books to read and bored her
        when she didn’t. And there was the sense, more unsettling, that Bridget and Jake were out
        doing something, being something, while her work was all stops and starts, false leads,
        scraps of paper, scribbled notes. Shuffling index cards in the quiet – like
        playing solitaire, as they said here. Patience, she called it. Rinsing off the breakfast
        dishes, straightening the living room, sitting down at the dining-room table to face five
        empty chairs.

    Patience.

    Sometimes it rained all day, boisterous downpours that reminded her of
        home, but the difference was this: rainy days at home were days she didn’t want to go to
        school, didn’t want to leave the house. Rainy days here rattled the screen windows and
        scoured the driveway, shaking her awake. The house felt under siege. She wanted to escape,
        to go somewhere she could hear other voices over the drone of air conditioning and the
        hammering of thunder and water and wind.

    Most of the time, she went to the movies.

    As long as she had Jake’s car, she could go anywhere: nothing was in
        walking distance, not even the cinema at Lakeside mall. And there were a thousand afternoons
        to fill, after all, at Canal Place or the Galleria or the Prytania, and evenings too,
        smuggling coffee from P.J.’s into the University Theatre, chaperoned by Jake at the Joy.
        She’d go to see anything, just about. Clerks and
            Fargo and Unforgiven. The Doors and The Player and The Usual
        Suspects. Kieslowski and Almodóvar and Kusturica. Forrest
            Gump, Pulp Fiction, Schindler’s List.

    Watching movies took Virginia other places, even when she was watching
        them in the most mundane and anonymous location, even when she was sitting in a small,
        sloped annex of a multiplex, its floor sticky with gum and spilled cola, other people (the
        weird afternoon set: loud eaters, dozing old people, slumped students) too close and too
        audible. 

    Once the movie began, all cinemas were much the same, anyway
        – same wide, bright span of screen, all the abstracted head shapes turned towards
        it. Everything real, everything outside, was suspended and irrelevant. The words and
        pictures in front of her face were louder than rain, larger than life. Watching them, she
        could disappear.

    Surfacing afterwards wasn’t easy, blinking in the stark light of
        lobbies and mall concourses. She had to remember where she was in the city, the time of day.
        Where she was going next. What she was supposed to be doing. The place she’d parked the car.

    Patience.








    Arthur had been true to his word, refusing to hand
        over any personal stories to Virginia. He was purely a reference source, he said, good for
        footnotes only. But she decided to try him again anyway. 

    ‘Miss Margaret is stuck,’ she told him. ‘She needs fresh blood.’

    Arthur sniffed.

    ‘Story-blood, not history-blood,’ said Virginia.

    ‘Same thing,’ he said.

    ‘If we’re going to make something new out of this quadroon ball stuff,
        we have to add some more twists to the tale.’ Virginia picked at a piece of fluff on her
        sleeve and hoped that Arthur was in a good mood.

    ‘I did warn you. It’s been done to death and beyond.’

    ‘Mainly romance novels, though. This is supposed to be a bit more
            echt.’

    ‘Give me a fucking break.’

    ‘Anyway,’ said Virginia quickly. ‘Bridget’s told me a story about her
        great-uncle getting shot down over China during the Second World War, but it’s a stretch. I
        don’t really see how it’ll translate.’

    Arthur prescribed suicide.

    ‘In the meantime,’ said Virginia. ‘Any ideas? Any gossip from your
        mother, say, that we can distort? Any dead bodies we can exhume? The plot is sagging. We
        need more props.’

    ‘This is above and beyond, you know,’ he said.

    ‘I know.’

    Arthur thought for a while and came up with a story he’d been forced
        to endure during a recent dinner at his mother’s house. Something to do with the oldest son
        of his mother’s current husband. This son (Dover? Denby?) came from a long line of idiots.
        He’d seemed happily married to his vacant shadow of a wife, had two cute-enough children.
        Then one day, not so long ago, his wife told him that she was tired of taking contraception
        and wanted him to get the chop, the snip (Whatever they call it, said Arthur; he couldn’t
        believe they were discussing it at dinner). 

    But this son, this Denver or Darby, got all edgy and uncomfortable;
        said he didn’t want to. Finally it came out: he was having an affair with a woman named
        Barbara, who worked at his office, and they’d been talking about him leaving his family,
        moving in with her. Getting married. Having kids.

    ‘You always remember women’s names,’ said Virginia. ‘Never men’s.’

     ‘It means nothing,’ he said. ‘Nothing I say means anything.’

    ‘So, did she go for him with her nail file? Did she perform an
        impromptu snip herself?’

    There were the usual tears and recriminations, Arthur supposed, not
        having paid that much attention; he’d been sickened by the whole occasion, the cheap port,
        the sky-blue swags over every door and window and alcove (his mother had a new interior
        designer), the skeletal faces of the women, the bloated bellies of the men. This son
        – this glossy-haired, corn-fed, marathon-running oaf with his ski tan and shoe
        trees and wine cellar – had agreed to think it over. Give it a month, see if he
        still felt like leaving. 

    ‘You can probably guess what happened,’ said Arthur. ‘His wife got
        pregnant. He wanted her to get an abortion, but she refused. So it’s bye-bye Barbara. Family
        life’s restored. The baby’s due sometime soon. He got the … whatever, the chop,
        by the way. Very next week.’

    ‘That’s the story?’

    ‘Tale as old as time,’ said Arthur, and he snapped a book shut, as
        though he’d been reading her a bedtime story.

    Virginia was doubtful. ‘Maybe I can do something with it,’ she said.
        ‘It’s a bit Age of Innocence, though. And a vasectomy’s
        like a fighter jet: hard to translate into 1830.’

    ‘Dutch. The son’s name is Dutch,’ said Arthur, rocking back in his
        chair. ‘He was two years ahead of me at Loyola.’

    He was going to add that, in his opinion, Dutch was a first-class
        cocksucker, but decided against it, and just as well: a customer emerged from behind a
        bookshelf, asking to see a first edition of A Confederacy of
        Dunces locked in the glass case.

    Virginia waved goodbye and walked to the Omni Royal, where she’d
        parked the car. One of Jake’s friends was a waiter in the hotel restaurant, and he didn’t
        mind validating parking whenever the coast was clear. 

    When she got home, she scribbled something short, changing all the
        names. This she read aloud to Margaret during their Thursday afternoon meeting. 

    Margaret seemed pleased. But then, her mood had improved anyway, for
        entirely unrelated reasons. Mr Felder had given her the go-ahead on her pet project. She
        wanted to open a small, tasteful Riverbend retail outlet, tentatively named ‘O’Clare
        Country’. It would sell her books, of course, and related merchandise (to be developed;
        there were people for that kind of thing): limited-edition prints of cover art, gourmet food
        purporting to be from her kitchen and, eventually, perhaps, her own line of clothing. It
        would be a tourist attraction, a landmark. And it was so much more interesting, so much more
        creative, than churning out book after book, year after year.

    She had given generously of herself, of her soul: that’s how Margaret
        saw it. Now she would reap the rewards. And Virginia (clever girl, loyal retainer) could
        also benefit: there would be more exploring, more uncovering to do. Market research. Product
        ideas. Someone to monitor historical accuracy, guard her creative legacy. Who knew her work
        better than Virginia? Yes, said Margaret to herself (still her best audience, her most
        sympathetic listener), this is our future. Anne Rice isn’t the only one around here who can
        open a store. 

    
        There are reports of balls at the Washington ballroom, the Conti and
            the Chartres. An advertisement in the Bee newspaper, from 1843, suggests that the
            Washington ballroom held masked balls every Monday, Wednesday, Friday and Saturday. But
            in the French section of the paper the balls are advertised for every night of the week
            except Sunday. Tuesdays and Thursdays were the quadroon balls. That’s why they were only
            in the French part of the paper. English speakers weren’t invited. 
    

    Arthur had hundreds of stories, but he preferred to
        keep most of them to himself.

    Once, after a long night drinking, he told Jake the one about the
        woman who used to come into his store, just before closing time, usually on a Tuesday or
        Wednesday. She was a woman around forty, he thought, although she may have been older, well
        dressed and well spoken. Her name was Carol, she said, and she collected nineteenth-century
        books of regional interest – Joel Chandler Harris, that kind of thing. She gave
        Arthur her cellphone number and asked him to call if any of the books she wanted came in.
        Money no object, she told him.

    Arthur got a box of books at an estate sale and found a title she was
        looking for. He called Carol and she came by the next day, just as he was about to lock up.
        They talked about the book for a while, the way Arthur always did with real customers,
        serious customers. Mainly Arthur talked and she listened. He stood at his desk speaking, not
        looking at her, staring down at the clutter around his message book, around his receipts,
        around his cup full of pens. 

    Then she cleared her throat, and he thought she wanted to pay and
        leave, but she didn’t. She stepped right up to the desk, the other side of the desk, so she
        was leaning against it, and …

    ‘What?’ said Jake. ‘What happened?’

    The thing was, said Arthur, he couldn’t really believe what she was
        saying. She was asking him if they could go upstairs, and when he said that there wasn’t an
        upstairs, no upstairs to the store (that is), just his apartment, she said that she knew. I
        know, she said, and reached her hand out, straight, and stroked his hair. Just above his
        left ear.

    ‘No way!’ said Jake.

    And he had gulped and said, Excuse me, because nothing like this had
        ever happened to him before.

    ‘Like a letter to Penthouse!’ said
        Jake. ‘No way!’

    So they had gone upstairs and he was shaking, wondering if she was
        going to murder him (he didn’t tell Jake that part; he kept the shaking and the murder to
        himself), and she had walked through to the bedroom, like she knew exactly where it would
        be, and took off all her clothes. And then they had sex (didn’t take long that first time;
        didn’t tell Jake that either) and she got dressed and left. Taking the book. Without paying.

    ‘So she was prostituting herself for the books?’ asked Jake, wondering
        if he’d chosen the wrong profession. But it wasn’t like that, Arthur said, not exactly.
        There was never any agreement. After the first time they slept together he felt he could
        hardly charge her for the book. There didn’t seem any polite way to say, That’ll be $125,
        please, when she’s buttoning her blouse and clipping her earrings on. Thanks for the fuck,
        will that be cash or charge? So he had just handed the book back to her, picked it up off
        the floor next to the bed where she dropped it, and she’d walked out the door and down the
        stairs and away into the night. 

    Next time a book on her list came in, the same thing happened. He left
        her a message on her cellphone. She came to the store just before closing. He handed her the
        book and she said, Can we go upstairs? And they did, each time. (After a while, she didn’t
        have to ask. Arthur, embarrassed, excited, his breath stuck in his stomach, would lock the
        store in silence.) They had sex, and she got dressed and took her book away without paying
        for it. 

    Sometimes they didn’t see each other for months because some of the
        books on her list were pretty obscure. Once he got two books in at the same time, but he
        held one back for a few weeks, in case he only got one fuck for the price of two.

    ‘Good call,’ said Jake.

    ‘And the thing is,’ said Arthur, ‘not all the books were of the same,
        you know, worth. I mean, some were reasonably valuable. Nothing too crazy, but a significant
        price. Fair, I’d say, considering what I was getting in return. But others were pretty
        inexpensive, twenty or thirty bucks. She was selling herself cheap if she was only doing it
        to save money. And she didn’t look that poor. She was nicely dressed, and I saw her car keys
        once, in her bag; she drove an Audi.’

    ‘Did she smell good?’ asked Jake.

    Maybe she’d done it for the thrill, Arthur thought, just for the hell
        of it. Maybe she was one of his mother’s tennis club friends taking her revenge for some
        social slight, or one of his father’s mistresses filling in time between illicit weekends
        away on the Gulf coast. Maybe she was just a bored matron: sometimes these older women went
        crazy when their having-babies years were over and their husbands started taking up with
        their executive assistants. Maybe she took one look at him and knew he’d be grateful,
        overawed. Maybe she was just trying to mess with his head.

    ‘So what happened after you got her all the books on the list?’

    After about fourteen months, said Arthur, her collection was complete.
        So when he gave her the last book on her list and they went upstairs and did it, as usual,
        in his bed in the back room with the small west-facing window, he tried to initiate a
        conversation about their relationship, such as it was. 

    ‘Did you tell her you’d like to see her again?’

    ‘In a way,’ said Arthur. ‘I asked her if there were any other books
        she wanted. She said she’d get back to me on it. Then she got dressed and went home and I
        never heard from her again.’

    ‘Man, no wonder you work every day,’ said Jake. 

    ‘I tried calling her cellphone number a couple of times,’ said Arthur.
        ‘The message said that the number was no longer in service.’

    ‘Man,’ said Jake. ‘I always thought you were gay.’

    Arthur shrugged. Jake poured the last of the whiskey. He wondered if
        Arthur wanted it kept secret and decided to say nothing to the girls; Arthur very rarely
        revealed anything this personal to him. But then there was something on the news that
        reminded him of it, and before he knew it Jake was telling Bridget the whole story the very
        next evening. 

    She didn’t believe a word of it. ‘But don’t tell Virginia,’ she said.
        ‘Even though it’s not true.’

    Jake said he wouldn’t, though he really didn’t understand why it had
        to be such a big secret. Sounds like some movie he’s seen, Bridget said, turning the sound
        up on the television. You try and remember the name of that movie, Jake said; I want to rent
        it.

    The Howard-Tilton Library was bang in the middle of
        the Tulane campus. It was a grave and ugly building, in Virginia’s opinion, its windows like
        slits in a white rampart, just wide enough for arrows. 

    She sat on a broad concrete ledge, leaning against a planter of untidy
        daisies, swinging her legs. She checked her watch: another ten minutes or so to wait for
        Bridget, who was probably still lurching her way along St Charles in a mud-coloured
        streetcar, worn out from acting Southern for eight hours straight. Virginia didn’t know how
        she did it day after day: all that walking and talking and smiling, especially in the thick,
        dripping heat of summer. All those tourists, all that mule dung and cigar smoke, all those
        pats on the ass and whistles from balconies and spilled beer and questions, the same old
        questions, over and over. 

    She wasn’t sure why Bridget stayed in New Orleans. Jake was here
        because he had to be, for the time being. Virginia was here because – well,
        because she was here. It had begun to feel like home, in its own way, and she wasn’t ready
        to go back to New Zealand, not yet. Perhaps Bridget wasn’t ready to go back either, wasn’t
        ready to pack up her cotton cardigans and bird prints and stripped pine bureau and head
        north to her parents’ grey-shingled house just across the Hudson from New York City.

    But New York wasn’t New Zealand: it was all skyscrapers and overcoats
        and oysters on the half shell in Grand Central Station. Bridget had once described the view
        from her old bedroom: she could lie in bed, she said, and see cars rushing back and forth
        like river rats across the George Washington Bridge. Lights, action, Hudson: Virginia
        thought it sounded terrific. Bridget shrugged it off. Just a bridge, she said. 

    She wasn’t sentimental, Bridget. The Mississippi, jammed between its
        levees like a thick muddy ditch, was simply a wide painted backdrop behind the railway
        tracks. She pointed to it eight times a day between her speech about Jackson Square and a
        brisk walk past the railings of Café du Monde. Bridges were bridges; rivers were rivers;
        home was home.

    Virginia caught sight of a familiar sleek blonde head in the distance
        and waved.

    ‘Sorry,’ Bridget called, jogging towards her. ‘Got held up by Guidry.’

    ‘You’re not late,’ said Virginia. ‘The Louisiana Collection closes
        early. And I couldn’t be bothered with much else today.’

    They walked to Waldo’s to find Jake. He was playing darts, badly, with
        one of his lab drones, Peter Schmecker. They all argued for a while about whether the
        cheeseburgers were better at Bud’s Broiler or Port of Call, and finally drove to Camellia
        Grill, Peter Schmecker in tow (‘Does he have to come?’ said Bridget, nudging Virginia),
        where they stood in line with a whole lot of tourists just to get a seat at the counter and
        fill their hair and clothes with the dank smell of grease.

    In the five, maybe six years he’d known Bridget and
        Virginia, Jake reckoned that he’d had around fifteen opportunities to sleep with one or
        either of them. 

    ‘Respectively, that is,’ he told Arthur. ‘Never together. Not that it
        hasn’t crossed my mind.’

    Of course, idiots like Peter Schmecker assumed he was having sex with
        both of them on a regular basis. Why else would Jake live all the way out in Metairie,
        sleeping in a little boy’s bedroom?

    Jake had met Bridget in Bruno’s one night, and for a while he’d
        thought there was something there – a spark, at the very least. He’d asked her how
        come so many kids from New Jersey ended up at Tulane. Not as Southern as Vanderbilt, she
        said; not as brainy as Duke; not as indie as Chapel Hill; not as Catholic as Loyola. Cute
        answer, he thought.

    Arthur raised his eyebrows.

    They’d hung out in the same loosely configured gang for a semester or
        two, and then Bridget had taken up with some loser.

    ‘That narrows it down,’ said Arthur.

    Jake thought the guy might have been some kind of associate professor.
        But anyway, whoever the other dude was, the point was: there were always other dudes. The
        moment seemed to pass. And then Virginia was on the scene, just arrived from wherever the
        hell it was she was from, suddenly Bridget’s best buddy, and the two of them were more
        interested in his welfare than his dick.

    ‘If that makes sense,’ he said, and Arthur said it did.

    So he’d moved out to the suburban shack with them because they needed
        a car and he wanted to save money. Now he had the best and worst of worlds. He got to see
        them at their most relaxed and their most neurotic, to hear all their gossip and secrets and
        girl talk, to eat their cooking, to watch them vacuum up his crumbs, to drink their beer and
        – last but not least – to spy them, occasionally, walking around in
        their underwear. But that was it.

    Maybe one day they’d take off together, try somewhere else. He and
        Bridget; maybe Virginia too. Austin was a good place, or maybe Santa Fe or Portland or
        somewhere in California. Easy Rider in reverse, in his
        teal Chevy Lumina.

    ‘Fifteen occasions,’ said Arthur. ‘Really?’

    Jake thought it over; maybe it was a dozen. At least ten, seven of
        them involving Bridget drinking Purple Haze. Nothing in the last two years, though. Not even
        after she broke up with Frank Guidry’s good-looking but mentally subnormal nephew.

    ‘It could be worse,’ said Arthur, rustling around in his desk drawer
        for a box of staples, wondering how you knew when the moment had passed, wondering if you
        could ever be certain.

    Arthur told Virginia about the places that weren’t
        cinemas any more, like the baroque and vulgar Orpheum where the Marx Brothers had played;
        and once, when his mother gave him some tickets she couldn’t use, they went to a musical
        show at the Saenger (Arthur scowling all the way across the Quarter, apologising in advance
        for the ordeal to come). 

    The show was fine: brash and gaudy as a cartoon but not quite loud
        enough, in Virginia’s opinion; middle-brow, second-rate and unendurable, in Arthur’s. But
        the Saenger itself was a radiant player, framed with pillars like an Italian courtyard,
        clouds overhead skating across an incandescent night sky.

    ‘It’s like the Civic,’ she told him, after they’d taken their seats
        and dropped their programmes and looked around, surreptitiously, for people Arthur might
        know. 

    ‘What’s that?’ said Arthur, distracted by someone a few rows ahead.

    ‘The Civic. It’s an old movie theatre in Auckland, same vintage as
        this. Except the Civic’s more Arabian, more Indian. And there are golden lionesses with
        flashing red eyes, either side of the screen, and the sky’s different. Southern hemisphere,
        you know, but the same principle.’

    ‘Clouds?’ he asked, dropping his head back to look at the sky.

    ‘Just stars, I think. It’s hard to remember exactly, though I must
        have been there a hundred times. When I was a kid, I really thought it was outside. Even if
        we went in at two o’clock in the afternoon, I was convinced it was the genuine night sky
        above my head. It was like we’d crossed into another world where day was night, right there
        on Queen Street.’

    ‘With golden lionesses.’

    ‘And elephants as well, carved into the walls of the foyer, and the
        staircases and the chandeliers. The Civic’s fantastic: it was always my favourite place to
        see a movie. Even if it was just, you know, Herbie Rides
        Again. The Civic and the Regent, though I can’t really remember the Regent now. I
        do remember asking if we could go there one time and being told it was gone. Pulled down.’

    ‘But the other one?’

    ‘The Civic’s still there. They wouldn’t dare touch it, not nowadays.’

    ‘Really? Well, the axes are still swinging here, though I hear they’re
        planning to kidnap the old organ in this place and spend millions of dollars trying to get
        it working again. I’m not sure why, unless they’re planning to fleece the well-heeled,
        undiscriminating ladies of this town with some B-list revival of Phantom of the Opera.’

    ‘At least it’s still here.’

    ‘Not showing movies, though. That’s a fine New Orleans tradition, you
        know, getting rid of real movie theatres or turning them into Baptist churches. The State,
        for example. The Strand. The Poplar and the Saint Charles, which I can’t really recall, to
        tell you the truth. A whole bunch in Algiers that my cousins remember, like the Algy and the
        Folly. The Abalon.’

    A bell sounded through the theatre, hurrying people into their seats.

    ‘You know,’ said Arthur, leaning towards her, ‘we could just leave, if
        you want.’

    ‘It hasn’t even started yet,’ said Virginia. She nudged his elbow off
        the armrest. ‘Though it’s true that I came to see the theatre more than anything.’

    ‘It’s sure to be the star of the show,’ said Arthur. ‘Don’t blame me
        if you fall asleep once the lights go down.’

    
        In 1786, the Spanish governor of New Orleans introduced the famous
            ‘tignon law’, a restrictive dress code for black women that compelled them to cover
            their hair with a seven-knotted handkerchief. The law backfired: colourful and elaborate
            tignons soon became one of the most distinctive sights of New Orleans.
    

    
        However wealthy and well connected they were, the city’s quadroons
            were not exempt from such laws. No woman of black descent was permitted to wear
            feathers, silks or mantillas in public, or to use a coach during the daytime. She was
            not supposed to enter a public room if a white woman was there. She was not allowed to
            sit in the presence of a white man or woman. All assemblies of free blacks were
            prohibited. 
    

    
        Many of these laws remained in effect after Louisiana became
            American territory in 1803. But, as many government officials had quadroon mistresses,
            or attended the quadroon balls, they were not always strictly enforced.
    

    Virginia called by Kingfish to see Arthur and tell
        him that her plane tickets had arrived.

    ‘I’m going home for Christmas,’ she said, grinning. ‘I can’t believe
        it’s actually going to happen.’

    Arthur frowned.

    ‘And for my sister’s wedding, of course,’ she said. ‘That’s the big
        event.’

    ‘Julia,’ said Arthur, looking away. ‘And your brothers are Robert and
        Timothy.’

    ‘That’s right,’ said Virginia, surprised. She’d always thought Bridget
        was the only one able to retain any information about her family. Jake still thought she was
        Australian. ‘And I have a half-sister, too. Alice, my Dad’s little girl. She’s eight. I’m
        sure I won’t recognise her.’

     ‘So you’ll be maid of honour, or whatever it’s called,’ said Arthur,
        and he turned his back to her.

    ‘Um, no,’ said Virginia. ‘I don’t think so. One of Julia’s friends,
        probably, if she has a maid of honour at all. Weddings at home are less formal than here.’

    ‘Really? I never think of weddings here as formal. They’re circuses.
        Food stations and gossip and trashy bands. Half the people don’t even know the bride and
        groom. People like my mother working the room.’

    ‘Your mother should meet my stepmother. They’d get along just fine.’

    ‘Well, you won’t miss this place much when you’re away. Maybe God will
        do us all a favour and smite it before you get back.’ Arthur shook his head, his eyes
        crossing slightly, then he just started talking and talking and talking, the way Arthur did.

    It was too hard, he said, too hard selling books in this town.
        Hundreds of writers used New Orleans for a setting, but this was just a town where books
        took place; nobody read them. Nobody reads anything here, he said. They’re too busy
        partying. It’s just a superficial, hedonistic, self-important party town, however dressed up
        they get, however organised and established and grand they make it look, however they fence
        themselves with costumes and krewes and clubs and secret societies. They’ll spend more on a
        floral arch at a bridal shower than on all the books they’ll buy in a lifetime. 

    It just made him sick, absolutely sick, to hear everyone (and by that
        he meant his mother and her friends) chatter on about the town’s literary landmarks, its
        Tennessee Williams festival, its Faulkner connections, when they’d never read a single book
        by Faulkner (except The Bear, maybe, but anyway), and
        they only went to the theatre when some show full of Broadway rejects hit the Saenger. They
        only ever read Southern Living and the engagement notices
        in the Times-Picayune, though that didn’t stop them
        paying $500 to get their signed John Kennedy Toole (signed by Walker Percy, that is, and
        Toole’s mama; they wouldn’t have come anywhere near him when he was alive). And speaking of
        the newspaper, that sole survivor, which published, actually published, some of Faulkner’s
        stories, it was as good as swamp-fill these days.

    You know, said Arthur, talking to the corners of his store, everyone
        comes here expecting to see a streetcar named Desire clanging down Decatur Street, like the
        place gives a shit about its literary heritage, when what they really come here for is to
        walk along Bourbon Street and pay for watered-down drinks just so they can sleaze out to a
        back room and pay some more money to wash the girl of their choice. (He’d seen the sign.)

    ‘I have to go meet Bridget,’ said Virginia, not entirely truthfully.
        She backed out the door, dragging her bag across the mat. Arthur had shuffled away behind a
        stack, still muttering. It was just too hot today, too hot for thinking or listening or even
        nodding her head. She wanted to melt into the stove-top streets, hair frizzing around her
        head, and let her mind float free above the shrill racket all around: buskers, jukeboxes,
        cheers and shouts and pieces of other people’s conversations.

    There was no streetcar named Desire any more, that was true. But
        Desire itself hadn’t gone away; it was still there, a real place, as genuine and shabby and
        eternal as Elysian Fields. And there was a bus, after all, the word DESIRE flashing in
        orange digital type in the middle of its forehead. A bendy-bus named Desire. Not really the
        same, was it?

    Virginia laughed out loud and the skinny black barker, paid to stand
        outside Vita’s and hustle diners into its over-lit courtyard, started laughing along with
        her, because a lot of queer shit had gone down today and it was a relief just to get some of
        that tension out and back into the stupidity of St Peter’s Street where it belonged.

    Jake got a ride home from Peter Schmecker, who ended
        up staying for dinner. Mondays were Jake’s turn to cook, so nobody minded that much: it was
        only red beans and rice from a packet mix, with some lurid sausage stirred in.

    ‘I’ve got to get out of this,’ said Bridget. ‘The grind and the heat
        and the beads are killing me. Today was hotter than Hades. And they ask the most stupid
        questions. They can’t keep anything straight. What’s the difference between a mulatto and a
        quadroon? What’s the difference between a Cajun and a Creole? What’s the difference between
        a muffuletta and a po-boy? They drive me crazy. Why don’t they just shut up and listen?’

    ‘What did you tell them about the quadroon balls?’ asked Virginia.

    ‘The usual. I saw one of them writing it all down in her notebook. If
        she asked me how to spell plaçage, I was going to kill
        her. You know, I have to do something else. I need to get out of this town. Maybe I’ll get a
        job at one of those plantations like Nottoway or Oak Alley. A cool breeze through the trees,
        nice big rooms with high ceilings. Central air, one tour group every ninety minutes. Just
        one family history to learn. That’s what I need. That, and tour groups with higher IQs and
        lower expectations.’

    ‘Don’t you have to wear a hooped skirt at those places?’

    ‘You wouldn’t have to wear underwear,’ said Jake through a mouthful of
        beans.

    ‘Or shave my legs,’ said Bridget. ‘And nobody can see your shoes
        either. It would be heaven. Unless they made us wear corsets. Then it would be hell.’ 

    ‘The old corset clause,’ said Jake. ‘Always the deal breaker.’

    ‘Why don’t you ask Mr Guidry? Doesn’t he own one of those
        plantations?’ asked Virginia. 

    ‘Nope, just a condo on the lake,’ said Bridget. ‘He says that
        plantation houses are for ghosts and termites and gay people who want to run
        bed-and-breakfasts.’

    ‘Good old Frank Guidry,’ said Jake. ‘He could run for Governor.’

    ‘I think he already did, in the late seventies,’ said Virginia.

    ‘I love this place,’ said Jake. ‘In the past, everyone could be famous
        for fifteen minutes.’ 

    ‘I’ve got to get out,’ said Bridget. ‘Virginia, help me get out.’

    ‘Why don’t you just go home?’ asked Virginia. It was a conversation
        they’d had a thousand times before. ‘They have tourists where you come from, so I hear.
        Millions of them.’

    ‘You can’t just go home,’ said Jake. ‘And anyway, my car would never
        make it that far. It only knows south of the Mason Dixon.’

     ‘I guess,’ said Bridget. She twirled her fork through her fingers.
        ‘Where is the Mason Dixon, anyway?’

    Peter Schmecker said that he knew all about it and would be happy to
        explain, but the conversation seemed to have moved on.

    Those oak trees along St Charles sure are pretty, said the man on the
        stage at Orientation, Virginia’s first year at Tulane. Come nightfall, all those long
        branches have deep shadows, dark places for the criminal element to lie in wait. Keep well
        clear of the trees at night. Stay under the street lights. Crime 101, they called that
        seminar. Essential for anyone new in town.

    Some of what Arthur complained about was true (or at least, Virginia
        thought, it sounded right), but it was impossible for her to dislike New Orleans. It could
        turn from picturesque to down-at-heel in just one short block; it could be seedy and loud
        and self-important. But it was never dull. Whenever she drove along the fly-over at night,
        the city seemed to glisten like a frosted cake. After all, bad things could happen anywhere.
        In Auckland, where she was from, people were still beaten up for their leather jackets, run
        off the road by drunks, robbed of engagement rings and video recorders, raped in driveways
        and alleys and bedrooms and parks and cars. Her mother sent her the newspaper clippings (she
        was never sure why), with the names of anyone she knew – victim, witness, criminal
        or lawyer – underlined in blue ink.

    When Virginia and Julia were young, their cousins Chelle and Tania
        from the North Shore occasionally stayed over on a Saturday night in the summer. They all
        slept in the garage, arranged in one long line of bulky lilos, rolling out of bed onto their
        carpet of frayed tarpaulin, and giggling and talking and sucking sticky Throaties when their
        voices cracked. 

    The summer she turned eleven, Virginia got a new mauve dressing gown
        for Christmas. It was long and heavy with an embroidered bib; Julia inherited Virginia’s old
        pale blue model and complained about never getting anything new. Chelle and Tania came to
        stay, bringing with them a new board game (they had dozens at their house, with all the
        pieces intact, because they only had one brother). ‘Mystery Date’ was a game of chance and
        fashion choices, an education in the appropriate accessories for skiing and dancing and
        surfing and picnics. Each player was in a race to acquire matching shorts, shoes and bag,
        and to nab a colour-coordinated boyfriend. The date itself was immaterial; it was all about
        the thrill of dressing. 

    There were four potential suitors in ‘Mystery Date’, and a joker, of
        sorts, the Dud. If you opened the door to him, you had to throw all your cards away (those
        perfect matching outfits, carefully collected) and start again. The Dud wore glasses and
        carried a book.

    Her father, looking up from the paper, said the game was ridiculous,
        and Rob, who hated being left out, ran off with half the cards. But the cousins loved the
        game. Each had her own cardboard representative, identical apart from hair and dressing gown
        colour. It didn’t take them long to convince themselves that they, Chelle and Tania and
        Virginia and Julia, were the actual ‘Mystery Date’ mannequins come to life. They had the
        pastel dressing gowns and they had the long hair (Julia was still a sort of blonde in those
        days, the family freak). They were all dressed up with no place to go.

    So they waited until all the lights in the house were out, until her
        mother popped in to say goodnight, and her father tapped on the window to tell them to
        settle down, until they had whispered for a while and shone their torches into the spidery
        shadows of the garage. Then they pulled their dressing gowns on over short summer nighties
        and peeked out the side window and hissed with excitement into each other’s flushed faces.

    And then they went out.

    The streets were still and black. It was too late for cars or
        dog-walkers. Everything was utterly quiet, except the sound of their breath, high and short,
        and the familiar buzz of crickets. The neighbourhood, bumpy and sectioned and winding, had
        gone to sleep. They were four long shadows dancing in their dressing gowns, laughing with
        their light, slapping bare feet. Hair streaming, arms stretched out, they swooped and
        scampered through back gardens, past vegetable patches and swing sets, around spiky rose
        bushes and low shrubs and fishponds and holes dug for swimming pools, up serpentine
        driveways and down paths made of brick or concrete or rough wood, along the
        dandelion-sprouting gutter and the cracked footpath chalked with hopscotch and four square.

    They ran in a swirling line with Virginia in the lead, because she
        knew the neighbourhood, little Julia (always the boldest, the last one to tire) spinning
        them away through a break in a fence or around a bushy thicket of conifers. 

    They ventured out several times that summer. The best part, in
        Virginia’s opinion, was that nobody knew about their little odysseys. Nobody ever saw them
        leave or come back; nobody glimpsed them passing through. They were like that story, the
        Twelve Dancing Princesses, except they were smarter: they didn’t take their shoes. There’d
        be nothing to show for their night-time travels except grubby soles, easily hidden. No gold
        or silver branches except the silvery strands of their hair (just different shades of brown,
        after all, in the daylight) and the moonlight on their tanned faces and hands.

    This must be what it’s like to be invisible, she’d thought. This must
        be what it’s like to fly. The inky night and its deserted streets and gardens had been
        theirs to roam, theirs to rule. They’d been entirely free of fear. 

    There was never a night like that first escape from the garage, not in
        Auckland, not in New Orleans, not in all the rest of her life. Not in all the rest of her
        life so far. 

    The carpet in parts of Arthur’s store was a kind of
        sludge-green. Virginia wondered why she’d never noticed that before. In between the rows of
        shelves it was still the colour of milky coffee, but closer to the walls it had grown as
        murky as a mangrove swamp. The walls must be seeping, she thought, testing them with a
        finger. Perhaps Arthur could be persuaded to renovate. (And perhaps he could be persuaded to
        wear the cream linen shirt that Bridget had just given him – equally unlikely.)

    ‘Do you think he’s OK?’ muttered Bridget, dapper in sleeveless
        cashmere, swinging around the store with a bottle of wine in her hand. ‘About the party?’

    It wasn’t really a party, as such. Virginia and Bridget had made the
        unilateral decision (if two people thinking alike could be counted as unilateral) that
        Arthur’s fortieth birthday needed some kind of celebration. And as they knew too well that
        Arthur would never agree to come to any sort of festivity, the party went to Arthur.

    They descended around 5.30 with a crate of wine, a stack of plastic
        cups and some giant bags of party mix from the drugstore. At lunchtime, idling through the
        Party Annex, Virginia argued against banners of any kind in case Arthur staged an impromptu
        rebellion. This way, at least, he could save face with incoming customers and pretend it was
        some sort of book launch (for ghosts, Virginia thought; the long dead and nearly forgotten
        his most honoured guests).

    But Arthur, genuinely surprised, was quite pleasantly compliant. He
        stuck close to his desk, admittedly, and insisted on ringing up the last sales of the day
        himself, even though Virginia offered to do it. And there was quite a crowd, all things
        considered. Arthur had more friends than he liked to admit.

    Just after six, a small woman wearing high heels and a slim checked
        suit, a smooth levee of platinum hair on her head, walked though the front door. She seemed
        both bird-like and larger than life. There was a sheen to her, thought Virginia. She looked
        like money and perfume.

    ‘Nancy Reagan? Joan Rivers?’ whispered Bridget. 

    Jake became very agitated, nearly falling out of his shoes to get a
        better look; he thought it might be someone called Carol, he said, which made Bridget roll
        her eyes. Virginia asked the man she’d been chatting to (his name was Boyers, he said; he
        was Arthur’s cousin) about this mysterious new arrival, and he knew all about her.

    It was Ellen Chesney Delaney, Arthur’s mother.

    ‘Oh my god,’ said Bridget. ‘I wish I was taller. Do you think it would
        be rude to get on the stepladder?’

    ‘I didn’t invite her,’ said Virginia. ‘Maybe she just dropped by to
        wish him a happy birthday.’

    ‘He doesn’t seem too thrilled,’ said Bridget, looking over at Arthur. 

    Virginia twisted to see. He had a glum, slightly sour look on his
        face, the one he got when a multiple-day bad mood was about to descend.

    ‘You guys,’ Jake said, nudging Bridget with his bottle of beer. ‘You
        all. I’ve got something to tell you.’

    He’d been offered a post-doc at Cornell starting in the fall, he said.
        He’d be gone sooner rather than later, by the middle of August probably. 

    ‘I didn’t know you’d applied to Cornell,’ said Virginia. 

    Bridget said nothing.

    ‘There’s a lot of things you don’t know,’ said Jake. He drank some
        more beer, and the bottle hid his face. ‘You two are not privy to all my thoughts and
        actions.’

    ‘You sound like Arthur,’ said Virginia, and her voice must have been
        loud because Arthur glanced over at the sound of his name.

     ‘Worse,’ said Bridget. Her face was red. ‘More pompous and secretive,
        actually.’

    Jake looked bemused.

    ‘And so ignorant and selfish, announcing this now. It’s completely
        typical.’

    ‘What do you mean? Nobody heard but you and Virginia …’

    ‘Not even caring if you ruin Arthur’s party.’

    ‘What, he’s five years old or something?’

    ‘No, it’s all about you, isn’t it?’ said Bridget. She turned on her
        heel and walked away, tugging the door open (it stuck this time of year) and dropping into
        the dense damp heat of the street. Virginia could see her moving past the store window,
        still carrying her glass of wine. 

    ‘You know how to pick your moments, don’t you?’ she said.

     ‘I couldn’t think of the best way to tell her,’ Jake said, pouting a
        little. Vacant and boyish as ever, thought Virginia; as unknowing as a dairy cow. ‘Miss Buck
        Jackson.’

    Arthur appeared behind Virginia’s shoulder and wanted to know what was
        going on.

     ‘Bridget’s just popped out for a bit,’ said Virginia, draining her
        glass.

    ‘Has she gone to the liquor store?’ asked Arthur. ‘There’s really no
        need. We still have a lot of wine.’

    ‘Jake, why don’t you go and tell her that?’ said Virginia. She reached
        for his bottle of beer. ‘Off you go. Before she gets to the store.’

    ‘What store?’

    ‘Has something happened?’ asked Arthur, wishing it wasn’t his
        birthday, wishing that his mother hadn’t come (she’d never been by before; why now?),
        wishing that people weren’t here cluttering the store and spilling wine and having strange,
        tense, private conversations.

    ‘The liquor store,’ said Virginia. What was Jake waiting for? Why was
        he standing there like a wallflower at a frat party, swilling his beer and staring at
        nothing? ‘Because if you want to find Bridget and stop her from buying more liquor, now’s
        the time.’

    Jake moved to the door like a sleepwalker and stepped down into the
        street.

    ‘She can’t have got far,’ said Virginia, half to herself. She turned
        to Arthur. ‘Her purse is under your desk and I’ve got the car keys.’

    ‘I take it this isn’t about liquor,’ said Arthur. It was his mother’s
        fault, that was certain. She’d only been here for ten minutes, but he knew her style: that
        was all she needed. She’d said something. She had it in for young blondes, always had; it
        was jealousy, pure and simple. He’d tried to keep her away from Bridget, but there was such
        a crowd …

    ‘Jake’s going to Cornell,’ said Virginia.

    ‘Oh,’ said Arthur. Jake had told him about Cornell the day before.

    ‘And he wants Bridget to go with him, I think. But he hasn’t asked her
        yet. He’s being a bit slow and stupid, actually.’

    ‘Will she go?’ asked Arthur, sounding surprised. He couldn’t imagine
        leaving here, Virginia thought. In fact, she couldn’t imagine Arthur leaving either, whereas
        Bridget and Jake – like weeds, they could blow anywhere.

    ‘Yes,’ said Virginia, suddenly certain of it. ‘I think she will. As
        long as he doesn’t leave it too late. Make it look like an afterthought.’

    ‘So you think she’ll leave, just like that,’ said Arthur. He shook his
        head.

    Virginia grinned at him. ‘Is there more wine? I’ve only had one
        glass.’

    It seemed like there might be something to celebrate, even though Jake
        and Bridget hadn’t come back to the party, even though Arthur was blinking at her
        quizzically, like an owl that had just woken up, filling her glass in slow motion. She took
        a thick mouthful of wine and felt a little giddy and sad, stupidly sad, at the same time.

    And then (to Arthur’s horror, and Virginia’s surprise; her mouth was
        still full and she had to gulp) – here was Arthur’s mother, an inch away from her
        left elbow, asking to be introduced.

    Frank Guidry was not amused. Bridget was one of his
        best guides, and by that he meant she was reliable, had the routine down and, last but not
        least, had a cute little ass that he wouldn’t have minded getting his hands on, just like
        that idiot of a nephew of his the Carnival before last. He gave her the longest, closest
        embrace he dared the day she returned her Buck Jackson name badge and fluorescent umbrella.
        It broke his heart to see a long-term employee leave, though at least she wasn’t going to
        the opposition. 

    I’ll retire your number, he told her, and pinned her badge onto the
        corkboard above his desk. If it doesn’t work out up north with that boyfriend of yours,
        there’s always a place for you back here. 

    Guidry and Jackson? Bridget asked, and Frank shouted with laughter at
        the very idea, slapping her on the shoulder, pushing her towards the door.

    At home they talked about it, like they’d always talked about
        everything, and in the end it was clear what had to be done. Virginia would let the house on
        Adams Street go (telling them not to feel guilty, really; it was time anyway) when the lease
        was up in November. She’d camp out at Arthur’s until it was time to go home for the wedding. 

    I’ll find somewhere new when I get back, she told Bridget, maybe
        uptown. Closer to Margaret and this store she’s threatening to open. 

    They emptied the house and packed boxes and looked through photo
        albums and gave each other clothes.

    And then it was September and time for Bridget and Jake to go, a bad
        storm blowing through town, whipping their faces and hands as they loaded up the trailer.

    ‘I’m keeping the wreath,’ said Jake, prising it from the door. It
        started to disintegrate in his hands.

    Bridget was crying, because they were taking the car and Virginia
        couldn’t stay in Metairie without a car and they were ruining her life and forcing her to
        move uptown.

    ‘I feel like a home-wrecker,’ said Jake, and he squeezed Virginia
        until she was short of breath.

    And then they were gone.

    And then they came back, because Bridget had forgotten to leave her
        keys and a cheque for the telephone, and there was a bottle of water in the fridge that
        they’d be sure to need because they weren’t planning on stopping till they reached Memphis.

    Once they’d gone (for good, this time, the trailer swaying in the
        wind), the house felt still and sullen. Virginia turned on the television just to hear the
        noise. But she told herself – nobody else to hear it – that there wasn’t
        time to sit around feeling sad. She was going away herself, going home. There were gifts to
        buy and suitcases to pack. And there was all her other stuff to leave with Arthur while she
        was out of town. That’s how he phrased it, out of town, like Virginia was just off to
        Florida to do a bit of shopping, instead of leaving the country for a month and diving into
        the deepest part of the Pacific Ocean.

    Margaret had given her a gift certificate for an uptown salon, so
        Virginia decided to seal her misery (Bridget gone, house left, chapter closed) with a good
        dose of physical pain. She picked up the telephone and made an appointment to get her legs
        waxed.

    
        The naturalist John James Audubon arrived in New Orleans in January
            1821. He painted society portraits to support himself and, in Feliciana Parish, began
            work on the drawings of his historic ‘Birds of America’ portfolio. 
    

    
        Audubon was born in 1785 on a plantation in what is now Haiti. His
            father was a French naval officer, Lieutenant Jean Audubon, and his mother was a
            quadroon chambermaid named Jeanne Rabin. She died when he was a baby. Jean Audubon took
            his illegitimate son back to France, where his wife accepted the boy as her
        own.
    

    
        Audubon fostered the air of mystery around his parentage. Based on
            notes in his diaries and letters, some of his descendants refused to accept that he was
            the illegitimate son of a quadroon. They claimed that Audubon was, in fact, the Lost
            Dauphin of France.
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    It was inevitable, really, in a town this small;
        surprising that it didn’t happen more often. Once you met someone, you were sure to keep
        bumping into them. Isn’t that what Arthur was always going on about?

    Virginia was flicking through a magazine in the waiting room at Salon
        Claire when she heard a familiar voice:

    ‘No, I do not have an appointment. I’ve never needed one before for an
        eyelash tint. Is Avery here today? Can I see Avery?’

    It was Arthur’s mother, draped in beige silk, breathing fire across
        the desk.

    ‘It’ll just be ten minutes, ma’am. Maybe fifteen, at most.’

    ‘Make it five.’

    Arthur’s mother turned around, rolling her eyes for the benefit of
        anyone watching. Virginia considered cowering behind her magazine, but it was too late.

    ‘My dear! Are they keeping you waiting too?’ 

    Ellen’s breasts didn’t look that fake, Virginia decided, now that she
        had time to get a good look at them. Implausibly pert, perhaps, but maybe that was all the
        tennis. She was a good-looking woman, though, tiny and slender, not bad for someone
        – how old? At least sixty, presuming she’d been a child bride the first time she
        got married …

    ‘Virginia, isn’t it? Ellen Delaney. So lovely to see you again. How
        funny we should bump into each other here.’ Ellen dropped onto the sofa. ‘I mean, there we
        were, just last week, complete strangers, and today here we are, comrades in arms.’

    And then Virginia put down her magazine so the grilling could begin.
        How long had Virginia known Arthur? How exactly had they met? And who were her people? Where
        was her family? What made her want to live so far away from home? Each question arrived
        before Virginia had finished stammering out an answer to the last one.

    And dear, dear Margaret, how was she? Did she ever talk about getting
        married again? Did she ever mention what happened to her second husband? Because that was
        quite a story; Ellen was surprised she’d never used it in one of her novels. (You can change
        the names, you know; it’d never stand up in court.) But then Margaret had so many stories to
        choose from: such a life she’d led! When she was younger, that was. Had she never mentioned
        anything about her sister, the poor, poor thing, or a man named Frederick who just turned up
        out of the blue claiming to be her uncle (now that was going back a long way, to be sure),
        or perhaps even Ellen herself? Never? Not a word? Well, well.

    They’d made their debuts the same year, Ellen said, back in ancient
        times (she laughed here, and Virginia laughed too, on cue), even though Margaret liked to
        pretend she was still a young, gay thing. Ellen was Ellen Chesney then, soon to be Ellen
        Ormond (throwing away the best years of her life, not that she knew it at the time) and then
        eventually Ellen Delaney. (You don’t want to know all the rest in between, my dear; we’d be
        here all day.) Her mother, one of the illustrious Smithsons, was a Queen of Comus. You know,
        she said, leaning close, Arthur was a page at his cousin Gwen’s ball. He wore the most
        darling satin costume and looked like a little prince. In fact, Ellen had never seen him
        dressed so nicely ever again.

    ‘Miz Delaney,’ said the receptionist. ‘If you’d like to go through
        now.’

    Ellen laid a small white hand on Virginia’s thigh. How time flew when
        you had a friend to chat with!

    She had one last thing to say. You know, Margaret wasn’t from New
        Orleans at all. She was from the Delta, up Greenville way. She made her debut …
        elsewhere (Ellen wafted her hand); some big house in the jungle, probably. That’s why she
        needed Virginia, of course. Everything Margaret knew about this town she’d had to learn at
        the library. 

    ‘She’d be lost without you, so I hear. Not that she’d ever admit it.
        You know what those Delta types are like.’ Ellen pursed her lips. ‘They think they’re the
        real thing. They think the Delta’s the centre of the earth, when you and I know it’s really
        the back of beyond. You know the old joke: what are the biggest cities in Mississippi?’

    The receptionist was hovering, holding out a white quilted robe. Ellen
        stood up.

    ‘Memphis and New Orleans,’ said Virginia, stretching her face into a
        smile.

    ‘You just stay as sweet as you are,’ said Ellen. ‘And tell Arthur to
        bring you home for family dinner. I don’t know why he’s been keeping you such a secret all
        this time. Tell Margaret I said hello. I can’t wait to read her new little book.’

    Ellen wriggled her fingers in a wave and disappeared behind the
        screened door. Virginia let her face relax and rubbed her cheeks. They felt hot.

    ‘Miz Seton,’ said the receptionist. ‘Would you mind waiting another
        fifteen minutes?’

    Virginia said she wouldn’t mind at all.

    I saw your mother again, she told Arthur, holding out her hand for the
        ticket. She’d lured him uptown for a movie. 

    He shook his head and looked away, asked if she wanted a Coke or
        something. He didn’t want to hear about his mother, that was clear. Ignored her into
        non-existence, Virginia thought, wishing she could do the same with Margaret.

    Even movies weren’t an escape any more: they felt increasingly like
        research trips. Everything was fodder, Margaret said. Done before simply meant tried and
        true; that’s why so many movies these days were remakes, you know. So now seeing a movie was
        an expedition rather than a break. She was to be on the lookout at all times for stories to
        steal.

    Going with Arthur was a distraction of a different sort. It was always
        strange to see him away from the store. He looked taller when he wasn’t standing in the
        shadow of soaring bookshelves. He also looked more untidy, it had to be said, blinking like
        a badger at too-bright lights and scowling at people pressing too close.

    But she liked sitting beside him in the dark, watching with him in
        silence. He never talked after the lights went down. And there was something comforting and
        intimate about Arthur’s presence there at her elbow. Without thinking about him, or breaking
        stride with the film on the screen, she could sense the shape of him beside her and
        anticipate the soft, even sound of his breath.

    She wondered if he would ever reach over, close his hand over hers.
        Without turning his head, without looking at her. Without a word.

    His hand on hers, still in the darkness.

    She wondered how it would feel.

    
        The French impressionist painter Edgar Degas lived in New Orleans
            between All Saints Day 1871 and Mardi Gras in 1872. His mother Celestine had been born
            in New Orleans into a prominent Creole family, so Degas stayed with his uncle’s family
            on Esplanade Avenue, spending most of his time inside, painting. The bright light of
            Louisiana hurt his eyes. He painted his relatives and their friends, all members of a
            fading Creole aristocracy no longer ascendant in New Orleans society. Few of his
            subjects were black. 
    

    The brilliant scientist Norbert Rillieux was
            the son of Degas’ great-uncle Vincent and a quadroon named Constance Vivant. Unable to
            attend school in New Orleans because of his black ancestry, Norbert was sent to study in
            France. He became a chemical engineer and returned to Louisiana, where his invention of
            the triple-pan apparatus revolutionised the sugar industry. (My Daddy told me
        that, said Margaret; my great-grandfather made his fortune in sugar, you know.)

    
        There is no evidence that Degas ever met his illustrious part-black
            cousin, in France or in Louisiana, or that any of the Degas clan recognised the close
            family connection.
    

    Virginia avoided collecting things. It was never a
        conscious decision, just an instinct. She’d never expected to stay in New Orleans so long,
        so there wasn’t much to leave, in the end: a few boxes pushed under Arthur’s kitchen table
        (her initials, VNS, scrawled on wayward flaps with a black marker), two long duffel bags
        crammed with clothes, plastic carry bags for toiletries and her hair dryer, a big Saks Fifth
        Avenue bag from the last sale with her sheets and pillows. 

    She was relieved, in a way, that Bridget and Jake had decided to go;
        things couldn’t have gone on forever exactly as they were. She was envious, too, because she
        was still here, homeless, rootless, unsure of what to do and afraid of what came next,
        beyond the journey home and Christmas and the wedding.

    They’d been playing house on Adams Street, pretending to be grown-ups:
        that’s how it seemed now that they’d all moved on. It had felt like home; even looked that
        way, more or less. But really it was just a flimsy, jerry-built composite picture: Bridget’s
        television and Jake’s stereo, dishes bought at K-Mart, glasses stolen from campus bars.
        Their prize possession was Margaret’s old sofa, given to them, with a magnanimous wave, when
        she redecorated her summer room. They’d shoved the sofa into Peter Schmecker’s roommate’s
        Jeep Cherokee and shuttled it along Airline Highway in the rain, its entire left flank on
        precarious display.

    Virginia had a few personal things she’d hung on to, ephemeral and
        unrelated, like pieces from different jigsaw puzzles. Yellowing movie posters, feathered
        masks from the French market, an Art Deco lamp and the rust-coloured sari (wrapped in a
        towel, buried in a box) that served as a bedroom curtain. And, jammed into an old tin, a
        handful of pale, chalky shells from home that she’d scattered on her bedroom windowsill. Not
        much to show for herself, really, after all this time. It seemed like six years had come
        down to this: one carload of boxes and bags and bits of junk, a degree certificate rolled in
        a tube, a stack of files, and a walk-on role on the acknowledgements page in two Margaret
        Dean O’Clare novels. All packed up, ready to go. 

    (What was she waiting for?)

    The things she couldn’t keep seemed much more precious to her now: the
        half-remembered blur of parties and dinners and trips to the Gulf Coast, the all-night
        confessionals with Bridget in their first apartment, the surreal squabbles at the house on
        Adams Street over whose turn it was to do this or that, the boisterous discussions on
        anything that entered their heads, from Texas politics to Australian soap operas to Cuban
        cigars.

    She’d learned to talk in New Orleans; that’s why she’d miss the
        conversations. At home she’d been the quiet one, shadowy and studious, as distant then as
        she was now, thousands of miles away, present only in infrequent long-distance phone calls.
        Here she’d found the nerve to speak up, even if it was only so people could understand what
        she was saying. Some things would go on, of course, even if Bridget and Jake weren’t here.
        There’d be more long sessions at the big house on Coliseum Street, Margaret talking (her
        eyes raised to either heaven or the cornice), Virginia reading slow and loud from a piece of
        paper.

    And Arthur – always there, always the same, always ready for
        circuitous excursions into the dust and loam of books. There’d be dozens more long
        afternoons on his funky sofa, occasionally joined by random, opinionated customers.
        Something new to talk about every day, some new story or reference or historical alleyway to
        explore.

    That was Arthur’s idea of travel: somewhere he could read about in a
        book. The others might drift off, but Arthur would stay put. He wasn’t going anywhere.

    
        George Washington Cable, a native of New Orleans, was drawn to the
            plight of antebellum quadroons and wrote a number of stories exploring the lives of
            people of mixed race. The heroine of his 1873 story ‘Tite Poulette’ has skin as white as
            a magnolia, and suffers from the ‘hidden blemish’ of mixed race. She lives in
            near-destitution, too proud to become a kept woman. She’s finally rewarded with a white
            husband, but only when her true, pure Spanish parentage is revealed.
    

    
        The ‘tragic quadroon’ was a stock figure in late nineteenth-century
            literature and theatre. Cable’s stories were extremely popular in his day, but he became
            an increasingly controversial figure in the post-war South. In 1884, he and his family
            moved to Massachusetts, where he spent the rest of his life.
    

    The maid showed Virginia into the conservatory, her
        footsteps clear and sharp on the white tiled floor.

    Virginia liked Margaret’s house; it was old and grand, and its cool,
        cilantro-coloured face and sturdy wooden pillars weren’t Margaret at all, really. It was
        hard to imagine her outside, even for a few minutes, walking through the wrought-iron gate,
        climbing the steps up to the gallery, the over-sweet smell of jasmine as thick as rain
        clouds around her head. 

    There wasn’t a time of the year when Coliseum Street wasn’t pretty,
        shade or sunlight, wet or dry. But still, Virginia was glad to be going away, glad to turn
        her back on Margaret and all the suffocating, warring smells of her house and garden (and of
        Margaret herself, sort of lemony and doughy, like a freshly baked cake).

    The proofs for the novel had arrived and Virginia was to take them
        with her to New Zealand. There was that long plane trip, after all, said Margaret, who was
        dressed in a rather startling magenta ensemble (making Virginia think of azaleas, which
        would be blooming in Margaret’s garden soon after she got back) and a black turban. 

    Virginia was to check them carefully and mark things up and do
        everything she did last time except in another country in between all the wedding events; it
        shouldn’t be a problem.

     ‘Now, you’re sure you have everything?’ asked Margaret, tucking a
        wisp of hair back under the folds of her turban.

    Virginia patted her bag. She wanted to get away quickly because she
        still had Christmas shopping to do at Lakeside Mall (in Arthur’s car; he was being very
        generous).

    ‘Well,’ said Margaret, and she stood up to gave Virginia a stiff but
        well-meant hug. ‘Virginia dear. Have a good visit with your family.’

    Virginia thanked her and kissed her and wished her a merry Christmas
        (humming the tune as the heavy white front door clicked shut behind her), and skipped down
        the path to the sidewalk. A thin breeze jiggled hedges and thinning trees. She set off down
        the street towards Commander’s striped awning, the heavy bag bumping her shoulder-blade. 

    After Virginia had gone, Margaret sat for a while longer, squashed and
        comfortable in her cane armchair, absent-mindedly rubbing her feet (small and white) against
        the faded cushion of the footstool. It’d be the merest blink of an eye before Virginia was
        back, and then the fun would begin. New year, new project – and, this time, not
        just another book. The shelves of O’Clare Country needed to be stocked, even though the
        store itself was still just a few pencil sketches and a long list of ideas, nothing really
        thought through (to be scrupulously, unnecessarily honest). And there was this book, of
        course, to be shepherded along to its place at the front of book stores, to its prominent
        position on tables in the big chains and all over the windows of independents. Maybe she’d
        agree to a book tour this time (hardly her idea of fun), just to make the point. Some point.
        There’d been some point to make, hadn’t there?

    David Klein had called; he loved the title. One of Virginia’s little
        brainwaves, though Margaret hadn’t told him that. What had he called it? Elusive and
        enticing. Rather like Virginia herself, thought Margaret, and she quickly brushed the
        thought away: there was something not quite nice about it.

    Queen of Beauty. Great title, he
        said. A Twain reference: very neat. We’ll just need to work it into the text more in a few
        key spots, he’d said. Joanna’s been on the phone; she’s got big plans for this one. It’d
        work with a Marisa Tomei or even an Andie McDowell, if she’s not too old. Winona Ryder,
        even.

    Margaret had ventured Julia Roberts, just as an idea.

    There you go, he said, Julia Roberts in a brown wig. She’s got the big
        lips and the Southern accent. Hey, you never know.

    Even though it was Saturday and potentially his
        busiest day of the week, Arthur closed the store for a few hours and drove Virginia to the
        airport.

    He didn’t get back until around four, so there didn’t seem to be much
        point in opening up again. But he did anyway, and it was just as well: a guy from San
        Francisco wandered in and spent over $400 on two maps and some French books, and a group of
        well-dressed old ladies in town for a teachers’ convention came in to escape the rain and
        ended up cleaning him out of anything to do with Mardi Gras.

    He’d waited with Virginia at the gate, even though she said not to
        bother. She gave him the briefest of hugs, a quick smear of a kiss.

    ‘Look after yourself,’ she said, smiling. 

    She hoisted her bag onto a shoulder; it was stuffed with the proofs
        for Queen of Beauty, as well as a few fat magazines,
        which Arthur insisted on paying for. She’d had her hair cut to her chin, which suited her,
        and she wore a thin red sweater, one of Bridget’s (swapped for a footstool, she said; it was
        a good trade, in his opinion).

    ‘I’ll be here when you get back. Right here at the gate,’ Arthur told
        her.

    ‘Four weeks tomorrow.’

    ‘I’ll be here.’

    She waved at him from the door, right before she disappeared. She
        looked excited, he thought, pleased to be going home. It was all in her eyes. Everything
        Virginia thought and felt and knew was right there in her eyes for anyone to see. She must
        have always kept her head down (or her eyes averted, at the very least) during all those
        visits to Coliseum Street.

    He noticed it within five minutes of meeting her, the first time she
        came into Kingfish. Of course, they didn’t start talking right away. She’d been in the store
        for some time before they got into conversation. He found her sitting cross-legged on the
        floor, behind the back shelves, reading. Quiet and still. A lot of people were in and out of
        the store that afternoon, and he forgot she was there. You’ll be more comfortable on the
        sofa, he’d said (not strictly true: it was lumpy and rank, used chiefly as somewhere to pile
        more crap). Take your time, stay as long as you like. You’re reading Wilbur Cash? You should
        check this out.

    And Virginia looked at him with that straight, frank gaze of hers, and
        they talked and talked until it was time to close. Everything he knew about her now had been
        visible in her face that day. He’d liked her back then because of it (despite the fact that
        she went to Tulane; you couldn’t hold it against her, being foreign and all) and looked
        forward to her visits. No, that wasn’t entirely true. He didn’t look forward to anything. He
        expected her visits, that was it. She said she’d come back soon, and he knew she would. Once
        she was working for Margaret, she dropped by at least three times a week. That was the thing
        about having a store: everyone came to you. 

    The rain started not long after he pulled out of short-term parking,
        and Arthur was pleased. All the pre-Christmas candlelight carolling in the Quarter was
        getting on his nerves. He stayed open a little later than usual, choosing not to hurry the
        ladies out into the drizzle. But after ringing up one more book of Mardi Gras ball
        invitation postcards, Arthur followed the last customer to the front door, flipped over the
        ‘open’ sign and pulled down the blind.

    He turned off the lights and stepped out into the street. It was a
        little cool this evening and the sky was the colour of charcoal. The strings of tiny white
        lights stretched across the antique store’s window reflected sharp points onto the puddled
        cobbles. People skittered down St Peter’s Street in a hurry to get to their dinner
        reservations or parked cars or hotel rooms. A well-dressed office party, tumbling and
        shouting with laughter, pushed their way into McSweeney’s on the corner.

    Arthur hooked the grate halfway down and returned the stick to its
        place just inside. He locked the door and secured the grate. The books in Kingfish’s broad
        window, safe behind bars, looked drab and slightly damp. He’d change the display on Sunday
        morning, when the store was closed. There were a lot of people in town right now; he’d be
        busy from now till Mardi Gras, if today was any indication. 

    Then he walked around to the alley and climbed the wet stairs to his
        apartment, scuffing his shoes on the top step. He didn’t feel like going out tonight, not
        even to the store to pick up some more groceries. He’d stay home and read, maybe mix a
        drink. That’s what he’d do. He’d mix a drink and cook an omelette and listen to the Jimmy
        Giuffre 3 and begin waiting for Virginia to come back.








II
    
Glasgow Street, 1969
    
    [image: Magnoliapart]

    The wooden gate swung open.

    The child was nearly three; she could outrun everyone. She tore up the
        pathway towards her grandmother who was waiting, as usual, on the verandah.

    ‘My mokopuna,’ whispered Mary, gathering the little girl into rounded,
        uncreased arms.

    The child pressed her nose into the soft folds of her grandmother’s
        face and then wriggled free, kicking her way down to the ground like a sinking swimmer. 

    The gate creaked again and the child’s father loped towards the
        verandah, balancing a small bag in one hand and a tricycle in the other. She leaned her
        cheek against the old woman’s hip and felt something hard and smooth, like a flat stone,
        buried deep in the pinafore’s pocket. A shape she knew: sewing chalk. 

     ‘Bye-bye, Ginny. See you on Sunday,’ said her father, and she was
        off, fizzing with excitement – onto the big step, across the threshold and into
        the endless twilight of the hall. 

    ‘Bye, Jim,’ said Mary, watching him walk back to the car. A sharp
        draught skimmed through the open front door and whistled down the passageway, catching the
        back door and slamming it shut. Virginia could hear her grandfather cursing the noise. She
        pounded along the thin carpet, down the hallway, waiting to be found. 

    ‘Mary!’ his voice bellowed. ‘Shut the bloody door!’

    Virginia ran towards the sound.

    The house was too big now, Mary knew that, but the
        idea of moving somewhere smaller and tidier was too much to take in, whatever her daughters
        – suddenly her bosses, her keepers – had to say about it.

    She always found herself near the back of the house nowadays, far from
        the front door. It was noisy and cold up there, facing the street, though John didn’t seem
        to mind. Since he retired or since the television arrived (the order of events wasn’t
        entirely clear any more), he’d colonised the front room and settled into his corner there
        like a sentry. He had his chair and his ashtray stand, a small table for his books. A
        lonely, chilly outpost, to Mary’s mind: the Invercargill of the house. He liked to stand
        guard near the sounds of the street and all its people and traffic and business. They both
        liked to be in the thick of things, in their different ways. 

    Otherwise, the rooms up here weren’t for people any more; she’d
        assigned them in her mind, she supposed, to the past. Jim and his wife, Heather, had lived
        in the other front room, just across the hall, for the first two years of their marriage.
        And then there was the junk room, filled with things they couldn’t throw away, and opposite
        that Jim’s boyhood bedroom, still furnished in a skeletal way like a cave of dusty bones.
        Rooms for visitors and ancestors and memories, all opening into the long straight spine of
        the hall, dark and cool all year round. 

    Halfway down the hall a bright pair of curtains, permanently pinned
        back, marked the border where front hall met back, the point at which the house really
        began: the lived-in bedrooms, her sewing room, and the expansive kitchen where everyone ate
        and talked and argued and laughed and listened to the radiogram.

    When the house felt the cold in its bones, so did she: right now it
        was damp and chilly, because there was more rain coming. Though April showers may come your
        way (September showers here, but Mary knew what the song meant: spring and sadness and
        temporary setbacks); she hummed it softly, walking towards the coloured-glass borders of the
        front door.

    It was their turn for cards tomorrow night, so she’d make a start on
        some housework, not that it was a big crowd coming, not that anyone ever paused on their way
        down the passage, hurrying to get to the kitchen’s bright lights and scraping chairs.

    She drifted into the front room. It didn’t look so bad in the dim
        spring light. Summer was worst, when the sunlight searched out the long streaks of dust on
        everything, and the Christmas tree wilted in the corner next to the television. Mary batted
        a duster at the kauri sideboard (John had made it himself, when they were first married) and
        wondered where the feathers in the duster had come from. They were so thick and brown, like
        ostrich. Perhaps they were moa – though that was whimsy, of course. Still, the
        feathers had that look to them. She’d seen pictures. 

    Mary passed the duster under her chin, wondering why it didn’t tickle,
        wondering why the moa had died out when the kiwi hadn’t. Maybe the kiwi had escaped
        attention, snuffling and poking its way across the forest floor in the dead of night, while
        the poor tall moa stood out from the crowd just a little too much. Like her brothers, Te Hau
        and – you know, the next one – Matiu, both tall boys, thick and loud and
        hearty, gone too soon. Te Hau went first, only fifteen, blown up in the river by Uncle Whiri
        fishing with dynamite (how sorry he’d been), and then, much later, Matiu blown up in Italy
        his first month there, right at the beginning of the war. That was the order: Te Hau first,
        still a kid; she remembered him best. Strange to think of him today. Feathers, that’s where
        she started. Feathers and birds and tall toetoe rimming the river bank, heads bowed in
        sadness, waiting for the water to settle.

    When Mary was a girl, her grandmother had sometimes, on grand and
        solemn occasions, worn a cloak of kiwi feathers. The cloak looked plain brown from a
        distance, but up close it was speckled with the colours of sand and cream and mud and
        treacle. It looked like heavy rain. Bristling when you touched it, as though all the birds
        that had given their feathers to make it were still alive, huddled beneath. Mary herself had
        worn it once, a long time ago, when she met the Queen, but never again. It had been spirited
        away at some point; someone else in the family had claimed a turn. Mary splayed the feather
        fingers of the duster against the sideboard and wondered (playing with the duster, dancing
        it along the wood) just where that cloak could have gone.

    A vase of frazzled flowers in water brown as gravy stood at one end of
        the piano. She raised the lid and keys grinned up at her, yellow and black. There was sheet
        music under the crocheted cats-eyes of the piano stool, bundles of it. ‘Let Me Call You
        Sweetheart’, ‘Carolina Moon’ and ‘It was Fascination’. Kiss Me
        Kate and songs from The Mikado. Ragtime and
        waltzes, William Tyers and Otto Heinzman. ‘Mid the Fields of Snowy Cotton’, one of the first
        things she ever learned: she’d played it hundreds of times for the pictures in Errington
        Hall.

    Both the girls used to belong to the Light Opera Society, and in the
        old days they were always bringing songs home, June especially. She had a beautiful voice,
        though not a big one. There was that song she used to sing all the time. What was it called?
        How did it go? 

    Mary sat down and let the duster rest next to her. Names of things:
        they were hard to remember, sometimes. And what did it matter – names of songs,
        names of people, names of things? There was more than one name, one word, for everything.
        And some things were too big to be contained by one word – by any number of words.
        How many words were enough?

    Her wide fingers strayed across the keys, hands drifting like clouds.
        There it was: the tune. That’s what counted, after all; it was still there, flowing from her
        fingers. It still existed somewhere in her head, as sure as an instinct. The pictures might
        be gone, but the music was still there, inside her head and her hands. The song filled the
        room with sadness and sweetness, and the memory of it, shapeless and wordless and nameless,
        made her smile. 

    The house stood on the corner of Glasgow Street and faced Ponsonby
        Road. Beyond the back garden was an unbroken view of brick chimneys, red corrugated iron
        roofs, lean-to sheds and washing lines. 

    John Seton – tall and rangy, a tuft of dead-white hair
        puffing in the breeze – stood surveying the ragged back fence. He’d been watching
        the back portion for a while, watching next door’s misshapen grapefruit tree wrestle it to
        the ground. The street sides of the fence were still erect, but the buttery yellow paint was
        curdling, flaking onto the flowerbeds. He’d add it to his list. The size of the house and
        garden hadn’t defeated him yet, but he was nearly seventy, as Lizzie was always reminding
        him (the look in her eyes was harder than it should be). Time you sold this house, Dad,
        she’d say, it’s getting too much for you, which meant nobody else wanted the bother of it
        when they were gone. 

    Nobody else wanted to sort through the bits and pieces of their lives
        – and not just their lives, but dozens of other people’s. His mother’s basin and
        jug; his cousin’s medals; Mary’s mother’s silver; his uncle’s chairs; her great-aunt’s
        antimacassars; his father’s Gladstone bag. Everything came from somewhere, bought or built
        for a reason, collected, kept, saved. 

    They just wanted new stuff, his children: new houses, new furniture,
        new clothes, new curtains. Little stubs of trees bought in soggy black plastic sacks.
        Swerving empty streets that led nowhere, dangling the amputated stumps of new roads.

    ‘Finished!’ 

    He sprang up the back stairs and opened the bathroom door. The child
        was waiting, holding on with both hands to the sloping toilet seat.

    June could hear the music as soon as she opened the
        gate. 

    She could hear her father and her little niece as well, their voices
        floating up from the side of the house. They were exclaiming over something shiny that he’d
        dug up from a flowerbed. Virginia (silly name, typical Heather) was squealing, her baby
        words broken and hesitant one moment and flowing in some endless, excited sentence the next.
        Jinx, that’s what June called her. A mixture of Ginny and minx, their little joke.

     June dragged the front door shut and tugged off her headscarf. 

    ‘Mum?’ she said, scowling into the semi-darkness of the front room.
        Her mother had taken to playing at the oddest hours, just abandoning whatever she was doing.
        Actually, she’d always been like this: theirs had been a household of impromptu sing-songs,
        any excuse to down tools and idle away an hour. Dance, sing, show off – Jim had
        been the worst. Couldn’t sing, not like she could, nor like their sister Lizzie, but it
        hadn’t stopped him. Her mother had encouraged him, and even Dad would join in occasionally,
        when something hearty and booming was required, when he wasn’t endlessly mending and
        building or digging up the garden.

    ‘This song,’ said Mary, not looking up. ‘I was hoping you’d tell me
        what it is.’

    ‘How would I know?’

    It had been a long week of queues and impatient customers; June was
        too tired to remember. But the words slipping out of her mouth (skidding across the
        floorboards towards her mother, smacking off the legs of the stool) made her feel churlish,
        as sullen as an adolescent. 

    ‘I mean, I don’t really remember,’ she said. She stood in the doorway
        for a moment, pretending to listen, to continue the conversation.

    ‘Never mind,’ said Mary, embellishing the phrase she was playing and
        turning it into something else; now it sounded like ‘The Way You Look Tonight’, an entire
        dance card away from where it began.

    (This paper is pleased to report that the
            evening concert in Errington Hall last night was well-attended, with a half hour of
            community singing followed by dancing … Taking part were Miss Greenway, Miss
            Anne Richmond, Mr. W. Hunter, Mr. Sharp, Miss Mary Grey … The ladies provided
            a delicious supper … The dancing was prolonged until nearly two in the
            morning, while the party waited for the pouring rain to stop.)

    ‘Nice,’ said June, turning away.

    The heels of her shoes drummed down the passageway, and the echoing
        noise, slight but sharp, made her headache worse. She’d carried her umbrella in today
        because the radio had predicted rain. But it hadn’t rained yet, and the umbrella had been
        just one more thing to lug. It had stuck in the door of the bus as she was climbing off; in
        wrenching it free, she’d bent one of the spokes.

    ‘Damn,’ she said, frowning, and dropped it into the umbrella stand
        tucked behind her bedroom door. June had six umbrellas. They just seemed to accumulate, like
        earrings or pantyhose or dust under the bed. She’d bought one of them in Sydney the first
        time: it was a soft dove-grey, and the handle was delicate, like mother-of-pearl. It was
        smart and sleek, the kind you’d tuck under your arm to give an outfit that finishing touch.
        She never used it now. It would be ruined in a week in the gusty Auckland rain.

    Someone was tapping at the window. It was her father, holding Virginia
        up to the glass, the little girl’s face smudged and distorted against it.

    ‘Hello, Miss Jinx,’ she said, walking over. 

    The little girl’s lips puckered, smooching the window. June leaned in
        to play her part, feeling her way into the right place with her nose and the dry extremities
        of her lips, the glass moist with the steam of her breath. They kissed through the glass,
        two red mouths on either side of a streaky pane. 

    Now she’d opened the door and wandered in, Mary
        couldn’t quite remember what she was looking for. Another chair, perhaps? She must move that
        picture; it was in the way, blocking the current pathway (it changed course like a dithering
        river) into the room’s webby depths. 

    There were the photo albums, stacked in a fat black line in the
        corner, and the old lamp from her mother’s house, and a spare bed frame propped
        (precariously, Mary noticed, deciding to ignore it for now) against the wall. None of those
        things, not today. The medals, that was it, or the cups (maybe both, why not?) to show
        Virginia. She was the one person in the house who’d never seen them before. The whole world
        was new to Virginia. 

    The cups wouldn’t be clean, of course, but she could polish them and
        maybe put them out on display. John would like that, though he’d ignore them, avoid them;
        that was his way.

    But the medals weren’t in this room: they were hidden in John’s sock
        drawer, lying flat in black boxes under a thin rug of newspaper clippings. Most were his
        life-saving medals, though some were his cousin Bob Blair’s, from the first war. Mary wasn’t
        sure why they had them; they really should go to Joe, Bob’s son. She’d ask Hattie’s advice
        tomorrow. 

    Her sister-in-law always had a clear view of the way things should be
        done. She might know something Mary didn’t, or see things in a different way. Hattie was
        like her mother, old Bella Seton: sure of things, but, at the same time, secretive and
        closed off. In her own time, for her own reasons, that was Hattie. She talked a lot but
        never told you one thing more than she’d meant to, especially if she thought you wanted to
        hear it. 

    John was more like his dad, more like the Setons. Not a talker, but a
        man of action: that’s why they had all these cups and medals and dishes (beautiful plates,
        too good to use) and some framed certificates too, somewhere. Swimming champion, life-saver.
        Fearless, that’s what she’d tell Virginia, and she’d show her his name carved into the
        silver for ever (the little girl couldn’t read yet, but anyway). Brave and strong and all
        those things that people said were old hat nowadays, people who’d never done anything for
        themselves or anyone else.

    Now there was a familiar face: the Coronation biscuit tin she’d been
        looking for last week. John must have taken it, stuck it here next to his bag of old coins.
        The Queen looked quite happy there with the coins. Maybe the money made her feel more at
        home. She never looked you in the eyes, the Queen: she was always gazing off into the
        distance, like she’d just spotted someone across the room she’d rather talk to.

    Well, there were plenty of ghosts here to keep her company. Everything
        in here was someone’s once: the lampshade, the stepladder, the books, the china figurines.
        Even that grubby folded canvas at the back, marked with paint drops: once upon a time it was
        the movie screen in Errington. Mary must have sat looking up at it hundreds of times, her
        hands telling the story across the piano keys. Hundreds of Saturdays, thousands of pictures.

    Her children called it the junk room, but Mary knew better. It was a
        waka huia, full of precious treasure. Souvenirs and relics, other people’s favourite things.

    She could still see all the fingerprints.

    Little Virginia was inside, framed by the kitchen
        window, waving to him from her perch on the counter. John wanted to do one last job in the
        damp dusk, clear away the rubbish drifting in from the road. So far he’d found three
        ice-cream wrappers and half a broken bottle; he stumped around the house grumbling,
        brandishing the bottle like a club.

    They’d bought the house thirty years ago, right at the start of the
        war, a few years after they had to walk off the farm. Coming back to the city after all,
        something he’d never thought he’d do. But there wasn’t much choice by then, and Mary wanted
        it, like all her sisters. None of them wanted to be stuck out in the country for ever. They
        were all wild to move to town. 

    When they moved, Jim was still a baby, younger than Virginia was now,
        so he’d never known life in the country apart from summer holidays at his Granny’s. Jim
        could milk a cow, but that was about it. My fault, thought John; our decision, not his. Jim
        didn’t know the routines, the infinity of tasks. He’d never known the fullness of it,
        either: not the pleasure of following rambling stock over a hill on a crisp morning, of
        slapping the haunch of a bullock or the curve of a horse’s neck and seeing their breath hiss
        into the air. 

    The satisfaction of helping to haul a scow onto the beach, load it
        with logs and watch the tide catch it up, carry it off. The hard work of trampling a stack
        of ti tree, watching it smoke away all day, and then separating the charcoal from the sand
        in a huge wire sieve (the worst of jobs, John had always thought; he missed the smell of it
        now) in a pantomime of cooking, everyone filthy, shovelling the charcoal into bags. Always
        someone with a joke or a story. All of them in it together: Uncle Gus and Uncle Dick, Eru
        Grey, Arapeta French, Whiri Pohatu and Rewi O’Brian, the Blenheim boys and Mary’s brothers,
        Charlie and Matiu. No time for feuds or idleness, because there was a valley to clear and
        boats to load, sheep to shear, road metal to sweep, cows to drive to market, fruit to cart
        over the hill on pack horses and wagons, oats to cut, saws to sharpen, scrub to burn.

    And there was the fun of it, too: no end of juicy tuatua at picnics on
        the beach, an accordion and piano player in the Hall afterwards. A bullock hitched to your
        sledge in the winter when horses couldn’t make it over the Errington hill. Christmas Tree
        evenings and New Year’s Day concerts and summer sports; the dances at Errington and
        Mangawhai; the pictures. Everything you wanted right there, to grow or catch or build. 

    But for the children, June and Lizzie and Jim, it had been a different
        sort of life – all Queen Street and trams and street lights. Trams gone now, of
        course, because the city was like the country, after all; everything had a season.

    So they’d moved here and stayed, though it wasn’t the Auckland John
        had left in 1922. He arrived back to a city grown gangly and unfamiliar. There were Indians
        running the grocer’s shop across the road, Yugoslavians in the restaurant on the corner. But
        the differences were only in faces and names: everyone still washed their windows, swept the
        pavement and sent their children to school. Now there were more weddings to attend, more
        conversations, more immigrants and stories and plans and ideas. The road took shape with
        them, and now all the gaps were filled in, a continuous line of lights and buildings and
        windows as far as you could see in either direction, the harbour deep-set into the city
        below.

    And still people came, perched like visiting aunties on sofas and
        floors. Polynesians, more of them every day, as insidiously abundant as pipi at low tide,
        spreading like gorse up the hill from Newton Gully. Thronging the bookies and the Edinburgh
        Tavern, staggering back along the main road on Saturday nights, big drunken gangs of them,
        singing and fighting. He’d always been a light sleeper anyway, but now he found himself
        lying awake, waiting for the sound of voices in the street. 

    When the little girl first started staying overnight, he’d check her
        incessantly, irrationally, leaning over her pudgy form to make sure she was still breathing.
        After a while, Mary started putting Virginia to bed in their room. 

    He kept the curtains open a little the nights she lay sleeping between
        them so he could watch her small face, so soft and trusting and oblivious, in the moonlight.
        She was his to look after and watch over, his to protect, even if it meant fitful sleep and
        an anxious twisting in his stomach that never seemed to go away.

    Here’s a new story for you, and not about
        Tāne this time either. Listen to your Granny. It’s about a very handsome hero
        called Tawhaki, who was strong and bold. Everyone who saw him either fell in love with him
        or was very afraid of his powers – that’s how much mana this fellow called Tawhaki
        had.

    That’s right, Tawhaki.

    This fellow was so handsome that all the ladies were after him, but
        finally he married a beautiful girl named Tangotango. But she was from the otherworld, not
        from this one. And one day, Tawhaki made the big mistake of upsetting her. 

    Tangotango was very upset because Tawhaki made a rude comment about
        their baby daughter, Arahuta. He said that Arahuta was smelly. Maybe he was changing her
        stinky nappy at the time. Well, his wife was furious with him for criticising their little
        baby daughter. So she grabbed the baby and disappeared up into the heavens, just like that. 

    Tawhaki decided to go after them. But first he had to go looking for
        his grandmother, a blind, crazy old lady called Whaitiri, who guarded the vines that grew up
        all the way to the heavens. Even though she was his grandmother, Whaitiri couldn’t be
        trusted at all. She lived in a dark cave full of the bones of men she’d killed and eaten. 

    When Tawhaki and his younger brother showed up, she swung at them with
        her patu until they told her they were her grandsons. And even then they were still a bit
        nervous, so they went to sleep that night with shells over their eyes. That’s so Whaitiri
        would think they were awake, in case she was only pretending to be blind. She was a tricky
        old bird, that Whaitiri. 

    The next morning they asked her if they could climb the vines to
        heaven. Old Whaitiri, she passed a vine to the brother, but it was loose and swinging, so he
        fell off. But Tawhaki grabbed the strongest vine, the heaviest, thick with curling leaves
        and places to put his feet, and he set off alone on the journey up into the heavens. The
        wind nearly blew him to the ground, but Tawhaki hung tight and climbed past the rain and the
        clouds and the sun up to the very highest heaven of them all. 

    (There was more to the story than that, Mary knew: Tawhaki sleeping
        with his cousins, fathering children en route, but there wasn’t time for that now, all those
        heavens and escapades and complications.)

    Tawhaki started looking for his wife and daughter, but he had to be
        careful, because he didn’t really belong there. Some dogs tried to attack him, but he
        frightened them away by flashing lightning from his armpits. Finally he found Tangotango and
        told her he was sorry, and she said he could stay up there with her and their little
        daughter, Arahuta, who wasn’t really smelly at all. And they all lived happily ever after.

    So now, whenever you see the lightning flash in the sky, you know that
        it’s Tawhaki walking around in heaven. And when you hear thunder crash straight after you
        see lightning, that’s his old grandmother Whaitiri, who doesn’t want to be forgotten either.
        She’s hitting out with her patu, hoping to smash someone in the sky and eat him up for her
        dinner. 

    (Some people thought it was Tawhaki who brought the three baskets of
        knowledge down to earth from the heavens; three kete full of spells and knowledge and
        philosophy. When Auntie Peka had told it, back in the kitchen of the old farm, Tawhaki
        brought the three baskets down but forgot the fourth, left it in heaven for the gods to keep
        by their firesides for ever and ever. That’s why we’ll never know everything, Auntie Peka
        would say. There’s always something more to know, sitting up there in a basket in heaven.
        We’ll only find out what it is if our wairua get asked in special, if we’re not sent packing
        up the Three Kings like everyone else. Here Auntie Peka would chuckle, her wheezy laugh
        shaking her chest, and sometimes she would cough too, till one of the boys thumped her on
        the back and someone brought her another glass of beer.)

    Some people, you know, said it was Tawhaki who brought the three
        baskets of knowledge to earth. No, not porridge – knowledge. But you and I know
        the truth, don’t we? We know who brought back the baskets of knowledge. It was our friend
        Tāne. That’s right.

    Our friend Tāne, god of the forest, father of all the trees
        and plants and birds. You’ll see flashes in the sky every now and then, and that’s Tawhaki
        showing off. But Tāne is everywhere all the time, all around us, in the roof beams
        and the floorboards. Yes, the hibiscus tree; that too, and the washhouse. Ah, not sure about
        the car. You go to sleep now. No more questions, good girl. My mokopuna. Kiss for Granny.

    (He may have left one of the baskets of knowledge behind, but it was
        highly unlikely. Tāne wasn’t easily distracted by a piece of skirt, like Tawhaki,
        and he wasn’t full of himself like Maui. Tāne was a god; he knew what he was
        doing. Maybe he dropped that fourth basket of knowledge, or hid it somewhere. That was it.
        Tāne had hidden it. 

    No need to know everything.)

    In his red ledger, wedged with receipts and slithery
        scraps of paper, John had everything written down.

    Paint, glass, wallpaper, iron, wood, putty, light bulbs. Cyclone
        netting and sash cords and polish for the passage floor. A new flue for the gas stove, a
        catch for the back gate. A new basin (Jim broke the old one, mucking about, trying to change
        the light bulb without using a chair) and a new wringer.

    The ledger was half-full of numbers, columns of blue ink, quick
        reckonings, revised sums. Everything accounted for: insurance and rates and mortgage and the
        ACC licence. A light for the front passage and a light for the back passage. Toilet rolls
        and a lavatory brush and disinfectant. All the repairs and decoration and furniture, in one
        crumbling book.

    Its pieces of paper were as familiar to him as the faces in Mary’s
        photograph albums. There was the blue Olympic torch of the Auckland Gas Company (a pipe
        fixed in 1949; the old one had rusted away); here was the more business-like red lettering
        of the Kauri Timber Co., his old stamping ground. The clean green statement from E. C.
        Alexander, Refrigerating and General Engineers, still in its envelope, a red threepenny
        stamp (Queen, kowhai, Southern Cross) bright in the corner, the words ‘Protect Forests From
        Fire’ inked over it like a tattoo. And right next to it: the note from Milne and Meek
        Solicitors (he sued those buggers at E. C. Alexander two months later and got his eleven
        pounds back). 

    Iron from the Farmers’ Trading Company. Four yards of painted lino
        from W. Lambourne Ltd. A clothesline from Adams Revolving Lines. Fifteen shillings to rewire
        the light in the front room. Bags of cement. Three bushels of sand from W. Lovett. A pair of
        leadlights for 17s 6d. A gallon of Crescent 604 Middle Cream, two gallons of Crescent 606
        Deep Cream, a gallon of Crescent 620 Middle Green, a gallon and a quarter of Crescent 629
        Mail Red. Eleven new planks for the verandah. Curtains for the passageway (£5 2s 6d) and
        towel racks for the bathroom. Timber for the fence along Glasgow Street: £2 10s. The things
        you need to make a home, bit by bit.

    It was his clerk’s training, he supposed, that made him hang on to all
        this. Might come in handy one day, you never know.

    He kept everything.

    The telephone’s ring brought Mary out from the
        kitchen, dusting her hands against her hips, but John had pounced already. 

    ‘Evie,’ he said, and waited for Mary to settle into the narrow seat of
        the telephone table before carefully passing down the receiver. He shuffled off, peering
        into his old red ledger. Mary shook her head.

    ‘Kia ora, e hoa,’ she said, wishing she’d brought her cigarettes with
        her. Evie was a talker.

    ‘Darling, you’ll never guess who I just saw up in Dargaville,’ said
        Evie, breathless with news. ‘Your sister and two of her girl’s kids.’

    ‘Pourua?’

    ‘The same. Said she was taking Shirl’s kids back to Whangarei with
        her.’

    Pourua’s daughter had too many boys, snot-nosed little ruffians
        – not bad kids, not at all. Too many for Pourua to deal with, but she swooped in
        nonetheless (hair wild, dressed in a grubby smock, fatter than all of Shirl’s spindly
        children rolled together) and carried them off to her thin little house (potatoes growing
        through the floorboards) and smacked them and fed them and made them help with the cows. 

    ‘So that’ll be three of them now, up with Pourua,’ said Evie, who
        liked to keep score. ‘It’s good of her, you know. I had Erana’s little ones here that time,
        you remember, when she was in hospital. Ran their nanny ragged!’

    (Pourua shouting at the kids, just like she’d shouted at her own, and
        Pat, her husband, laughing away in his corner, everything funny, swiping at them from time
        to time, just for the hell of it.)

    ‘But she’s a strong lady, your sister.’

    (Pourua lugging water in, digging up chunks of dry sod, spitting onto
        the broken back stairs. She’d been the skinniest once, sleek in her tennis dress, hair
        scraped off her face. The hardest hitter. The strongest swimmer.)

    ‘Any news from Ngātea?’ Evie wanted to know, and there
        wasn’t much to tell her, really. Ngātea, the second sister, was still living up in
        Granny’s old house – still coughing, still fading like sun-bleached curtains.
        Stoic old Joyce, Charlie’s wife, walking down the muddy hill every day to change
        Ngātea’s sheets, cook her a bit of lunch. They’d looked down on poor Joyce all
        those years; Charlie wouldn’t marry her until their mother died. 

    ‘No change,’ Mary said. ‘Nothing bad, nothing good. But she might be
        well enough for a visit soon. Come down and stay with Hemi and Sally and the kids. Get some
        more tests, maybe.’

    (No change for Ngātea, still dying up at the old place.)

    Evie was talking on about someone else she knew who’d conquered cancer
        – that’s how she described it, conquered. Everything a fight, everything a game.

    (No change for Ngātea, still gracious, still good-natured,
        not fighting. Waiting.)

     ‘Give her my love,’ said Evie, who had enough love and news and
        gossip for everyone. ‘Image of your mother, that girl. Old Agnes all over, eh?’

    Mary should have been named Ngātea, that’s what her mother
        always said. But the old lady, her great-grandmother, was still alive in those days, blind,
        lying in state like she was dead already, up at the pa. She didn’t want to be hastened into
        her grave by a squalling baby taking her name. It was the way in their family in those days,
        their peculiar way: names belonged to one person only. Now each branch of the family had a
        Ngātea, everyone scrambling to grab a piece of it, and even Pourua christened her
        youngest girl Agnes, though she was always known as Sissy …

    ‘And Ka?’

    ‘Haven’t seen her for a few weeks.’ 

    A few months, thought Mary, even though Ka was living in Kingsland
        these days (so she’d heard), close enough. Too close.

    ‘Heard she was in some trouble again. A naughty girl, that one.’ 

    Ka could still be a naughty girl, Mary supposed, at the age of fifty.
        It was the privilege of youngest children and silly old women, and Ka was both.

    ‘Some of Tommy’s mates were over at their place again last week.
        Bottles breaking, screaming and yelling. The neighbours had complained. Usual kind of thing,
        raising hell. She’s got some lungs on her, your sister …’ And here Evie exhaled,
        worn out with other people’s arguments (her information was always solid, unimpeachable; her
        husband was a Māori warden). ‘That’s Ka for you, I suppose. She does things her
        way. And watch out if you don’t like it! There’ll be a carry-on and ai! everyone’ll know
        about it.’

    (Ka’s way: the road to the pub.)

    ‘Sounds like it,’ said Mary. She cleared her throat. 

    ‘What a carry-on,’ said Evie.

    ‘Yes,’ said Mary.

    (Ka’s carry-on: gibberish.) 

    ‘Dreadful,’ said Evie, who hadn’t meant to torment Mary, and anyway,
        there were plenty more of Tommy’s stories to broadcast, juicier than an everyday domestic.
        His sister-in-law in Whangarei had just run away with a dog trainer.

    ‘Tommy’s brother said he should never have let her buy a pedigree,’
        said Evie. ‘But she had her heart set on a show dog. One of those big fluffy things; what do
        you call them?’

    ‘Poodle?’

    ‘Pomeranian.’

    ‘Hair everywhere, those things.’

    ‘So, of course it needed special grooming and training – and
        then look what happens!’

    ‘The dog trainer, you say?’

    ‘Obedience trainer. Should have been a bit more obedient herself,
        that’s what Tommy says.’

    ‘Sounds like she’s gone to the dogs,’ said Mary.

    ‘Yeah – she should have stuck with a mutt,’ said Evie. ‘Dog
        and husband both!’

    And they both laughed, Mary rocking in her seat and wishing she’d
        brought her cigarettes. Evie was a talker.

    It had been raining all afternoon. Virginia sat on
        her tricycle just inside the front door.

    The world indoors began where the stained glass panels of the door
        threw a sickly light onto the floor. It ended at the back door, at the rickety set of stairs
        tumbling down to the back garden. In the summertime, when the door was open, you could see
        the yellow hibiscus tree by the gate. 

    Apart from the few feet around the kitchen door, where you could hear
        sounds of radio voices and sugar being stirred into tea, the hall was black and dangerous.

    She set off. The thin carpet and the thud of the rain on the tin roof
        dulled the sound of her pedalling. Everything was still in the hallway except for the
        rolling sound of the wheels and her bubbling breath. 

    She was pedalling, pedalling, pedalling, past tall closed doors and
        wallpaper dribbled brown. Past the curtains, lank and bright, that her Granny said were too
        far from the sun to ever fade. Past the curly white table with its strange telephone and the
        book that popped open when you dialled a letter on its cover.

    Halfway home. She could see the door to the kitchen, held open by a
        china paperboy in a dark cap. His hand was raised to his mouth but the fingers had been
        sliced sheer away. She was pedalling, pedalling, pedalling towards the calling boy with his
        broken hand and his black cap and the big white sign he held covered in words she couldn’t
        read.

    Just beyond the curtains, one room lay in wait.

    It was a dark and abandoned place. She had glimpsed it once, when her
        grandfather ventured in. She had peered around his legs, seeing nothing but dark peaks and
        strange towering shapes, a room piled with all the secret disorder of the house. Just the
        thought of it made her chest tight, thick with fear.

    One creak, one swing of the door, and she’d be swallowed whole. It’d
        be cold in there, quiet. No one would hear her crying. She’d never be found. All it took was
        one turn of the door handle …

    She was pedalling, pedalling, pedalling past as quickly as she could,
        intent and fierce and thrilled. She pedalled to escape and pedalled to arrive. She pedalled
        past the nameless room full of nothing where nobody lived. She pedalled against the
        darkness. 

    And then she was safe, right outside the kitchen door. It was
        steamy-warm in there, and everyone was talking, moving around the table. There was going to
        be a party tonight, Granny said, but she was not invited.

    Virginia turned the bike in a broad circle and pedalled back up the
        hallway.

    It was time that things were thrown away, and June
        was going to start right here, right now (a drizzly Saturday afternoon, nothing else to do),
        with her wardrobe. But then there was Jinx, wanting to help, wanting to be involved in some
        sweet but disruptive way. So after taking a few things out and re-hanging them, June
        abandoned the scheme. When the rain started rattling down again, she’d felt a little cold
        and tired, anyway. Not really in the mood any more.

    She lay snuggled with little Jinx against the turquoise cushions of
        her bed, tracing the threaded squares of the quilt with one finger. There they were, two
        mermaids adrift on a raft of coral in the middle of a vast linoleum floor. Where were they
        going?, Jinx wanted to know, shutting her eyes, waiting for the bed to rise like a magic
        carpet or spin like a roundabout, ever ready to be transported.

    Sydney, decided June; they were arriving in Sydney, stepping off the
        boat for the first time. Not encumbered by a trunk; that you’d find later, easy to spot with
        your initials (JNS) in gold on the lid.

    You had to be dressed properly for an occasion like that. A tailored
        suit the colour of milky coffee, with three-quarter sleeves and very neat lapels, the skirt
        falling two inches below the knee. Broad pleats and hem. The hat would be small and paler
        than the suit. Maybe white, definitely chic (not too jaunty; don’t want to look like a
        sailor), with a dramatic bunch of white flowers clustered over one ear: a statement. Your
        hair curled so it sits up around your face. Off-white shoes with a good heel and a peep toe,
        though tan would be perfect all year round. 

    You’d hold a small black bag the shape of a cupcake, its chunky clasp
        clearly in sight, and over your left wrist (always the left) would be an umbrella. The red
        and black tartan with a transparent handle, not too bold. You don’t want your flowers
        drooping in a sudden downpour. It’s tropical there, you know.

    You’d wear striking red lipstick and slight pearl clips on your ears,
        and at your throat there’d be strings of seed pearls carelessly wrapped (a subtle touch),
        and there’d be the white gloves too, of course. Wear one on your left hand and carry the
        other, in case you have to sign anything or pay for something or shake someone’s hand.

    I got pearls, said Jinx, who was wearing a pink and green plastic
        necklace her grandfather had just bought her at the dairy.

    So you have, said June.

    The little girl reached up to stroke June’s ears. Pretty girl, she
        said, because that’s what people said to her.

    You have to look your prettiest when you arrive in Sydney, said June.
        Everyone’s there looking at you. It’s like walking onto a stage.

    Pretty, said Jinx.

    Like television, said June, though they hadn’t had television in those
        days, not the first time she went to Sydney. When she stepped off the boat, it felt like an
        audition. The sun was as bright as a spotlight in her face and there was a photographer too,
        paid by the cruise line, to snap her looking poised, trying not to seem too nervous and
        excited. In costume, ready to make her entrance.

    The day had flown, just flown, and now everybody
        would be arriving at any minute and Mary wasn’t ready. John was in and out, sometimes
        helping, sometimes in the way. He’d covered the table in the special cloth they used for
        cards, and he’d tinkered with the radio, the way he always did, but now he was off in
        another room, probably checking on Ginny again (she would never get to sleep, never settle
        down, at this rate).

    Some of the glasses weren’t clean, so Mary was giving them a quick
        rub-over. They were pretty glasses, etched with Greetings from the
            Vesuvia. How long was it since June had sailed to Sydney? Vesuvia. It still sounded exotic: Italian or Greek. She’d seen
        pictures of Greek statues, postcards from Europe, and there was the one here in Auckland
        too, the man wrestling the snake, in the museum. All those statues were nude, quite nude.
        Nude was civilised in ancient Greece, it seemed; here they’d called it savage.

    June wandered in and out, a thin chiffon scarf tied over her hair. She
        wasn’t going out tonight, she said, but wouldn’t be joining the party. She’d fried herself
        some eggs an hour ago and eaten them at the kitchen table, the little girl on her lap. They
        took turns nibbling at bits of peppery yolk, June feeding Ginny. At one point the child
        wriggled around and kissed June’s face with her wet yolky lips. They looked so alike, curled
        together on the creaking chair, like the fronds of a fern.

    The child always went to bed without a struggle, unlike her father in
        his day. What a performance that had always been! Mary carried her, sweet-smelling and
        fluffy in her pyjamas, to the big bedroom. They stopped on the way, as usual, to look at the
        old photo hanging near Mary’s side of the bed. The photograph was of Mary and two of her
        sisters, Ngātea and Pourua (Ka still just a kid, kept out of the picture), taken a
        few years before her marriage. All the girls had long, bushy dark hair, great waves of it. 

    ‘Granny.’ Virginia stretched towards the smudged glass of the photo,
        her fingertip seeking the face of the tall girl with the dark pyramid of hair. 

    Mary looked at her round face reflected, her old woman’s face, sagging
        and creased, still soft. The way she’d always look to Virginia, she supposed: old and grey
        haired, a wider, paler version of her young self. Not a shadow, exactly; a shadow was a
        sleek, nimble thing, not so easy to find. 

    Old age was more like the damp stain on the bedroom wallpaper, seeping
        its way into a bigger existence, deforming and relentless. You grew larger, in a way: made
        more noise when you walked, when you slept, when you ate; you took up more space on the
        sofa. In those old pictures, she always looked cheerful, as if life was something to be
        laughed at. That’s why she liked that photograph and kept it hanging there. She could have
        got away with anything in those days. She could have leapt over trees, danced up
        mountaintops.

    John came in while they were looking at the photograph but Mary didn’t
        hear him at first, or else, suddenly, the name he called her sounded unfamiliar, as though
        it belonged to someone else. Mary, he said, but sometimes he said it the old way, Mere. 

    It wasn’t a real Māori name, she supposed, just a
        Māori approximation of a European one. Hardly any difference at all. What did it
        matter?

    Mere. He used to say it in a soft voice, tender; he’d whisper it like
        a secret. He’d called her by the old name just the other day, just a week ago, whenever it
        was that Virginia last came to stay. Mary was squeezing into bed next to the child, who was
        sound asleep, spread-eagled across the pillows as if she’d been flung there.

    ‘Be careful, Mere,’ he’d murmured. She heard the crack in his voice
        and remembered hearing him sound that way another day, a breezy spring morning, when they
        had their wedding pictures taken in front of a rata in her father’s back paddock. 

    Hattie arrived first, because she was family, and
        took liberties.

    ‘Duck and cover,’ muttered June. She slipped down the hallway to her
        bedroom, ignoring Hattie’s insistent tap on the glass of the front door. 

     ‘Hello, hello! Only me!’ called Hattie, but nobody – not
        June, not her parents, certainly not Hattie – believed that for one moment: there
        was nothing ‘only’ about Hattie. 

    In fact, the sound of Hattie bustling down the hallway towards the
        kitchen suggested that there might be several of her, all of them fighting to get there
        first, thrusting their way out of a dress bulging with cornflowers and rosebuds, making a
        break for freedom through a short straggling cardigan and raincoat – four or five
        Hatties, thought June, with important-sounding footsteps and snuffling breaths, smelling of
        spearmint and talcum powder and fried sausages.

    ‘It’s open,’ said John, after the door had already been pushed open.
        He hovered in the doorway of the front room, registering his sister’s progress (like a ship
        leaving harbour, he thought, stifling a salute), off to harass Mary and complicate things in
        the kitchen.

    ‘Hello, auntie,’ said June, raising her voice to be heard through her
        just-open bedroom door. 

    There was a lot of lurking in this house, in Hattie’s opinion; a lot
        of standing around in draughty doorways letting the heat drift out. Her own house on
        Sullivan Street was small and neat, with everything just the way she liked it. No
        thoughtless, wasteful leaking of heat and electricity. And Hattie could say quite proudly,
        to anyone who cared to listen, that she (unlike some) had every single piece of her wedding
        china sitting this very day in her china cabinet as pristine as it had been in 1925. Not
        unused, either. She’d brought out the tea set at Julius’s christening and they had the whole
        lot out at the top table at their fortieth anniversary party. 

    They hadn’t celebrated their twenty-fifth, Hattie and Fred, or even
        their thirtieth, because of Julius going the way he had. An accident. A tragedy. All the
        worse for not happening during the war: just an accident during National Service training,
        nothing heroic or patriotic about it. So when their twenty-fifth came around there was no
        question of having a party, not in her mind (and Fred was never one for social arrangements,
        anyway). She cried the day National Service ended, not because she was sad to see it go but
        because she wished it had never been invented.

    But Hattie wasn’t one to wallow in bitterness and regret (that’s how
        she described it to the new vicar, who had to be filled in, naturally; he told her she was a
        trooper, salt of the earth, that kind of thing). Last year, on what would have been Julius’s
        fortieth, she took out the tea set and drank a toast to her only child and to all the
        grandchildren she would have had, without a doubt, had Julius lived into splendid, vigorous
        manhood. Lost at sea, that’s how she thought of him, though actually he hadn’t been at sea
        at all. He’d only been in Papakura.

    It was just as well they’d used the china for their fortieth, because
        Fred had died the very next year. He’d dropped dead at the races, still in his prime, if
        Fred could be said to have had a prime. He was smoking his pipe when it happened, falling
        flat on his back in the middle of the bar, and the shock of it clenched his jaw, so they
        told her. The St John’s ambulance men had to remove his false teeth to get the pipe out.
        Quite a circus, by all accounts; there was even a report on the incident in the Auckland Star. Mary kept a clipping; Hattie hadn’t been up to
        it. In fact, she’d been taken quite ill afterwards, what with the grief and the strain and
        the unwanted public attention. So they’d had the do after the funeral up here, at John and
        Mary’s, using their china. A lot of it mismatched, Hattie had noticed. That was the
        difference between them. Mary just didn’t care.

    But now Hattie was quite accustomed to living alone, her routine well
        established and, like her house, easily kept. In some ways, she was lucky – no men
        loafing about the place, messing things up with their smells and noises, whiskers all over
        the basin, slippers everywhere to be tripped over, demands for hot meals and cups of tea and
        pressed shirts. Not that Fred had been the demanding type, really, though he did enjoy his
        food.

    Hattie was far too busy to be lonely or bored. She wasn’t that
        malingering modern type. Pioneer stock, after all. Good fellowship and close family, that
        was all she required, and they were right on her doorstep – or she was on their
        doorstep, tonight at any rate, because it wouldn’t be her turn to host their little card
        party until the end of October.

    And here was Mary, all smiles, with an apron over her black dress,
        glass beads glinting at her throat. Mary always managed to look dignified, almost queenly,
        in some inexplicable way. Even wearing an apron, standing in a steamy kitchen. Tonight she
        reminded Hattie of someone, something. A tui, perhaps (it was the beads, the black dress
        – and she was a songbird, our Mary, that too). 

    But what did that make Hattie? A wood pigeon? A hen? She was bigger
        than Mary, taller and wider, but somehow around Mary she felt less than her usual self. More
        like a sparrow. But no, that was ridiculous. Sparrows were dull little brown things,
        wriggling in the dust: she was bold and bright, like a parrot. 

    Or a budgie. 

    Hattie pushed all thoughts of birds to the side of her plate, as it
        were, as she always did with the fattiest bits of a pork chop.

    ‘Now, don’t forget to put the oven on,’ she said, knowing it wouldn’t
        be. The thought of the supper they’d be getting made Hattie’s mouth water. She put her hand
        to her mouth to disguise a little belch; she shouldn’t have had so much for her tea. Mary
        always put on a lovely spread, not like Pearl, whose sandwiches were a little damp, or
        Celia, who wasn’t any sort of cook at all, as far as Hattie could tell, and apparently sent
        her husband out for fish and chips at least twice a week, not just on a Friday, which was
        why they couldn’t afford to visit their children in Australia or pay their television
        licence on time.

    ‘That’ll be Celia and Bill,’ said Mary, hearing the sound of more
        voices and footsteps in the hall.

    ‘Lovely,’ said Hattie. She squeezed into her seat at the head of the
        table, smiling like a cat (for that’s what she was, of course, not a bird at all), and took
        a smacking sip from her glass of beer. 

    June sat smoking on the back stairs, even though they
        were a little damp after the rain. Some of the card party crowd had already arrived, or at
        least Auntie Hattie, the old battleaxe. June could hear her voice now, deep and certain,
        baritone alongside the chime of chinking glass through the open windows.

    Perhaps she should have gone out to the pictures, disappeared into the
        darkness of the Regent. There was nothing so black and warm as a cinema when the lights went
        down, everyone transfixed by one giant, hypnotic bedtime story. It was better than sleeping,
        because there was no room for other voices or other thoughts. That’s why children in bed at
        night never wanted stories to end, she thought. Dreams weren’t so wonderful, not compared
        with a damn good yarn.

     But she’d decided against the pictures in the end. The remnants of
        her headache hummed like an electric fan in her left temple. And it was further to go,
        nowadays, since the West End and the Britannia closed. Once she could just have walked along
        the road, popped in to see what was on, though even in the old days you had to think ahead,
        because cinemas were always sold out on a Saturday. Now everyone was at home watching the
        television, watching the same boring thing that everyone else was looking at. 

    She hadn’t wanted to go alone, either. Most of her old gang were gone,
        scattered through the suburbs, or in Australia or London. Everyone somewhere, with
        important, happy lives – that’s how it felt, at times, though she knew it wasn’t
        all happy ever after. There were divorces and miscarriages. Lost jobs, lost causes, lost
        minds. 

    Even so, one thing was sure: she shouldn’t have come back. That was
        the problem, the beginning and end of it, and it kept dancing its endless pattern (slow,
        slow, quick–quick, slow) through her head. Fifteen years since she’d set off on
        her great adventure; nearly four since she’d gone the second time –whizzing across
        the Tasman in an aeroplane, quick as a pebble skimming the waves. Easy to get there; easy to
        leave. She hadn’t stuck it out, of course: six months later she trickled back with some new
        clothes and a bag of holiday snaps, acting like she’d never planned to stay away. Sydney
        dismissed with a wave of her hand: been there, done that. Knowing her parents wouldn’t ask
        questions because they were pleased to have her home, pleased to have a full house with her
        and Jim and Heather all living there, arguing over the dinner table, singing around the
        piano.

    It was just too hard. She’d felt too old to start again. It was a long
        time ago, 1954; she wasn’t so brazen the second time. Didn’t laugh so readily, didn’t fall
        in with other people’s plans. And now, if she were to try again, third time lucky, it would
        be a completely different story. She wasn’t so eager to please or to fit in. Not so bloody
        wide-eyed and naïve.

    She’d met him on the boat. It was funny, really. After all those years
        of saving and scheming to get away, she’d ended up besotted with someone raised just a few
        streets away. She’d sailed a thousand miles across the sea, off to see a real city, and all
        she saw was him. 

    It took a long time for his face to go away. For months she saw it
        everywhere, reflected in train windows, glimpsed on the other side of the street. Even after
        he was physically gone, headed for Perth and new adventures, she could see his blue eyes
        (their quizzical expression, their hard brightness) and the sharp lines of his jaw every
        time she closed her eyes. It was there in the baby’s face, too, though – the awful
        truth – June could barely remember her now. There’d been just twenty minutes or so
        to hold her, listen to her squall, before the woman from the home came in. Now there was a
        face she’d never forget: Mrs Anson with the mole on her chin and unnaturally long earlobes.
        She looked like something from outer space. 

    I’ll take her now, she said, very firmly, like the baby was stolen
        goods, Mrs Anson’s property. The parents are waiting. That was how she put it, the stupid
        old bitch. A real family was there, waiting just outside the swing doors, eyes wet with
        anticipation and greed and indignation, because they had done everything they were supposed
        to (courted, married, saved, planned) and couldn’t have a baby of their own.

    Twenty minutes, half an hour. Not long enough to remember, not
        properly, but June had held her tight like any mother (real or temporary) would, tracing his
        outline in the baby’s squashed little features. He was long gone by then, and who could
        blame him? He hadn’t come all that way to settle down with a bushy-haired girl from Glasgow
        Street. 

    Nobody here knew about the baby. She’d left that part of her life
        behind her when she came home the first time. (And had she hoped to see him again, find him
        again, when she went back? By coming home for good, was she admitting defeat?)

    ‘June!’ a high-pitched voice called from the gate. It was Pearl Leaf,
        one of her mother’s friends. Pearl never used the front door because it was too far too
        walk; after all, as she always pointed out, she’d already marched a good ten minutes from
        Richmond Road.

    Pearl twisted her hand through the rungs of the gate and groped for
        the latch. ‘Can you let me in?’

    June stubbed out her cigarette with the toe of her sandal and stood
        up, brushing off her skirt. Pearl’s skinny hand, veined with silver, flopped like a fish in
        a trap. Hanging from her wrist was the heavy bracelet of half-sovereigns she always wore to
        parties (her father had brought them home after the first war, to make up for the leg he
        left in Europe), and the coins, scraping against the peeling wood of the gate, had shaved
        off a sliver of paint.

    ‘Mind your hand,’ said June, grimacing.

    ‘What a picture you look, next to that hibiscus,’ said Pearl. ‘Matches
        your dress.’ She marched towards the back stairs, the bracelet glinting in the last of the
        sun. She gestured with her jingling wrist towards Jinx’s tricycle lying upside down outside
        the washhouse. 

     ‘Someone should bring that in before it rains again. Or before it
        gets stolen.’ 

    ‘I will,’ said June, almost in a whisper, waiting while Pearl
        disappeared through the back door. Then she closed the gate with her hip and leaned up
        against it, her back to Glasgow Street.

    Everyone was talking and laughing at once.

    ‘Better call this assembly to order, Johnno,’ said Bill. ‘I’ve got big
        plans tonight – I’m going to give you fellas a run for your money. Tell you what,
        why don’t you just hand over your hard-earneds right now and cut out the middle man. Just go
        straight to supper. I wouldn’t mind a slice of that bacon and egg pie.’

    ‘Ooh! He’s a cheeky one,’ said Pearl.

    ‘Always over-confident,’ said Hattie, rolling her eyes. ‘He’ll be
        crying into his custard later.’

    (What was it Evie had said? Ka shouting and breaking things. A
        laughing stock. A drunkard. Mary knew, that was it: Ka was a drunkard talking drunken
        rubbish. Mary could barely understand anything she said. It wasn’t English and it wasn’t
        Māori. Mary and Ngātea had spoken nothing but Māori until
        their first day of school, but they all preferred English, the language of school and town
        and radio and movies – one thing they could agree on. Ka spoke nothing but drink
        nowadays. Loud, stupid noise.)

    ‘June not going out tonight, John?’

    ‘Looking after Jim’s little one, is she? Little Virginia?’

    ‘Not a family name, is it?’

    ‘Sounds American.’

    ‘Have I still got time to get a refill, Mary?’

    ‘Course you have. Give me your glass.’

    (Ka the baby, the prettiest, the one with the smallest feet. Best with
        horses, best with boys. Dressed like a tall, creamy lily at her wedding, her hair black and
        full under the long lacy net of veil. They’d all cried then, and not just because she was
        marrying Tom Te Puni; she was the beauty, the littlest sister. Gone wild, gone crazy. Angry
        at everybody. Red eyes looking every way but straight ahead. Kahurangi, precious treasure.)

    ‘It’s an English name, Virginia.’

    ‘Heather’s Scottish, isn’t she?’

    ‘And the new baby’s Julie?’

    ‘Julia.’

    ‘Well,’ said Pearl. ‘Don’t know why you need the extra letter. Bit
        much, isn’t it?’

    ‘You sit down, Mary,’ Celia said, and there was John, his hand at
        Mary’s elbow, guiding her into a seat. The green cloth was spotless, Mary noticed; he must
        have brushed every inch of it this afternoon. It was as smooth and clean as a lawn in a
        picture book.

    ‘Keep your crumbs off my cloth, Bill Simpson,’ she said.

    ‘You’d think I never feed him at home,’ said Celia, exhaling a flat
        stone of smoke. ‘I can only apologise.’

    ‘So all the stories are true, then?’ teased Hattie. 

    (Tell me a story, the child had said, or rather, tell me that story.
        Tell me that story again. She liked hearing the same ones over and over from the same
        people, with nothing added or forgotten or changed. It was worse than making something up
        from scratch, Mary thought; the tyranny of the story that’s never allowed to change. And
        there were so many stories, so much to tell a child, and the hardest thing wasn’t where to
        begin or even where to end, but everything in between, moving like a sailing boat, following
        the moment. Where Virginia wanted one story, Mary could give her five, six, seven. It was
        difficult to pin them down.) 

    ‘Order,’ said John, in a low, growling voice that made the women
        squeal and Bill shout with laughter and everyone shift about in their seats the way they
        always did before the first game of the evening.

    The noise woke everyone, even the little girl.

    They’d said there was going to be a party, but Virginia knew it wasn’t
        party noise because both her grandparents were in bed, one on either side of her.

    There were shouts from outside, and a cracking sound, and then glass
        breaking. Her auntie was at the door of the bedroom, with curlers in her hair, and her
        grandmother, her hair in a long swinging plait, rolled out of bed to look out the window. 

    Her grandfather carried Virginia out to the verandah. A group of men
        stood at the corner of Glasgow Street, big men with dark faces, so many she couldn’t count
        them. The fence had collapsed, and one man was lying right on top of it. His face was red
        with blood. Virginia inched her way out of her grandfather’s arms and stood next to him, one
        hand on the dangling cord of his dressing gown. She wasn’t afraid.

    ‘Just be on your way now, boys,’ Auntie June said in a loud, deep
        voice. ‘And we won’t need to call the police.’

    It must have been very late, because there were no cars on the road
        and it was dark every way she looked, except for the streetlight on the corner. Everyone was
        standing very still, the men on the pavement and her family on the verandah. They were all
        looking at each other. Nobody moved.

    Virginia looked at the wild faces of the men. Their eyes were red and
        streaky, like raw bacon. The man who had fallen rolled back and forth on the toppled fence,
        like he was rocking in a cradle. Maybe he was sleeping. She stretched to her tiptoes to see
        if his eyes were shut. 

    Her aunt spoke in that loud voice again, calm and measured. She
        sounded brave. The men stood listening, then one of them pulled the sleeping man to his feet
        and they lurched off down Glasgow Street. They weren’t shouting any more. Her aunt was as
        still as a statue, watching them leave, but her grandmother was already walking back inside.

    Virginia turned to her grandfather. He stood stiff and tall, his face
        a pale grey. She tugged on the cord of his dressing gown, but he didn’t look down at her,
        didn’t move at all. 

    She reached up to take his hand and felt it trembling.

    There was more to clean up than planned in the
        morning, more than glasses to wash and a fridge full of scraps. Virginia pedalled around the
        front garden and Mary waved goodbye over the hedge to Mrs Seshagiri, who’d crossed the road,
        a cardigan pulled tight over her sari, to make sure they were all right.

    Jim’s beige station wagon pulled up outside. Inside, June was playing
        something lush and pretty, a waltz, one of the pieces in the piano stool: Mary could picture
        its dusty-pink cover, the roses twisting across its faded face. And a heavy-set woman in a
        feather boa, nodding out from her cameo in the centre. ‘Queen of Beauty’, that was the name
        of it – though that dark feathery one didn’t look like she was queen of anything,
        except Queen of the Night, maybe, or queen of the tavern and dancehall, queen of the
        barmaids and chorus girls. Maybe she’d been a friend of the composer’s. 

    A muse, whatever that was.

    John stood at the hedge, talking to Jim about the broken fence and
        last night. Jim looked tired, Mary thought, grey around the eyes. The baby was teething and
        keeping them up again. Two little girls in the family now. Such a long wait for mokopuna:
        Lizzie married twelve years, children looking less and less likely; and it was almost
        (almost, not completely) too late for June. But there he was, her youngest and cleverest
        (diligent like John, industrious), dark and stocky and broad like her side of the family. A
        father. And a schoolteacher, like two of Ngātea’s and one of Pourua’s: who’d have
        thought it, back in the old days, her brothers and sisters wading across the river to get to
        school?

    ‘Thanks for having her,’ said Jim. ‘Julia’s been really playing up. We
        didn’t get much sleep. Neither did you, by the looks of it. You should have rung me.’

    Mary and John stood waving to Virginia as the station wagon made its
        U-turn and drove away, horn tooting, along the main road. Mary dusted off her hands and
        walked inside, but John paced around the front garden again. Everything there they’d put in
        place: the bank of fuchsias growing against the brick wall of the butcher’s shop; the solid
        gate; the box hedge – dense thickets of tiny leaves – and the crumpled
        fence, about to be mended. The vulgar orange of an ice-cream wrapper, snared by the fence
        debris, caught his eye.

    He’d walked once along the long spit south of Errington with his
        cousin, Bob Blair, kicking through the sand dunes near a cluster of pohutukawas. Just before
        the war, the first one. There were skeletons under the sand, Bob said, dozens and dozens of
        them; Uncle Gus had played there as a boy and knew all about them. When the settlers
        arrived, they’d seen the skeletons lying there, untouched. There’d been a massacre years
        before – raiders, slaughtered during their victory feast and left there to stare
        down the sea, picked over and gnawed, rotting into desiccated particles, fine white sand.
        You can still find bits of them, said Bob; Uncle Gus says so, anyway. 

    And sure enough, in their ardour and enthusiasm and certainty, they
        did. Scooping out a ditch in the dune’s lap, John’s fingers found a rounded disc of bone.
        Bob, knowing and keen eyed, identified it as a fragment of skull. They stood there in the
        heavy afternoon sun, stroking it, fitting it to their own heads like a cap, hurling it
        discus-style back and forth along the beach. 

    They showed it to Uncle Gus after tea. He whistled in appreciation,
        carefully fingered its subtle rounds and told them to take it back. Part of a fallen
        soldier, he said. Human bones should stay where they lay. Not saying you shouldn’t have
        taken it; I did the same myself once. Best to put it back, that’s all. 

    They’d returned with it the next day. A new mission, this time: to
        hide the bone so it would never be found again. They carried spades to dig a deep shaft, a
        secret cave where the relic could lie undisturbed. Thwart any potential grave robbers, as
        Bob said.

    Good on you, Uncle Gus had told them. Let time and sand and wind take
        care of the rest. Leave the poor bugger to rest in peace.








III
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    After hours of sky, Virginia could see the water.

    When the last movie finished, the plane filled with sounds, people
        restless and anxious to arrive. Everyone around her came to life, squeezing out of seats,
        talking too loudly in the toilet line, abruptly sliding up window shades. 

    The plane left the sphere of brilliant blue to seek out slate-coloured
        sea miles below. And nudging into view, at the edges of the water, was the dense, dull green
        of land, everything (sea, sky, coastline) bare and flat in the overcast early-morning light.

    She leaned back in her seat so the two people next to her –
        Canadians en route to Melbourne – could peer out as well. The plane dipped towards
        pock-marked mudflats staked out with mangroves, the grey ripples of the harbour, the asphalt
        runway. 

    She wanted to tell the Canadians that this wasn’t Auckland, not
        really. You couldn’t see Auckland itself from here: the city tipped away from the airport,
        gathering momentum as it reached the other harbour. 

    You’re home, the Canadian woman said to her, like they were playing a
        game of tag in the garden. 

    Home, said Virginia, nodding.

    Home, said the mangroves and the grey sea and the squashed hills and
        the invisible city and the man wearing walk shorts and long socks and ear muffs, waving them
        in towards the gate.
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    Some of them arrived early by mistake. Some arrived
        early because they wanted a seat up the front, right by the Perspex security panels, and
        some arrived early because they wanted to have breakfast at McDonalds. Some arrived early
        because they were worried about being late, and parking at the airport made them nervous. It
        was always busy first thing in the morning at this time of the year, all the flights from
        the Islands and Los Angeles, everyone coming home for Christmas and a summer holiday.

    Jim, Virginia’s father, was late. ‘Māori time, I see,’ said
        Heather, just loud enough for him to hear, because she was the ex-wife and took her
        responsibilities (looking askance, commenting) very seriously. 

    ‘I told you she wouldn’t be through yet,’ said Leeander, bristling,
        because she was the second wife, still a new arrival herself. ‘Alice, go and stand up the
        front with your brothers, so Virginia can see you first. Go on: don’t be shy.’

    Everyone was there: Heather and her husband Hugh (feeling for his
        parking ticket – might have dropped it); Jim and his wife Leeander and their
        little girl, Alice; Nana Croft; Julia and her fiancé, Nick (already late for work); and the
        boys, Rob and Timothy, who sifted into the crowd in the breezy Arrivals hall like anxious
        secret service agents, waiting for the sliding doors to open. 

    And there was Virginia, suddenly disgorged, looking slight and pale
        and almost limp behind the lumbering luggage cart. Gazing out over a crumpled duty-free bag,
        she pushed towards them and peered around strangers for each familiar face as it animated,
        illuminated, at the sight of hers. 

    Apart from a shout from one of her brothers, more for Alice’s benefit
        than her own, nobody spoke until it was their turn to hug her. That’s what she remembered
        afterwards: being awkwardly embraced by a silent swarm, her mother crying, her sister
        crying, even Leeander crying, just in case anyone thought she wasn’t really one of the
        family. And Alice’s face, blank and confused, looking at Virginia like she was a ghost come
        to life.

    ‘Your father just got here,’ Heather said, leading Virginia outside
        into sweet fresh air. ‘No harm done,’ said Jim, winking at Hugh, and then they all stood
        around on the pavement getting in everyone else’s way, trying to decide which person and
        which suitcase were going in which car. ‘She’s grown,’ Nana was saying over and over, and
        people nodded, even though they knew that Virginia was too old to grow any more. It was Nana
        Croft who’d shrunk.

    After the flat lines of New Orleans, Auckland was
        lumpy with hills, knobbled in every direction by solitary green mounds that looked like
        turrets in a ruin.

    ‘One Tree Hill,’ said Julia, nodding her head towards the straight
        monument and the curved tree, hands of a clock that always told the same time. Ten past
        twelve, in this direction.

    They drove home through ordinary, familiar streets and across the
        Northwestern motorway, Julia pointing out other things (the new cycle path, the dense
        traffic on the other side of the causeway, a bobbing blue pukeko poking around on the grassy
        shoulder) and talking about the wedding.

    ‘I’ll warn you now, it’s a madhouse at Mum’s.’

    ‘Wedding stuff?’ asked Virginia, scratching at her arms; she felt
        tired and grubby.

    ‘Wedding, you coming home. Your old room’s Hugh’s study now, by the
        way, but the boys’ room’s been done out for guests. Like they ever have any.’

    ‘Kowhai Crescent.’

    ‘What?’

    ‘Just remembering what it sounds like.’

    ‘Boring and meaningless, same as ever,’ said Julia, curling the car
        through the roundabout, past Foodtown and KFC, and down Edmonton Road.

    Kowhai Crescent was as curved as a scythe, built over the uprooted
        orchards and vineyards of the Henderson valley. It was a road that didn’t go anywhere, a
        flourish rather than a phrase, each of its houses breathlessly thrown up in a two-year
        flurry (trees planted, driveways poured) in the late sixties. A section, that’s what her
        parents called it. They bought a section and built a house in the days when it was still a
        piece of field. 

    The houses of Kowhai Crescent seemed to have grown closer together
        with age, their gardens bushy and secretive like the drawn curtain of the Waitakere Ranges,
        far in the distance. They looked more or less the same, but number six had pretensions:
        chunky brown brick and low-slung roof, the front garden walled with giant flax, a
        Spanish-style gate across the side pathway (a later addition, like the fishpond out front
        and the spa pool on the back deck), steamy glass panelling either side of the front door. It
        looked bigger than it was, because there’d never been enough room, not with four kids
        – more room for cars than children. Tim, the youngest, who’d lasted long enough to
        have his pick of bedrooms, called it the ancestral pile of brick and tile.

    Not for long, said Heather, because she and Hugh were talking about
        moving to the beach, or into the city, or up into the hills, or closer to the office, or
        maybe up north, or maybe to Tauranga, or maybe to Queensland.

    ‘I’ll believe it when I see it,’ said Julia, who’d won the right to
        drive Virginia home from the airport because being the bride was like having your sixth
        birthday all over again: you got your own way. She turned the car into the driveway and
        stopped a few inches behind their mother’s Toyota. ‘Just look at that tatty bloody fishpond.
        I’ve told Mum she could turn all this into a Japanese water garden and increase the resale
        value of the house, not to mention drag herself into the nineties, but she couldn’t care
        less. I hope she’s not expecting us to take any wedding photos out here. You better mention
        it to her. I can’t face another row.’

    Rob’s dark-blue car pulled alongside them in the driveway. She could
        see two grinning faces (her brothers: Dumb and Dumber, Julia called them).

    ‘Your hair’s looking nice,’ said Virginia, feeling too lazy to take
        off her seatbelt.

    ‘I thought you might have grown yours,’ replied Julia peevishly. She
        checked her fringe in the rear-view mirror, flicking it with her fingers. ‘I need you to be
        a bridesmaid after all. Hope you don’t mind the short notice. And sorry Nick had to run off
        so quickly this morning; he’s got a lot on at the moment.’

    ‘It was nice of him to come at all.’

    ‘He’s big on family ties.’

    ‘Better get inside,’ said Tim, bending down to the open window. ‘Mum
        didn’t think we’d all show up, and she’s only got enough croissants for six.’

    ‘This is exactly the kind of thing I’ve been talking about,’ said
        Julia, instantly annoyed. ‘Don’t let her get her hands on your wedding, if you ever have
        one, that is … She’s the most disorganised woman in West Auckland. Oh God, here’s
        bloody Leeander. Just what we need at eight o’clock in the morning – the evil
        bloody stepmother.’

    ‘Alice is so big now,’ said Virginia, ducking her head to see. ‘So
        grown-up.’

    ‘She’s going to be a flower girl.’ Julia’s voice dropped to a stage
        whisper. ‘She could have driven home with us this morning, you know, but Leeander needs to
        maintain her power base at all times.’

    ‘Changed your mind?’ called Jim, walking past with a suitcase in each
        hand. ‘Rather stay with us?’

    ‘Not yet,’ said Virginia. She opened the car door and stretched one
        leg out.

    ‘Dad, they’ve got wheels, you know,’ shouted Julia. ‘You don’t have to
        carry them.’

    ‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Virginia. ‘They’re not that heavy.’

    ‘Really? You did remember those shoes I wanted?’

    ‘I remembered everything,’ said Virginia, closing the door behind her
        with a firm click.

    She’d been Margery once, but these days all she heard
        was Nana or, sometimes, even worse, Nana Croft, as if her own family needed to distinguish
        her from all the other nanas of the world. There was no other Nana around that she knew of.
        Mary Seton, Jim’s mother, was long gone, and she’d been Gran or Granny, something like that,
        anyway. How this Nana Croft business had come about, she didn’t know.

    She liked being called Margery: it was a pretty name, sunny and
        bright. Sounded brisk and springy, like daffodils or a navy-blue blazer with brass buttons.
        They’d called her Margie for a while when she was first married, because she looked a little
        like Jeanne Crain. In that film called Margie. Lovely
        film. Lovely girl. Her own hair was brown, really, not that beautiful auburn like Jeanne’s
        – though who could tell, when all the pictures were in black and white?
        – but it curled around her shoulders the way Jeanne’s did. 

    She’d been Margie in State Fair as
        well, Jeanne. She sang ‘It might as well be spring’, not with her own voice (they dubbed
        them in those days – Jeanne Crain, Audrey Hepburn, even Deborah Kerr). Jeanne sang
        it sitting on a windowsill, clusters of flowers all around her, blooms as pale as her dress.
        Margery remembered taking the children, Heather and Stuart, to the Odeon on Princess Street
        in Falkirk when it came out. But they were too young to appreciate films then, talking and
        pointing and making a racket. So she went to see Margie
        by herself. It wasn’t Archie’s scene. Was he even back from the war then? 

    ‘Here you go, Margery.’ Hugh placed a cup of tea on the little table
        next to her chair. Heather had a lot of little tables; table nests, she called them. She’d
        given away the coffee table and now you had to twist around to reach your tea. ‘You all
        right there? Shall I move the table in front for you?’

    Hugh: that was it. Hugh’s mother was a Nana too. And even though his
        children lived in Christchurch and were nothing to do with the family (our family: the
        Crofts and the Setons) any more than Leeander’s mother was (did Leeander have a mother?
        Margery supposed she must), Hugh was the one who started the craze for calling her Nana
        Croft. Keeps things straight, he said.

    Things were already straight, perfectly straight, in her mind. Of
        course Archie was back when Margie came out; he’d been
        back for over a year. She saw it on a Saturday afternoon with two other girls, Phyl Chalmers
        and Joan Chitty. They’d all been machinists together and Margery was the only one married in
        those days. It was a fantastic film, they’d all thought so, even though Phyl had a bit of a
        cold and Joan changed her mind later, said it was silly, and the day was bleak, grey with
        rain the whole walk home. Phyl liked Jeanne Crain too; she came along to see A Letter to Three Wives the year they sailed for New Zealand. I
        wish I was coming with you, Margie, Phyl said; anything’s better than Falkirk. She had a
        husky voice, Phyl, and one eye was funny, always looking over your left shoulder. Let me
        know if you see any eligible bachelors on the boat, she said. Margery could hear her now,
        saying those very words. 

    They were as clear as day.

    These days, her father was almost completely grey
        around the temples and his hair looked thin and his belly seemed rounder, a jaunty puku
        rolling like a soccer ball onto his thighs when he sat down. Virginia thought Leeander was
        calling him that, Puku, to make a point, but her mother, in a low mutter, put her straight.
        Your stepmother calls him Tuku, said Heather. God knows why: best to ignore it.

    Leeander was hard to ignore, even though there was so much you weren’t
        supposed to mention, from her dramatic change in hair colour (ghoulish burgundy to ash
        blonde) to the success, location and clientele of her new shop (any mention of it annoyed
        Heather), to the cake she was making for the wedding. This was a subject of general
        controversy and bad temper all round, even from Nana, who thought wedding cakes should be
        made of fruit and sealed with concrete-like marzipan because anything else would be showing
        off and possibly common.

    ‘Dad, you’ve got crumbs all over your face.’

    ‘Come here, Tuku, and I’ll wipe them off.’

    ‘Where? Here?’

     ‘Jim, you’re getting them on the floor.’

    ‘They’re too flaky, that’s the trouble. Where’d you get them, Roberts
        Road?’

    ‘Roberts Road isn’t open during the week.’

    ‘I prefer the fresh ones at this little French place near me at the
        Three Lamps. Ginny, you must come and see my new emporium. It’s fabulous.’

    Virginia sat yawning in a corner of the kitchen, watching everyone eat
        and bicker and check their watches. Little Alice was growing up, eight already,
        demonstrating ballet steps for Heather, who’d always wanted a little blonde girl who could
        dance and never thought she’d only get one this way (daughter by divorce, a fledgling from
        another nest). Virginia had dozens of photographs of Alice growing up, but it was hard to
        believe that this breathing, talking, alien littlest sister was so transformed from
        tottering baby into poised, skinny elf in lime-green leggings and floral swing top.

    Alice didn’t look like Leeander at all, really, except for the
        turned-up tip of her nose. More like her father, in the rounded shape of her face and her
        sturdy frame, and even the wrinkled frown, that puzzled look, she’d picked up from him.
        Virginia’s brothers had it too. They always looked slightly perplexed. 

     ‘Aren’t you going to brush your teeth, Dad?’

    ‘He’s got falsies, Alice. They don’t need brushing.’

    ‘What are falsies?’

    ‘Ask your mother. She wears them under her T-shirt.’

    ‘Well, that’s charming, isn’t it?’

    Virginia looked over at her mother. Heather was leaning against the
        sink, hands wrapped around her cup, chewing cerise lipstick off her lower lip. She looked
        wilder, looser in some way: Virginia couldn’t pick it, exactly. Her hair, clipped back in
        haste, was frizzy and longer than usual; she seemed to have spread, too, though that was
        probably the effect of the sweatshirt she was wearing. Her mother – wearing a
        sweatshirt. Where had everyone got all these new clothes? What had happened to their old
        bodies, old faces, old jeans, shoes and shirts? Dresses? Did her mother wear dresses any
        more?

    ‘Any more coffee, Hugh?’

    ‘Having a few problems with the plunger. It’s spurting – not
        sure why.’

    ‘That earring, Mum. It’s coming out. It’s too heavy for your ear.’

    ‘No one wears big earrings anymore.’

    ‘Who told you that, Alice?’

    ‘Julia did.’

    ‘Well, I didn’t say that exactly, did I? Just that they’re not
        fashionable so much. Among younger women.’

    ‘Did you hear that, Heather? We don’t count, apparently.’

    ‘That French place, Leeander – do you mean the Café de Lys?
        It’s near us, you know. We’ve had brunch there.’

    Who’s this ‘us’, Virginia wanted to ask – who’s this brother
        who eats brunch and talks about ‘us’? She looked at Rob, all clean and close-shaven, playing
        with his car keys, asking for low-fat milk and talking about brunch. The last time she saw
        him (six years ago at Auckland airport, jostling with Tim, awkwardly waving goodbye), he was
        still picking his spots and arguing with Julia about who, in fact, was the middle child. All
        he wanted from life then was a big-screen TV and a house overlooking Eden Park.

    ‘Where’s your new place again, Rob?’

    ‘Just off K Road. It’s an apartment. You’ll have to come over when
        you’ve, you know, recovered. We only moved in two weeks ago …’

    ‘Another drama!’

    ‘So we’re not quite right yet. But nearly.’

    ‘You haven’t invited us over.’

    ‘You can come any time.’

    ‘How can we come if we’re not invited?’

    ‘You should have helped him move, like I did.’ 

    ‘Oh, I’m sure you were a big help, Tim. I’m sure you saved the bloody
        day.’

    ‘Don’t swear in front of Nana.’

    ‘She can’t hear. Nana? Nana? God, I hope she’s not dead.’

    ‘Julia!’

    ‘I’ll go through and check.’

    Nana looked much the same, strangely enough. Maybe the pale blue veins
        of her eyelids were slightly more pronounced, the right side of her mouth dipping a little
        lower. She was more easily startled, too, jolting when Alice dropped her backpack and
        Leeander shouted shrill goodbyes from the front door and Rob kissed her and said he had to
        get to work.

    Jim patted Virginia on the shoulder, because they’d used up all their
        hugs at the airport.

    ‘See you later,’ he said. ‘Without the rest of the circus.’

    ‘Bye, Dad.’

    ‘Don’t forget to give Auntie Lizzie a ring. She’ll want to hear from
        you.’

    Back in the kitchen, Heather was watching Tim load the dishwasher.

    ‘An historic moment,’ she said. ‘Your brother using his hands in an
        act of manual labour.’

    ‘Thanks for letting everyone come over, Mum,’ said Virginia.

    ‘Oh, we’re above it all, nowadays. Best of friends, you know. No hard
        feelings.’

    ‘I can see that!’

    ‘You know she wanted her name on the invitation.’ Heather sat down at
        the kitchen table and flicked at a croissant crumb. ‘She actually wanted it to say: Heather
        and Hugh Freeman, and Leeander and James Seton request the pleasure of your company.’

    ‘So did you agree? What did it say?’

    ‘What do you mean, what did it say? You saw the invitations.’

    ‘No I didn’t, actually. You never sent me one.’

    Heather blanched.

    ‘Julia! You never sent your sister an invitation!’

    ‘What are you talking about, I never sent her one?’ shouted Julia from
        the next room. ‘Am I expected to do everything?’ She appeared in the doorway and stood with
        her hands on her hips. ‘Mum, you were supposed to do the family ones on this side, remember?
        Who else hasn’t been invited, I wonder?’

    ‘Me.’ Tim sat down next to Heather. He bit into an apple. ‘Don’t
        worry,’ he said, his mouth full. ‘I’m coming.’

    ‘Are you still eating? Shouldn’t you be at university?’ said Heather,
        waving at him with one hand. ‘I’ve got some leftover pizza you can take, if you want it.’

    ‘Yes, please. Varsity’s over for the year, Mum. It’s not like high
        school, you know. I get my results next week.’

    ‘Have you got a holiday job?’ asked Virginia. It was hard to think of
        skinny, sleepy Tim as old enough for work. 

    ‘Three. Serving coffee, painting houses and mowing lawns. Not all at
        the same time.’

    ‘Didn’t Rob say that his girlfriend might find you something at the
        Council?’ said Heather. ‘Surely there’s something better you could be doing. Such a waste,
        with your brains.’

    Tim shrugged.

    ‘I’ve got a question for Jinx, anyway,’ he said. ‘Why’d you come all
        the way home for Ju’s wedding when you couldn’t be bothered with my twenty-first?’

    ‘As if they’re equally important,’ said Julia, scrutinising a list by
        the telephone and scratching at it impatiently with a felt-tip pen.

    ‘You said you didn’t want a twenty-first,’ said Heather. She stood on
        her chair to reach a cupboard perilously stacked with battered Tupperware containers. ‘You
        said that all you wanted was some money to go out with your friends. I distinctly remember
        it.’

    ‘He’s just being stupid, Mum,’ said Julia.

    ‘Now I feel guilty. It’s not too late, you know, if you want to have a
        party.’ Heather voice’s grew muffled as she burrowed deeper in the cupboard. Tim winked at
        his sisters. Julia rolled her eyes.

    ‘We’ve got enough parties to worry about this month,’ said Virginia.
        ‘You know, Mum, it’s OK about the invitation. I thought maybe you didn’t have enough.’

    ‘That,’ said Julia, fiercely crossing something off the list, ‘is
        another story.’

    ‘So what did they say? The invitations, I mean. Leeander and James
        Seton?’

    ‘Over my dead body,’ said Heather. ‘They said: Heather Freeman and
        James Seton.’

    ‘And Nick’s parents, don’t forget,’ said Julia. ‘It’s not all about
        us, you know.’

    ‘Heather Freeman and James Seton, and on the next line, Gina and Mike
        Simich. No Hugh, no Leeander.’

    ‘You cancel each other out,’ Virginia told Hugh, who was reading the
        paper. He shrugged and smiled. Hugh looked the same, she thought. Grey wallpaper, a bit
        crinkled.

    ‘Just as well,’ he said. ‘Right, I’m off to work. You can have a lift
        with me, Tim, if you want to go into town.’

    ‘The cheek of that woman,’ said Heather. ‘Her name’s really Leanne,
        you know. She changed it after she saw some Shakespeare play.’

    ‘We know, Mum, we know,’ said Julia.

    ‘First and last visit to the theatre, I expect.’

    ‘I thought you were all best of friends,’ said Virginia. ‘Rising above
        it.’

    ‘Let’s talk about something else, shall we?’ said Julia. ‘For a
        change. I think we’ve put Nana to sleep.’

    ‘You should have a lie-down too,’ Heather said to Virginia. ‘You’re
        fading. We’ve done out the guest room especially.’

    ‘My room,’ said Tim, throwing his apple core at the bin and missing.
        ‘Yours has been appropriated. You’re sleeping in the formerly male part of the house.’

    ‘I hope they fumigated it,’ said Virginia, and she walked through to
        the living room to check on her grandmother. 

    The air smells different here, Virginia decided.
        She’d noticed it as soon as she woke up. Clean, fresh waves of it puffed the living-room
        curtains and washed through the open ranch-sliders. Something else, too: the house she’d
        grown up in didn’t smell of anything much at all. It wasn’t sweet like American houses,
        didn’t smell of scented candles and soap and packet cookies and air freshener and carpet
        cleaner. It smelled of nothing but air and early summer. The humidity hadn’t settled in yet;
        and anyway, after the steam of New Orleans, Virginia felt immune. 

    She dropped her mother off at the manicurists (Heather chattering and
        nervous: it was her first ever) and went for a drive.

    It was strange, though, showing herself around, remembering to keep
        left. She had no excuse to slow down and point something out; alone, she was just a gawking
        kerb-crawler – a real-estate agent, or burglar scoping out her territory. And what
        was there to look at, anyway? The green gates to Upham Primary, perhaps, or the dipping
        smooth-surfaced cul-de-sac, Rata Close, where they tried out their Christmas skateboards. 

    There were houses she could just about pinpoint, like the place her
        friend Sandy Barnett lived in until her family moved to Howick, disappearing as thoroughly
        as if they’d moved to France. And the house where a boy she liked in the second form lived
        (Dave Wright, was it? Dave Wrong?): she and her best friend Kim had walked by any number of
        times, lolling around the letterbox and gazing down the driveway in the vague hope that
        – what? They’d get invited in for a swim and a glass of Fanta? 

    In the books they read, the Donna Parkers and Nancy Drews of the world
        always ran into other young people in the street, were invited to drink lemonade on porches
        or eat hot dogs, waving at boys on bicycles, gathering at street corners to discuss football
        games or new records or class elections. Virginia and Kim were never so lucky: they might
        come across a chalked game of hopscotch, or see someone’s older brother roar by, oblivious,
        in a reconditioned Triumph. Otherwise, the streets were just empty channels to drift
        through, the houses blank and inexpressive.

    Nothing much had changed, in that respect: the only person out and
        about seemed to be the postie, jaunty in red and white, sorting mail from his bicycle seat.
        Virginia turned down Kutu Street to get a side view of the high school, its parched playing
        fields and hospital-green classroom blocks. 

    She’d dragged her feet all the way there the first day, dreading
        everything about high school – its two-storey buildings and sprawling breadth, the
        hundreds of unfamiliar faces. And the sense, too, that playtimes and games (forts built from
        mown grass, skipping visits to the tuck shop) were over, and the serious business of
        timetables and exams and other people’s opinions had begun. Even Kim grew dispirited the
        closer they came to the assembly hall. They felt small and insubstantial, straggly as young
        pine trees in too-new uniforms of drab green.

    Kim bounced back, of course, and kept Virginia afloat with her.
            Wiry as a terrier, a whirly-gig creature nipping and darting
            along the margins, she snapped at the air with the boundless frustrated energy of the
            neglected trickster. That was Kim. 

    Well, not really: it was Letitia, a minor character in Queen of Beauty. Virginia had started reading the proofs on the
        plane, and this was Margaret’s description of her: a composite of Margaret’s cousin LeGrande
        Taylor, the new tennis instructor at the New Orleans Lawn Tennis Club and a woman Margaret
        once saw getting out of a cab in Houston.

    Jim saw his house high in the hills as a bird’s nest,
        an eyrie from which the city could be spied; sometimes he thought of it as a raft cresting a
        long, rolling wave of foamy green bush. He liked the arms-length feeling he had up here,
        looking down at the lights of town, the sparkle of harbour, even though the city had begun
        to creep up towards him. The sound of cars grinding up the hill cut through quiet evenings,
        their searching headlights visible through breaks in the bush. 

    Places like Oratia and Swanson were the back of beyond once, worse
        than the country. Now the houses up here on this hill were rooms with a view, getting high
        prices for clear sight lines, because everybody wanted to see water: being close to it
        didn’t matter so much any more.

    The two of them left in separate cars every morning –
        Leeander first, to haul a crisply uniformed Alice all the way out to Kristen (though he’d
        never had much to do with private schools before, never considered them for the other four)
        and then drive through all the North Shore traffic back into the city to her shop in Herne
        Bay. He left later, officially to avoid the traffic and because he rarely had a lecture
        before ten. This was the best part of the day, alone here for an hour to drink coffee on the
        deck, listen to tui call, and spot the flash of fantail in the trees below and above him. 

    Leeander complained – less now, thank God – about
        the drive and the isolation, about how hard it was for Alice to have friends over to play,
        how taxi rides and quick trips to the shops were out of the question. As for cafés:
        Titirangi was OK, but Glen Eden, she said, was unthinkable. 

    She’d grown up in the suburbs, yearning for town. He was the opposite,
        he supposed. His life had been spent wriggling further away from Ponsonby Road. He worked in
        the city every day, but all the city meant now was too much traffic, buses that wheezed as
        their doors closed, parking you had to pay for. Up here with his branches and bushes, his
        tic-tac-toe house, he could narrow his eyes and look all the way to the glimmer of the Gulf.
        He’d retreated here and made his stand. The only way out was down.

    Tonight he was in an expansive mood, because his oldest daughter was
        home from America and his middle daughter was getting married and his youngest daughter
        still thought he was wonderful and funny and clever and good.

     Everyone was invited up for a barbecue, even Nana and Heather and
        Hugh. 

    ‘First time in ten months,’ said Heather, holding her seatbelt away
        from her silk blouse because she’d just ironed it. ‘Wonders will never cease. All right
        there, Mum?’

    So everyone made the trip up into the hills, except for the other half
        of ‘us’, Rob’s girlfriend, Lia (though they call them partners nowadays, Hugh said; sounds
        more business-like, less romantic), who was already committed to a squash tournament in
        town. Leeander waved them all onto the deck to ruin her expensive rimu garden furniture
        (cream canvas seats, striped cushions), to eat burned sausages (Jim’s fault) and oily
        avocado salad and elaborate kebabs, and to sniff at the orange citronella torches placed at
        intervals around the deck to keep the mosquitoes away.

    Julia, her dark hair curling in the humidity, sat touching knees with
        Nick, who was compact and well groomed. He looked earnest, Virginia decided, and he was
        still in the too-polite stage with the rest of the family, like a well-behaved foster child.
        His hair was the colour of ponga bark.

    ‘Jim, tell them the story about Auntie Ka when she wanted to marry
        Uncle Tom,’ said Heather. 

    Leeander put her plate down and re-crossed her legs, irritated to hear
        Heather talking (yet again) about Jim’s family as though she were still a member of it.

    Jim looked down at his hands and said he couldn’t remember, really,
        couldn’t remember much at all. 

    Alice wanted to know who Auntie Ka was. Leeander told her to get ready
        for bed.

    ‘Old Tom Te Puni,’ said Jim. ‘Poor old Uncle Tom.’

    ‘What, Dad? What?’

    ‘You see, in those days,’ he said, putting down his drink, ‘when you
        wanted to get married, you wouldn’t just go to the parents for permission.’

    Nick shifted in his seat. 

    ‘In those days,’ said Jim, ‘you’d ask the whole family. Kids and all.
        Everyone would gather in the lounge, the front room, and you’d ask the family’s permission.’

    ‘Bloody hell,’ said Tim. 

    Heather jabbed him in the arm and raised her eyebrows in Nana’s
        direction.

    ‘So when Tom Te Puni wanted to marry our Auntie Ka, they got us all
        together at Granny’s house. My Granny, that is, Granny Grey. Everyone could have their say,
        no matter how old or young they were. I remember Uncle Charlie started singing a song,
        “Heart of My Hearts”, but Granny said it wasn’t appropriate.’

     ‘So Nick – how’d you like to ask permission from all of us,
        eh?’ asked Tim, grinning. His mouth shone with grease.

    ‘Timothy, don’t say ‘eh’ in front of your grandmother,’ said Heather.

    ‘Well, they asked me if I wanted to say something. Granny asked me,
        and when Granny spoke, everyone listened,’ said Jim. ‘Her word was law, you see. “Hemi”, she
        said, “it’s time to have your say. Speak up now, boy.” She was frightening, old Granny.
        Black eyes that bore into you, and this stick she carried everywhere in her hand –
        you were afraid of getting a whack from it. She had a voice so loud she could stand on the
        porch and make herself heard all through the valley. But I was only a little lad, still in
        my short trousers. I couldn’t think of anything to say.’

    ‘What did other people say?’ asked Rob, nodding along with the story.

    ‘Don’t know. Can’t remember. Rewi French and I were sent out of the
        room for giggling.’

    ‘Rewi French is his cousin,’ Heather told Nick. ‘Two peas in a pod.
        You’ll meet him at the wedding.’

     ‘Well, it’s a bit late to be asking for permission to marry Julia,’
        said Nick. He looked from Heather to Nana to Leeander.

    Nobody said anything.

    ‘He means the wedding’s next Saturday,’ said Virginia. 

    ‘Tent booked,’ said Nick. ‘You know.’

    Everyone laughed.

    ‘What did you think he meant?’ asked Julia. ‘Mum, what did you think
        he was saying?’

     ‘How come Jinx knows the wedding’s next Saturday?’ said Tim. ‘She
        never got an invitation.’

    Julia glared at Heather.

    ‘I wish you’d call her by her proper name,’ said Nana. ‘“Jinx” sounds
        like she’s bad luck.’

    ‘Not my girl, Margery,’ said Jim. ‘Not my Virginia. Nothing but good
        luck and good reports and good memories, that’s my girl. My good girl. Both my good girls.
        Let’s have another toast.’

    ‘I think you’ve had quite enough to drink, Tuku,’ said Leeander,
        wresting plates away from everyone, dropping knives and forks onto a tray, wishing it would
        start raining so everyone would drive back down the hill to the suburbs and leave them in
        peace.

    There was a bridesmaid’s dress to try on in a smart
        shop (design studio, Julia called it) above another smart shop in High Street. Virginia’s
        linen shift dress, bought months ago at the Saks sale – shown to (and approved by)
        Bridget, Margaret and the landlady at 1826 Adams – had been waved away as
        unsuitable. Clashes with the colour scheme, explained Julia, zooming into Victoria Street
        car park and waggling her hand impatiently at the ticket machine. 

    They climbed a flight of orange-painted stairs to the studio, an airy
        room with long grubby windows and wooden floors that creaked. Thin, silky dresses hung from
        two clothes rails and one waif-like mannequin. Virginia counted them (there were twelve in
        all, just twelve dresses in the whole place) and then stopped herself: she was beginning to
        sound like Nana.

    ‘Hey,’ said a pink-faced girl wearing two skinny tank tops, one black
        and one white, and a floaty chiffon skirt that started an inch below her belly button and
        ended an inch below her knees. She turned to pull a dress from another rack behind the desk
        (thirteen, fourteen, fifteen), and Virginia noticed the string of Chinese letters tattooed
        up the back of her neck. 

    ‘Big sister, right?’ said the girl. ‘Noo Or-leens, right?’

    ‘That’s right.’

    ‘I’ve heard all about you. God, you two look so the same.’

    ‘Virginia, Sara Jane,’ said Julia, feeling in her bag for her ringing
        phone.

    ‘You’re the designer?’ asked Virginia.

    ‘God, no! She’s in Sydney right now. Lucky bitch.’

    ‘Oh,’ said Virginia, squinting at the dress. It was a clingy, bias-cut
        slip, a deep shade of navy blue.

    Sara Jane held out the hanger and raised her eyebrows meaningfully.

    ‘I guess I should try this on,’ said Virginia. 

    Sara Jane pointed to a puddled velvet curtain in the corner, held open
        by another smiling girl in a chiffon skirt. Julia finished her phone call and climbed
        through the curtain after Virginia.

    ‘What do the characters mean?’ whispered Virginia.

    ‘Which characters?’

    ‘Up her neck.’

    ‘Sara Jane’s? Her name, I think.’

    ‘It says “Sara Jane” in Chinese?’

    ‘No, no. I think it’s phonetic. You know, Sa-Ra-Jayn.’

    ‘But what if that means something bad?’

    ‘Like “Pig Dog Shit”, you mean?’

    ‘Exactly.’

    ‘Presumably it was done by a Chinese person. We could ask Lia.’

    ‘Lia?’

    ‘Rob’s girlfriend. She’s Chinese.’

    ‘Really? Lia’s not a very Chinese name.’

    ‘Her mother was a hippie. Or a Samoan – one of the two.’

    A hand reached around the curtain and wrenched it back.

    ‘How are things going in here? Want to check it out in the big mirror?
        Hey!’

    Virginia stepped out.

    ‘Looks pretty cool,’ said Sara Jane admiringly. 

    ‘Pretty damn sexy!’ said the other girl, nodding very slowly.

    ‘It’s just a bit big here and a bit small there, I think,’ said
        Virginia. The dress wrinkled and stuck to every protrusion, like it was made of Sellotape.

    ‘That’s the style, eh,’ said Sara Jane, clutching at the dress to drag
        it into place.

    ‘What do you think?’ asked Julia, frowning. ‘I mean, really?’

    ‘It’s … nice. I guess I can’t wear a bra with it, right?’

    Sara Jane gave a short, explosive laugh. ‘Just a G-string and a dab of
        perfume, I’d say. You can always stick pasties over your nibblies if you’re feeling
        self-conscious, you know.’

    ‘Pasties,’ nodded the other girl.

    ‘Would you wear it again, Jinx?’ asked Julia. She was absent-mindedly
        chewing the antenna of her mobile phone. ‘Do you think you could?’

    ‘Well, it’s … it’s not out of the question. Given the right
        occasion.’

    ‘Balls, parties, New Year’s Eve,’ said Sara Jane. ‘Sexy dinner
        parties. Launches.’

    Virginia and Julia exchanged glances.

    ‘You know, product launches,’ explained Sara Jane. ‘Not like launches
        as in boats! Not like launches as in big yachts without, you know, sails! I meant film
        premieres.’

    ‘Charity thingies,’ said the other girl, turning on her heel and
        disappearing into a curtained back room.

    ‘I see,’ said Virginia. ‘Yes, I can imagine that.’

    ‘Turn around again,’ said Julia. ‘You’ll have to wear different
        knickers.’

    ‘Or none at all,’ said Sara Jane.

    ‘And be careful not to bend over,’ said Julia.

    ‘Or sit down too suddenly.’

    ‘It’s a beautiful colour,’ said Virginia. ‘Very elegant. Very chic.’

    Julia’s eyes filled with tears. ‘You think so, Jinx? You really think
        so?’

    ‘Your wedding’s going to be lovely, Ju. Just lovely. Every detail will
        be just perfect.’

    ‘Because that’s what I want, for everything to be right.’

    ‘I know you do,’ said Virginia, stretching a reassuring hand towards
        her sister’s arm. It didn’t quite reach.

    ‘It’s been so much work,’ sniffed Julia, ‘and nobody really
        appreciates how hard it is, trying to please everybody.’

    ‘Weddings are so – whoa!’ said Sara Jane. She scratched her
        tattoo with the end of a pencil. ‘It’s just a lot, you know, to think about? That’s why this
        is the perfect bridesmaid’s dress. It doesn’t say “wedding”. It says, “everyone, chill”.’

    ‘I don’t suppose you have one size up?’ asked Virginia. 

    Sara Jane’s smile drooped. ‘We don’t do bigger than this,’ she said,
        plucking at Virginia’s thigh. ‘But don’t worry. It’ll breathe with your body, you know?’

     ‘OK, great,’ said Virginia. She looked sideways at Julia, who was
        rummaging in her bag for a tissue.

    ‘Do you want to give me your credit card so I can get things rolling?’
        asked Sara Jane, looking both sly, Virginia thought, and rather coy: she tapped the pencil
        against her lower lip like it was a lollipop. ‘While you’re getting changed? Brilliant.’

    Behind the curtain, Virginia peeled the navy-blue slip over her head
        and got dressed again. She could hear Julia tapping around outside, blowing her nose. She’d
        told the truth: the dress was chic. The dress on her was another story. It looked like a
        silk handkerchief patchily glued down. But there was never any point in arguing with Julia.
        As long as Virginia could remember, she’d been a small force of nature, like an insistent
        front moving in from the Tasman, a hard-blowing gale. It had always been easier to hunker
        down and watch it pass; no point in trying to persuade her to change course. Easier to
        soothe, to comply, to smile and look on. Why should anything change in six years, or
        sixteen, or sixty?

    ‘Sign here, Virginia,’ said Sara Jane, waiting expectantly at the
        desk. ‘Cool name. Did you change it to that, you know, in the States?’

    ‘No, it’s always been my name.’

    ‘Kind of an “ia” thing going in your family, right? Yeah.’

     Sara Jane wrapped the dress very precisely in pink tissue paper and
        then, trying to slide it into a thin plastic bag, accidentally dropped it on the ground.

    ‘Fuck that shit,’ she said. ‘As they say in America. Isn’t that right?
        See you, ladies!’

     Julia said she was dying for a flat white but refused to go anywhere
        on High Street because all the cafés there were packed with bank clerks and shop assistants
        and lawyers; High Street had been ruined, Julia said, just like Ponsonby Road. So they
        crossed the road to Lorne Street, where they could drink their coffee alongside the right
        kind of people and go through Julia’s to-do list one more time.

    Karangahape Road smelled.

    Once upon a time it stank of heavy, sickly incense swung by a writhing
        procession of Hare Krishnas, turning the footpath ice-block orange outside Rendells and
        George Court’s every Thursday night. Virginia remembered the sight and smell of them
        perfectly, along with the tinny, tinsel sound of their tambourines. That was the only time
        the Setons went walkabout on K Road: Thursday nights, before they abandoned it altogether
        for Friday nights at Lynn Mall, past Waikumete cemetery, just ten minutes drive from home.

    Later, when she was a teenager, the odour became more subtle and
        greasy, fried food from takeaway bars wafting through the open car windows, speeding past
        the Pink Pussycat on the way home from occasional strained family outings to see musicals at
        the Mercury. And the Mercury itself had its own scent – audience smells of sweat
        and powder, freshly applied lipstick and melting ice-cream, part of the indelible aroma of
        her adolescence.

    There was still a touch of chip- and kebab-fuelled grease about the
        street, and traces of incense, too, lingering in the acoustic-tiled India Emporium. But it
        was traffic and coffee you could smell up and down the length of the road – not as
        long as it once seemed, elbowing Grafton and Grey Lynn out of the way, but really just four
        bridged blocks.

    It was Sunday morning, and Virginia had driven in with her father to
        see Rob’s new place and meet the elusive Lia, who looked, as it turned out, neither Chinese
        nor Samoan. 

    ‘If you ask me, she looks about fourteen,’ muttered Jim, peering
        obediently into the hot-water cupboard during the tour of each of the apartment’s slight
        rooms and narrow closets. The ninth-floor apartment was hermetically sealed, pale and still
        and new inside, like a suite in a hotel.

    ‘So pleased to meet you, Ginny,’ said Lia, squeezing Virginia’s arm.
        She was an olive-skinned waif, not even half Rob’s height, Virginia thought, despite her
        spiked hair and thick-soled shoes. She peered up at Virginia, intent and curious, as though
        she couldn’t quite make out the family resemblance. ‘Has Rob shown you the terrace?’

    ‘I thought it was a fire escape,’ said Jim, and Virginia nudged him.

    ‘Jinx, did you see the tukutuku panel?’ asked Rob. ‘And the koru tiles
        in the bathroom? We like to buy Māori art and design.’

    ‘And Samoan,’ added Lia, glancing sideways at Rob. ‘You have to be
        careful, you know,’ she told Virginia. ‘If you’re buying tapa cloth to take back with you.
        There’s a big difference between Tongan and Samoan.’

    ‘Fijian,’ said Rob.

    ‘People don’t realise,’ said Lia, her voice bright.

    Jim asked if anyone was planning to put the kettle on, but after some
        cajoling from Lia he agreed to go out to a café. They strolled back along K Road to St
        Kevin’s Arcade (bit scruffy, Jim told Leeander when she got home) and turned their chairs to
        face the giant palm trees of Myers Park. 

    Virginia watched her father sipping frothy coffee from a white bowl,
        bobbing his head in and out like a child dunking for apples, oblivious to the splashes on
        his face. He was telling Lia about catching the tram to school along Karangahape Road and
        down Queen Street, past the park. Lia stared back at him with a slight frown, nodding, her
        teaspoon suspended in the air. 

    ‘Do they still have the lift in George Court’s?’ said Jim. 

    ‘I remember that,’ said Virginia. ‘The lift attendant would slam the
        cage doors shut and announce each floor. Not that there were many floors to go to.’

    ‘It was really something, that lift,’ said Jim. ‘It went right up the
        centre of the shop.’

    ‘They’re apartments now, Dad,’ Rob said impatiently. ‘There was an
        article about one of them in New Zealand House &
        Garden; doesn’t Leeander get that? The lift’s gone. Security reasons.’

    ‘That’s right. I did hear they were turning the place into flats.’

    ‘Apartments,’ said Rob.

     ‘I drive this way sometimes, you see,’ Jim said to Lia. ‘If I’m
        getting onto the motorway at Newton. I know they’re doing some of this up, but it still
        looks a bit tatty to me.’

    ‘You know, there are a lot of important and historic buildings in
        Auckland,’ said Lia, nodding at them, frowning for emphasis. Something about Lia’s manner
        irritated Virginia; she was treating Jim like an old man and Virginia like a tourist. ‘That
        café we walked past on the way here, Brazil. You should go in there sometime. It has a
        vaulted ceiling, you know. It used to be the entrance to the Mercury Theatre.’

    ‘Café now, is it?’ said Jim. He lowered his latte bowl; it clanged
        onto the saucer. ‘Used to be a fruit shop, and once upon a time it was the entrance to the
        Prince Edward, long before it became the Mercury. First custom-built picture theatre in New
        Zealand, you know.’

    ‘Did you go there, Dad?’

    ‘Quite a bit, to the movies. Crowds of people cramming into that
        narrow entranceway. Couldn’t be more than twelve feet wide.’

     ‘You never said anything about it before, all those times we went to
        the Mercury,’ said Virginia.

    ‘All those bloody musicals,’ said Rob. He raised his eyebrows at Lia.

    ‘Nobody asked me,’ said Jim, gazing out at the palm tree. ‘Never came
        up. And anyway, nobody used to think of those places as historic then. They were just
        out-of-date, old-fashioned. It’s lucky the Prince Edward didn’t go the way of the Regent and
        get pulled down. Remember the Regent?’

    ‘Just,’ said Virginia. 

    Rob and Lia shook their heads.

    ‘A lot of changes,’ said Jim, looking down.

    ‘You should come into the city on a weekend more often, Mr Seton,’
        said Lia.

     ‘Call him Jim,’ said Rob, climbing to his feet. ‘I think I’ll get
        something to eat. Anyone else? Jinx? Dad? Want to split a panini?’

    ‘No thanks,’ said Jim. He gulped the last of his coffee. ‘You know,
        Lia, there used to be a nice little tea room-type place at the top of Rendells. Not a panini
        in sight, in those days. Though you know what they say: one man’s panini is another man’s
        filled roll.’

    Lia gave Jim a long, tight-lipped smile as though, Virginia thought,
        he was not only old but quite possibly mentally ill. 

    Although Virginia left her mother’s address and
        telephone number with Arthur in case of an emergency – all her plastic bags
        getting burned in a fire, say, or Margaret winning the PEN/Faulkner – she didn’t
        expect him to call.

    He just wanted to check in, he said, and his voice sounded both loud
        and hesitant, as well as roundly, brazenly American. She’d never thought about his voice as
        a separate entity, but then, they rarely spoke on the telephone at home. That is, in New
        Orleans. Where was home in her head? 

    He just wanted to make sure she’d arrived safely, he said, and she
        felt guilty for not calling. She hadn’t thought of Arthur worried, Arthur anxious, Arthur
        lonely (and he sounded all three today). What was there to worry about in a flight to New
        Zealand that he wouldn’t have already heard about on the ten o’clock news?

    He just wanted to make sure she was OK, he said, and Virginia told him
        she was fine. Still tired and a little disoriented, still overwhelmed with being back, she
        said. Here it’s all wedding and family and arguments and dresses. I haven’t really done
        anything.

    Just business as usual here, he said, his voice shrinking,
        disappearing into dead air. 

    Virginia said his name to make sure he was still there. 

    He wasn’t calling from the store, he told her. It was late and he was
        upstairs, about to go to bed.

    How’s the weather? What time is it with you? 

    OK, Arthur said. I’ve written it down. For next time.

    I’m glad you called, she said.

    I’ll call again, he said, strangely formal, as if he were picking up
        his hat and gloves and bowing before he left the room.

    Virginia put the telephone away in its basket by the front door
        (another of Heather’s recent innovations and the focus of widespread derision, especially
        from Julia, who hated anything made from straw or cane or wicker) and walked into the
        kitchen.

    ‘Who was that?’ asked Heather. ‘He sounded like Rhett Butler.’

    ‘It was my friend Arthur, and he would be horrified by the
        comparison.’ Virginia opened the pantry door and yawned at the shelves, reaching for the
        biscuit tins.

    ‘He was very polite. Is that what they mean by a gentleman caller?’

    ‘Chuck me out the butter, please.’

     ‘I should have bought two Advent calendars this year,’ said Heather,
        securing a multicoloured scene to the fridge door with magnetic plastic letters. ‘One for
        Christmas and one for the wedding.’

    ‘Only four days to go,’ said Virginia. She spread butter onto the flat
        side of three Digestive biscuits and passed one to her mother. ‘Four shopping days.’

    ‘That reminds me: your stepmother rang as well,’ said Heather.
        ‘Wondering if you’d like to help her choose a hat.’

    ‘She’s left it this late?’

    ‘She had one picked out, apparently, but now she’s changed her mind.
        Perhaps it didn’t go with her broom.’

    Virginia started to cough, spitting a fine shower of Digestive crumbs
        across the kitchen counter.

    ‘Why does she need me?’ she said, wiping her mouth with a paper
        kitchen towel. ‘I’m tired of it already.’

    ‘Tired of what?’ asked Heather.

    ‘Acting the accomplice. Beck and call.’

    ‘You talk in shorthand nowadays – you know that, don’t you?’

    ‘Getting dragged along everywhere. Going shopping with people. Dancing
        attendance.’

    Heather sighed. ‘Dancing attendance, dancing attendance,’ she sang,
        beginning a backwards out-of-time waltz around the kitchen floor, the dishwashing liquid
        held at arm’s length. The tune, Virginia supposed, was meant to be ‘Waltzing Matilda’.

    ‘Very funny,’ she said. She snapped the last biscuit in two. ‘I forgot
        – everyone’s a comedian in this family. Getting ready for the big show.’

    ‘Yes, and the dress rehearsal’s on Friday,’ said Heather, backing into
        the rubbish bin. ‘Nick’s parents. Don’t forget.’

    To hat or not to hat: initially, that had been the
        question. For a while it was just a jumble of thoughts and possibilities trickling through
        Leeander’s head – the pros, the cons, the hairstyle and accessory implications.
        But then the hat took over and became the mother of all starting points, until nothing
        mattered but the hat, and the hat was the thing. Never choose your dress first, her mother
        had told her, and she was right: find the hat and the rest will follow. But it wasn’t easy
        to put her hands on the hat, the right hat: no amount of scrimmaging on the old-lady table
        at Smith and Caughey’s would turn up the perfect chapeau (as she’d told Tuku; he wasn’t
        listening), and it wasn’t as if the city was abounding (‘positively abounding!’ said Alice,
        over-dramatic and precocious, in some English accent she’d picked up at school) with
        milliners. 

    But, in the meantime, there was a hat (the hat) to find. Parnell,
        Newmarket, Remuera, Takapuna, Herne Bay, St Heliers, Milford, Epsom: these were her stations
        of the cross. Not thrilled with the selection on offer, she considered the final solution:
        Sydney. But there wasn’t time, not with the new shop and the school holidays starting, so
        she’d had to compromise. She’d ended up with a hat that was rather less than she’d hoped
        for. Calvary, rather than Valhalla, Tuku said, obscurely. Not like the Queen at all, Alice
        assured her. 

    The wicked Queen.

    Because there were issues, impossible to ignore. Things to consider,
        like her age and station. Her husband might laugh, but Leeander wasn’t thick. She could hear
        them now, especially that old battleaxe, Nana Croft: mutton dressed as lamb, fur coat and no
        knickers, the evil stepmother, the bad fairy at the christening. No matter how sweet she was
        to those kids, how welcoming and forgiving and easygoing and stylish and cool and generous (which she was, in buckets and spades), they didn’t
        like her. The boys made sly jokes at her expense, and as for the sisters, the Crown
        Princesses, neither of them would give her the time of day. Especially Julia, the madam. The
        whole family revolved around Miss Julia, just because – as far as Leeander could
        tell – she was pretty and cried easily, and Jim and Heather still felt guilty
        about the effect of the divorce on her School Certificate results.

    Virginia might have changed, but it seemed unlikely. She was always a
        cold thing, aloof and withdrawn. Reserved, Tuku said. Seems like she’s away with the
        fairies, he said (‘patupaiarehe’, sang Alice, who’d been one at Brownies), but she’s not.
        Just self-contained, he said. Not needy – and Leeander could hear each carefully
        weighed ounce of implied criticism in that – or grasping. Virginia set her own
        course, he said; she always had.

    He was blind. Virginia was his first child, so he couldn’t see her for
        what she was. He called her Ginny, but she wasn’t soft or sweet enough for a name like that.
        She was Virginia, lofty and stern and withholding, expecting everyone to walk one step
        behind. She was never rude – Leeander could give her that, even though with
        Virginia it smacked of noblesse oblige – but she knew how to turn the knife.
        (She’d learned that lesson from her mother, who could teach night classes, run
        correspondence courses, on the subject.) 

    The annoying thing was, she was always looking away. Leeander hated
        that most: the inattention. Virginia refused, simply refused, to engage. Even now, after all
        this time overseas, she couldn’t behave properly. Leeander watched her because someone had
        to, someone objective and astute and unsentimental. She saw Virginia perched like a morepork
        at the edge of the family, assessing them with secretive, gimlet-eyed displeasure, as though
        she were still undecided about belonging. Hovering as though she were above them all, while
        Leeander wasn’t allowed in the nest at all – was, in fact, in exile in another
        part of the forest.

    Bugger them all.

    Leeander decided to buy another hat, a huge hat, a shocking hat. A hat
        that would obscure views and command attention. A hat that would turn heads. A hat that,
        inexorably, would draw everyone’s eyes, even Miss Virginia Ngātea Seton’s, away
        from their smug, self-absorbed family cluster.

    When she asked Virginia to go hat shopping with her, Leeander wasn’t
        reaching out to her oldest stepchild visiting from abroad. There really wasn’t any point.

    It was simply a declaration of intent.

    There was more driving to do, and more checking: the
        flowers, the caterers, the tent. Everyone had jobs to go to except Julia, who had saved up
        all her annual holidays for this very thing. And what else could Virginia, halfway through
        Margaret’s proofs, have to do, really? She made a few phone calls to old friends, arranged a
        few outings and appointments of her own, and waited for Julia.

    ‘Like who?’ Julia wanted to know. ‘Who are you seeing?’

    ‘Kim,’ said Virginia, settling into the front seat of Julia’s car. It
        was beginning to feel pleasantly familiar. ‘Of course.’

    ‘Really? Can’t imagine she’s got much to say for herself.’

    ‘And Tania French.’

    ‘She’s coming to the wedding – Tania, I mean. Not Kim. You
        know what I think of Kim.’

    ‘I talked to Tania,’ said Virginia, ignoring Julia’s last comment,
        ‘and we’ve organised a little shopping expedition for your present this week.’

    ‘You know where I’m registered, right?’ said Julia. 

    Virginia gave a long nod. ‘And Richard,’ she said. ‘I’m having a drink
        with Richard.’

    Julia wrinkled her nose. ‘Is that wise?’

    Virginia looked out of the window, away from Julia, and tried not to
        mind the tone of the question, the sympathy she didn’t want, the intolerable intrusiveness
        of it (just three words, after all: nothing to fight about).

    ‘It’ll be fine,’ she said to the window.

    ‘Well,’ said Julia, who had other things to say, all concerning the
        wedding. ‘Hopefully we’ll all survive this weekend. I’ve told you, haven’t I: we’ve got the
        whole of bloody Yugoslavia coming to the wedding. Sorry, the former Yugoslavia. Or Croatia
        – that’s it. Everyone’s a Croatian now, apparently.’

    ‘Not a Dally?’

    ‘God forbid.’

    ‘Which relatives on our side?’ asked Virginia. 

    ‘Too many. I haven’t seen half these people in years. Really, not
        since Uncle Charlie’s tangi, and when was that – 1987, 1988? Before you left,
        anyway. Auntie Lizzie and Uncle Tahu, of course, and Uncle Stuart and Auntie Fleur. And Mum
        insisted on all of their kids.’

    ‘So I’ll get to see Philip’s baby, then?’

    ‘Afraid not. Children aren’t invited, except for Alice. Everyone made
        a stupid fuss about it, especially Nick’s parents, but it’s just too bad. You have to draw
        the line. And I drew another line, by the way, right through Leeander’s family. I mean, it’s
        bad enough inviting all these terrible people we’re related to, and terrible people Nick’s
        related to, without having to have terrible people we’re not related to in any way except
        through unfortunate second marriages. Especially terrible people related to Leeander.’

    ‘What did she say?’

    ‘She was furious, of course, but Dad just told her to let it drop. You
        know, she actually rang Mum up about it, completely hysterical. Mum told her that when Alice
        grows up and gets married, Leeander can invite all the Jennings she wants. She told her it
        was the privilege of being mother-of-the-bride. That went down like a ton of bricks, so Tim
        says.’

    ‘How would Tim know?’

    ‘I think he was listening on the extension. Do you want to take a
        detour past Nick’s parents’ house? They live a bit further along.’

    Julia slowed the car down and tapped a pale, polished fingernail on
        the windscreen. ‘Over there,’ she said. 

    Virginia leaned forward. 

    ‘The weird concrete one.’

    ‘Andy Simich,’ said Virginia, half under her breath.

    ‘You know him? Nick’s cousin? His father built this place, but then
        they moved to Titirangi. How would you know Andy? I thought he went to Green Bay.’

    ‘He did,’ said Virginia. She sat back in her seat. ‘I don’t know him
        well.’

     ‘He sells cars now, you know – he’s the Nissan King or
        something. Completely bald already. Yuck. Still, small world,’ said Julia, speeding up again
        so she could take Glendene roundabout, as usual, in fourth gear. 

    Virginia had been there once, when she was sixteen or
        seventeen.

    It was her sixth form year at school. She and Richard were hanging
        around a lot by then, going to parties and movies in his father’s car, although they
        wouldn’t sleep together for another two years, when they were at university (and only then
        at her prompting, as she recalled, on an afternoon during the May holidays when his parents
        were out at work).

    That night, a Saturday night, they’d been at a dead-loss party in
        Kelston, returning earlier than planned along Great North Road, past the endless woody
        blackness of Waikumete cemetery. We could call in on Andy, Richard suggested, and she
        agreed, even though she didn’t know who Andy was. She didn’t want to go home and see her
        mother sitting there alone, swilling red wine, staring at the kitchen wall. Didn’t want to
        be reminded of her father stuffing clothes into a Kleensack and driving away to Auntie
        Lizzie’s spare room every time there was a row.

    The big house on Te Atatu Road looked even odder then, because it had
        just been built: its concrete blocks were stark and unweathered, and all the pongas planted
        around it were still toadstool-like and adolescent. It was strange inside too: a big square
        with a hollowed-out centre that would one day (she supposed, staring at it through plate
        glass) become a courtyard garden. Sort of a Spanish idea, she said to Richard later (he
        grunted; didn’t know Spanish from shit), but without the balconies and fountain and tiles
        and flowers.

    There was something else about the place as well, something decadent
        and modern in its sunken living room and two sectional sofas, but it was probably more to do
        with the array of bottles and discarded cocktails on the glass coffee table. A lot of drink:
        more than she’d ever seen in one concentrated place, and all for three people. Five people
        once Richard and Virginia arrived, though it never felt like they were in the same room
        exactly, and that wasn’t just because of Andy. He prowled restlessly around the open living
        room and up to the kitchen, emptying ice trays into the sink, rinsing out glasses, rattling
        the shaker, changing records. 

    His attention was elsewhere, not that he wasn’t pleased to see them.
        Hey Richy Rich, he said, opening the door wide, sleek in black trousers and seaweed-coloured
        shirt. Richard mumbled through an introduction and Andy didn’t hear or wasn’t listening
        properly, because he called her Jenny for the rest of the evening. Virginia didn’t bother to
        correct him. Tonight she was Jenny, sitting in this strange house that faced inwards (the
        hole in the house picked out in muted spotlights) and pointing at thick, mysterious drinks,
        pretending that the shapes the words made in her mouth were familiar, banal: Grand Marnier,
        Triple Sec, Tequila, Cointreau. Thanks, Andy, what’s this called? 

    Richard faded into a stack of cushions, and that was Richard right
        there, summed up in that one slack, slumping action. Richard, asking for a beer, when there
        were endless possibilities of exotic places reflected in the glass: Curaçao, Bacardi,
        Galliano, Coruba.

    The two other guests were girls from Green Bay High School; she
        couldn’t remember their names now. The girls weren’t unfriendly, exactly, but it was hard to
        talk to them. They were easily distracted. Both were thin and pale and their clothes seemed
        flung on, just so. 

    Virginia hunched in her seat on the other side of the table, round and
        floppy as a puppy, feeling small and somehow half-formed.

    One of the girls, the prettier of the two, wore a thin turquoise
        sweater (nothing underneath, Virginia was sure) and the tightest peg-leg jeans. The other
        one, the one with brown curly hair and red lips who talked the most, was picking the beads
        off her cardigan and flicking them at Andy whenever he walked near the table. Both wore
        bright winklepickers that drew their feet into severe points. All their clothes were second
        hand, they told her. (Virginia had never been to a second-hand shop.) The shoes were
        completely comfortable, honestly, they said. (The pretty one extended a thin tapered leg and
        flexed; she was as cool as Liverpool.)

    They mewed at Andy for British records, and Virginia, her mouth milky
        with a Brandy Alexander, wondered for a moment if they came from England rather than Green
        Bay: it would explain their wan faces and the pinched bluish-pink of their ankles and even
        the way they used their cigarettes as dramatic props, extensions of a gesture. They were
        restless, too, like Andy, jumping up to tell a story or mouth along to a record, and
        sometimes one of them would get up and teeter around the coffee table, tiny stiletto heels
        clicking on the bare floor. How she wanted those shoes, those heels, that pert, swaying
        body. She wanted to be tall and thin and languid, wearing those clothes, knowing those
        songs.

    His father owns a restaurant, Richard whispered, that’s how come there
        are all these bottles. What’s that blue thing you’re drinking now?

    Virginia ignored him. She didn’t know the names of anything, and it
        didn’t matter. But soon she was losing her bearings altogether. Where were the usual house
        fittings, the wall-to-wall carpet, the kitchen clock, the electric heaters? The house was
        empty, everything dropped into place, stylised; every chair artfully scraped back, every
        light invisible. And the doors: did they push or pull? (They slid.) Why was the bathroom
        floor so slippery, so cold, but at the same time so inviting?

    I am Jenny, she said to the blue water frothing in the toilet bowl,
        and the words poured out of her mouth in a roaring creamy wave. 

    She could hear Andy’s voice behind her, telling her everything was OK.
        She could feel a clump of damp hair being pulled away from her face and then, under her
        T-shirt, a hot hand stroking the skin along her spine.

    She jerked forward again to heave into the water, and the hand
        followed. It scooped her right breast in one smooth, sure movement and kneaded the silky
        acrylic of her bra. Jenny, he said, and her head lolled, dipping towards the blue water. Her
        forehead found the cool white shoulder of the bowl.

    Richard’ll take you home, he said, probing for her nipple, squeezing
        it hard. Tell him to bring you over again sometime.

    She didn’t say goodnight to the girls from Green Bay. They seemed to
        have disappeared. The house, she thought, must have swallowed them up.

    Kim had not been invited to the wedding, and she was
        pretty pissed off about it.

    Not that she’d say anything to Gin about it, unless Gin brought it up
        first (which she wouldn’t because Gin wasn’t like that). And not that it was the biggest
        deal in the world: just another bourgeois wedding that would cost her money she couldn’t
        afford (outfit, present, babysitter, taxi home) and depress the shit out of her. And it was
        only Julia, just a younger sister who used to tag along with them, insinuate herself into
        their arrangements, listen in on their conversations. Juicyfruit, Kim had called her, or
        Juicy Lucy, sometimes, to annoy her. Go away, Juicy Lucy, this isn’t for little girls. Your
        sister and I are teenagers. Come back when you’re menstruating, or better still come back
        when you’re a fully formed sexual being and not just a masturbating little Juicy Lucyfruit,
        licking your Shaun Cassidy posters when you think no one’s looking …

    Can you believe that the little bitch hadn’t invited her to the
        wedding?

    ‘After everything I did for her,’ she said.

    ‘You’ve got a very selective memory,’ said Virginia, wondering why Kim
        had wanted to meet here of all places: a coffee shop in Henderson. ‘You were odious to her
        for years.’

    ‘So were you.’

    ‘Not really. I had to make up for it when you weren’t there. Lend her
        clothes and records. Do her hair. Talk about boys.’

    Kim made a face. ‘Must have kept you busy. She’s had enough
        boyfriends.’ 

    ‘Perhaps we were jealous of her,’ said Virginia, scratching a pattern
        in the sugar bowl with her teaspoon. ‘Because she was pretty and popular and we never were.’

    ‘I wasn’t bloody jealous,’ said Kim indignantly. ‘And anyway, we were
        just late bloomers. And intellectuals, don’t forget. Misunderstood in our time.’

    ‘What time was that – the eighties?’

    ‘Seventies, eighties, nineties, whatever. I can’t wait for the
            fin de siècle, myself. That’s my kind of era.’

    ‘Decadent, hedonistic, short-lived …’

    ‘Exactly.’

    ‘We’re almost there,’ said Virginia. She struck her spoon hard into
        the sugar and left it there, like a beach spade wedged in sand.

    ‘This place is bullshit,’ Kim said, looking around, twisting her
        mouth. 

    Virginia followed her gaze. It was too late for lunch and too early
        for the after-school crowd: they were the youngest people in the café by far. Two old ladies
        were talking about them, it was obvious. Kim still attracted attention, even though she’d
        toned it down (that was how she described it, apologetically, over the phone) in recent
        years. Her blonde hair was dyed ink-black, like Elizabeth Taylor’s in Giant, but she’d stopped punishing her eyebrows, and had also
        – Virginia was relieved to see – got over her obsession with the conical
        bra.

    ‘We could have met in town if you’d wanted,’ said Virginia.

    ‘Here, town – it’s bullshit,’ said Kim. She bit her lip and
        gave it a thoughtful chew, transferring lipstick to her teeth. ‘What do you think about me
        moving to New Orleans?’

    Virginia started to laugh.

    ‘What?’ said Kim, looking aggrieved. ‘What?’

    ‘What exactly would you do there?’

    ‘I’m an artist,’ she said. ‘I can be me anywhere. Everywhere, in fact.
        Morocco, Berlin, New Orleans. Wherever.’

    ‘And what about your kids?’ asked Virginia, who had never met either
        of them.

    ‘Oh, shit,’ said Kim. ‘I’ve got to pick Huck up soon. It’s bloody
        “Jumping Beans” this afternoon.’

    ‘What’s ”Jumping Beans”?’

    Kim looked evasive. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘it’s sort of an exercise thing
        for toddlers. It’s fucking middle class, is what it is, actually, but it wears the little
        bastard out. Never have boys, I tell you.’

    ‘Can I meet them? I’ve got to take my Nana to the podiatrist now, but
        afterwards?’

    ‘If you like. Come over tonight and see them in action. It’s not New
        Orleans, though.’

    ‘New Orleans is ordinary. Everyday. Your sons are much more
        interesting.’

    ‘Yeah, well,’ said Kim, curling her lip. ‘Ranui is everyday to me.’

    ‘Morocco, Berlin, Ranui …’

    ‘You cheeky bitch,’ said Kim. ‘Go on, rub my nose in it. You have
        everything; I have nothing.’

     ‘I’ll come over and see “nothing” tonight, then,’ said Virginia. Not
        this one again, she thought. Would things ever change?

    ‘You can tell me about “everything” then’, said Kim. ‘I’ll be
        waiting.’ As usual, she thought. Would things ever change?








    Margery lived in a home unit off Lincoln Road. It was
        built of pale, textured bricks, the colour of weak tea, and had a small front porch (never
        used) on which she had carefully positioned two wrought-iron chairs and a round cast-iron
        table. The furniture was white, meaning it needed a good soapy scrub-down from time to time,
        but it was all-weather and extremely durable, not to mention heavier than concrete,
        immovable even in a hurricane. 

    She grew roses either side of the front steps. They were tidy plants,
        roses, and she enjoyed the pruning, in a way, more than the blooming. Nipping at them with
        secateurs, cutting through those gnarled, spindly stalks: now that was gardening. She
        approved of the principle too, of reining in to train and discipline growth. People were
        ignorant, these days: they let their hedges and trees and children grow wild, waiting until
        it was too late to hack them back into shape. They needed books and television programmes to
        tell them what to do – how to water your flowers or boil an egg, things they
        should have learned simply by watching and listening when they were growing up.

    Margery liked the way her home looked. Not for her the noise and
        disorder of Heather’s house, everyone eating between meals and leaving lights on all over
        the place. And Stuart and Fleur’s house was even worse; they made no pretence of a routine,
        of standards. It wasn’t how they were brought up (though she couldn’t speak for Fleur, who
        was a New Zealander, the kind that gave pioneer stock a bad name). She’d failed, clearly, in
        imparting to Heather and Stuart the right way of doing things, or maybe she’d set her
        example, just like her mother and grandmother before her, and been foiled by greater forces
        – namely, the Antipodes and the 1960s. 

    Because there were rules, all right, and however people might turn up
        their noses at them and pretend they didn’t exist, they did. And Margery was sticking to
        them.

    Net curtains, for example, should be straight but not pulled taut;
        their undulations should be at orderly regular intervals. They should always be pristine,
        without a hint of yellow or grey about them, as clean as your front doorstep (which, by the
        way, should be scrubbed and blackened, if necessary, once a week). 

    Net curtains said everything about a family and the way they lived.
        Her mother always said that, and it was true. Net curtains were less popular nowadays, and
        that, in all likelihood, was the reason. Even common people could lower blinds, and these
        new developments in the net curtain line, like the so-called Austrian blinds that looked
        like a pair of tart’s frilly knickers hanging on the line, well – they were common
        too.

    Inside your house, everything should be clean and tidy, but it should
        feel welcoming and comfortable. Being too house-proud was the mark of a social climber and,
        therefore, common. But comfortable didn’t mean messy. Magazines and newspapers should be
        stacked neatly, and not folded higgledy-piggledy, either, or slung over the back of a chair.
        Your bits and bobs, your pieces of china and ornaments, should be dusted every day. Shoes
        should be put away the minute they’re taken off, because nothing made a house look more
        untidy than empty shoes thrown all over the floor or, even worse, placed on a table or a
        bed, which was bad luck, and probably common too.

    Your bed should never face the door of the bedroom. It should be
        tucked behind the door, preferably, and face east if at all possible. You should make your
        bed as soon as you got up, change the sheets once a week (more often if you were feeling
        poorly) and always fold the cover back, to keep it nice, if you needed a bit of a lie-down.
        If there were any cushions or fancy pillows to be dealt with, they were to be piled in a
        straight tower on a chair or hope chest – never scattered on the carpet.

    You should never eat in the street. An ice-cream at the seaside or a
        sandwich on a park bench was acceptable, but they were the only exceptions. Eating while
        walking was common. You should never smoke in the street either, and if you were a woman you
        shouldn’t smoke at all. That was the worst kind of common. Common as muck.

    There were so many common traps for women, you see: they had to be
        much more wary than men. Track suits, for example: common on women, acceptable on men. Jeans
        likewise, and those American baseball caps, especially if you were over forty. And lots of
        things were borderline common, like painted fingernails, pierced ears, red shoes and gold
        jewellery.

    There were some things that carried a strict proviso, like feathers
        (nice on a hat, common anywhere else) or beer (refreshing in a glass, common in a bottle).
        Some things were common for both men and women, like dyed hair and tattoos, and a few things
        were common just on men, including knotted handkerchiefs worn as a hat and any sort of
        scent.

    Some names were common, especially anything ending in ‘elle’ or
        ‘ette’, unless the person in question was French, which they never were. She’d had a few
        tears, in private of course, when Stuart’s Karen called the baby Danielle, but it was more
        than the name: Karen was only eighteen and there was no father (or husband) in sight. ‘Miss
        Croft’ it said, the sign next to the bed.

    Lying in a maternity ward when you were still a Miss was common.

    (And babies dressed in denim or bright colours were common. Babies
        with dummies in their mouths were common. Breast-feeding in public was not only common
        – it was vulgar, and showing off.)

    There were subtle things, too, like laughing too loud (women) and
        going out into the garden in your vest (men) and having the colour turned up too high on
        your television set and the heating turned up too high in your front room. Leaving the
        television on when visitors called. Putting the milk bottle or tub of margarine on the
        table. Picking up chips with your fingers. Asking for tomato sauce. Common, common, common.

    Weddings, of course, were potential landmines, but Margery was
        confident, more or less, that everything was under control. Heather had reported back from a
        recent wedding – some relative of Hugh’s – where the bridesmaids wore
        black, the bride carried lilies and there was more cleavage on display than in a Carry On film. It won’t be like that at Julia’s wedding, Mum,
        she said, and Margery believed her.

    A car horn sounded outside: Virginia, come to take her to the corn
        doctor. She’d turned out well, Virginia, despite living in America. Six years in America
        could undo sixty in a more civilised environment. In America, people ate on the street and
        between meals and in the car. They wore black to weddings and red to funerals and jeans and
        plimsolls everywhere else.

    Black at a wedding. The very idea! Common.

    Kim wanted something from her: Virginia could tell.
        Kim always wanted something.

    It was more difficult to guess, nowadays, what that something was.
        She’d always required a sidekick, demanded an audience. When their friendship began, it was
        fixed: Kim would scheme and devise and Virginia would go along with things. It worked well
        when they were eleven or twelve, when it just games and clubs and pop stars, but it started
        falling to pieces at high school and had gone to hell altogether when Virginia went to
        university and Kim didn’t.

    (University’s bloody middle class, Kim said, and found herself a job
        selling things over the telephone. But she’d wanted to hear everything all the same
        – every person and conversation and party and book.)

    And now she wanted New Orleans, though it was just the idea of it,
        Virginia knew, that appealed. Kim would never up sticks and move there, any more than she’d
        trek to Morocco or Berlin – not for good anyway. She couldn’t even leave West
        Auckland, for God’s sake; she clung to the Waitakeres like a safety rail. Other places
        existed in movies and books, in other people’s lives.

    My life, thought Virginia, feeling protective towards her separate
        life, her other places. Her different past-less self, the one that lived happily among
        strangers in New Orleans, no questions asked. 

    It was relatively easy at home – and by home she meant her
        mother’s house – to keep something of herself separate, because everyone was busy
        with the wedding. The most pressing matters were picking up the dry-cleaning and arguing
        with the caterer. They didn’t so much ask questions as make demands (what have you brought
        me, when are you coming home for good, when can I come and stay) and talk loudly and
        insistently over the answers.

    And what was there to tell, exactly? The wreath on the door on Adams
        Street, the walks down Coliseum Street, the damp sofa in Kingfish? She should have pieced a
        statement or two together on the plane instead of watching movies and reading magazines.
        There was still time to get her story (one story, at least) straight. Make it interesting
        and not too long, because Kim was just the first in a line of people who would expect
        something of her, a version of her life away. An encapsulation, like one of Bridget’s tours,
        with just enough of everything, just enough personality and humour and politics and context
        and restaurants. A story about New Orleans in which she would feature, an important
        character but not the heroine, because that would be heard as self-importance. New Zealand
        wasn’t really a place for heroines, unless they were netball players or nurses. There was a
        code to observe, strict and implicit, like an Enid Blyton school story: all sport and
        self-sacrifice. She could be a wry observer, perhaps. That might work.

    Kim would expect something more than that, though: she’d want a place
        to dream about, a focus for her discontent. It wasn’t enough to be disappointed by life;
        there was no passion, no drama, in disappointment.

    And it wouldn’t kill Virginia to give her something, would it? After
        all, she spun stories for a living, though Margaret would describe it a different way, she
        supposed, with Margaret as the spinner, turning straw into gold, and Virginia as the
        farmhand, pitching it onto the wagon, hauling it into the barn.

    It was hers to keep close – her life, her thoughts, her
        places. Secretive and selfish, that’s what she’d become, the way Mum used to describe Auntie
        June. Or perhaps she was just tired of talking and telling. Some days it felt like she’d
        given everything away.

    Alice wanted to see Santa.

    Normally, she wasn’t that keen, because he wasn’t really Santa anyway,
        just a stand-in. And if there was such a thing as Santa, which there possibly wasn’t
        – Alice wasn’t prepared to give him up quite yet – then he wasn’t going
        to be sitting around on his fat red bottom outside Big Fresh at St Luke’s two weeks before
        Christmas. It was the busiest time of the year, according to Mum, and all she had to do was
        make cakes for rich people.

    But Virginia wanted to go, so Alice did too.

     Virginia was her biggest sister and probably as old as Mum, but not
        married. Not the marrying kind, according to Mum. Choosy, Dad said. Very sensible girl, your
        sister. Take a leaf out of her book.

    Alice didn’t remember her at all because Virginia had gone away for
        ever when Alice was just a tiny wee baby of two. So Virginia hadn’t been able to come to any
        of her birthday parties or ballet recitals or anything, not even the time her school choir
        sang at the Aotea Centre.

    Virginia had missed out on a lot, really, including ballet lessons of
        her own. Heather said that Virginia showed no interest in anything but books and Fuzzy Felt.
        Mum said that Virginia was probably dying to be a ballerina but was kept under the thumb by
        Heather, like Cinderella. And now Julia was getting married and Virginia didn’t have a
        boyfriend or a baby or even anywhere to live, except for Tim’s old room, which was still
        quite stinky if you got down on your hands and knees inside the wardrobe and sniffed the
        carpet.

    Alice felt sorry for her, even though Virginia was friendly and
        interested in her, and lucky too, in some ways: she had a beautiful name, much nicer than
        Alice. Mum said that she wanted Alice to be Ngātea, but Dad said she couldn’t be
        Ngātea because Virginia was Ngātea. She was Virginia, Ginny, Jinx
            and Ngātea. Alice was just Alice, named
        after nobody.

    You can have any name you choose, Virginia told her. Who would you
        like to be?

    Margie, said Alice. Like Mrs Croft. Do you know Mrs Croft?

    She’s my Nana, said Virginia.

    Is she, said Alice, not believing her. Her name is really Margie, you
        know.

    I know, said Virginia.

    I think Margie is a beautiful name, said Alice. But don’t tell Mum.
        She says Mrs Croft is a harridan. 

    Does she now, said Virginia.

    That’s like a witch, said Alice.

    It’ll be our secret, said Virginia. You can be Margie, like Mrs Croft.
        Who am I?

    Can I call you Ngātea? Alice asked her.

    Virginia said she could.

    OK, said Kim, after the front door finally closed
        behind Virginia – and she poured out the sloshes left in the third and cheapest
        bottle of wine, splashing some onto the carpet – but it wasn’t OK, really. This
        was supposed to be a happy occasion, a reunion, and instead she felt utterly depressed and
        drained and sick of everything, especially Christmas.

    She’d decorated too early, that was it: the boys had begged and she’d
        given in and gone berserk with the fairy lights and silver tinsel and a droopy pine that
        would be brown and bald by Christmas Day.

    What the fuck.

    She’d been looking forward to seeing Virginia again because
        – why? Well, because she’d wanted to hear about the glamorous life, live it
        vicariously for an evening, gobble up all the exotic excitement of it and go to bed dreaming
        (of steamboats on the Mississippi, masks made of jewels and feathers, gorgeous black trumpet
        players with smoke hissing from their nostrils and cocks bulging through tight, shiny
        trousers – whatever). The real America. And she’d been given none of it. Just old
        books and burgers, and some guy called King Arthur who Virginia hadn’t even considered
        fucking, by the sounds of it. Some old lady novelist in a turban. Lots of dowdy librarian
        shit.

    Virginia was Gin, once upon a time, which was a bit bloody daring at
        their school. Gin Seton (sometimes Ninja Seton, sometimes just Miss G), Kim’s left-hand
        woman. She was the true rebel, of course, Kim: left to her own devices, Virginia would have
        been a bit quiet and scholarly – square, even. Gin Seton, rebel and outcast, was a
        creature of Kim’s devising, a testament to her towering, soaring, deviant imagination.

    One of their drama teachers at high school told them they were
        opposites, and Kim liked that: she’d known at once that it was true, too true. Virginia,
        this teacher said (this old hippie guy, with a long beard and a diamond stud in his ear),
        was too cautious. Kim, by contrast, was spontaneous. Fucking spontaneous.

    Clearly, it was still the case. Even though she was stuck here in
        Ranui (Ranui, of all places: end of the road, end of the world), Kim was still spontaneous.
        She was the one throwing caution to the four winds, bringing up gorgeous, free-spirited,
        independent boys (Huck and Whit, American heroes both), and painting savage and brilliant
        canvases by the ocean (well, the Tasman, but it was wilder than the Pacific, bleaker and
        colder and more arty, somehow). Living an ardent life – yes, here in Ranui, near
        the bloody bus stop, not quite country, not quite suburb, not quite anywhere in particular. 

    Just look at her: Virginia Seton, in full possession of her full name,
        tiptoeing through the tulips (long grass, whatever), neat and tidy and self-contained as
        ever, smiling her clever smile and patting the kids on the head like they were mongrel
        puppies – what was her deal? How’d she get to be so bloody pristine? Who was she
        to judge?

    She was seeing Richard tomorrow night, she said. Keeping everyone
        separate. She never mentioned she was seeing Richard the whole time they were in the bloody
        café, did she? Too busy insisting on paying for the coffee and turning her nose up at her
        old neighbourhood.

    Richard was probably going to the wedding on Saturday. It was probably
        going to be a double wedding. Virginia and Richard, Julia and what’s-his-name. And she, Kim,
        was not invited because she might lower the tone. (Mrs Seton had never liked her because she
        was such
        a bad influence.) Or maybe Richard couldn’t cope with her
        there, maybe that was it. Why marry uptight little Natalie Wood when you could have sultry,
        wild, glamorous Elizabeth Taylor?

    The thing about Virginia: she always seemed so pleasant. So
        well-bloody-spoken. Butter wouldn’t melt in her perfect, pink mouth. Let me see your
        paintings, she said. Let me say goodnight to the boys, she said. Let me help you with that.
        Let me, let me, let me. Let me go to university here and university there and get hand-outs
        and special treatment. Let me live in the world of novels and men and foreign places. Let me
        have friends from New York and houses in New Orleans and plane tickets at home waiting for
        me, every night, in my black bloody leather bloody personal organiser. Let me look askance
        at the speckled lino, the washing machine, the weeds, the collapsing Christmas tree, and
        think how far I’ve come, how far I’ve gone, how high I’ve risen.

    She didn’t know shit.

    She didn’t know what it was like to look at the same things every day
        and see something new in them, something extreme and wonderful, each time. The asphalt grey
        and crayon green of the hills. The bold, blank side of the sun on its way down. The goblin
        faces of two little boys with two different fathers and two different personalities and a
        thousand different ways of doing and saying the littlest things.

    And Kim raised her glass to those two different fathers, bless them
        both, bugger them both, forgetting which one came first and whether they left her or she
        left them, because it didn’t matter anyway.

    She was spontaneous and Virginia was not.

    Nick’s mother was a very nice woman, a very kind and
        good person, but just a little bit anxious – Julia could tell – about
        the number of Māori names on the list.

    Wait till she sees all the Māoris who don’t have
        Māori names, said Tim.

    She’ll be all right, said Heather. She’s just worried that there’ll be
        a lot of strange Māoris at the wedding. 

    All our relatives are strange, said Tim, pulling his washing out of
        the dryer. Not just the Māori ones. 

    (There’ll be speeches, impenetrable protocol, welcomes, challenges,
        farewells. They’ll stand wailing in a clump, swaying from side to side, waving greenery,
        brandishing sticks. Fall asleep on a mattress on the floor.)

    Perhaps she thinks they won’t fit in, Julia said.

    (Won’t know when to stand up and sit down in church. Won’t know how to
        look for their name card at the reception. Won’t know when to stop singing, stop drinking,
        stop talking. Won’t arrive on time.)

    Perhaps she thinks they’ll behave badly, Julia said.

    (That they’ll all arrive on motorbikes. They’ll have facial tattoos
        and hand-carved blue lettering on every knuckle. Wear grubby black clothes and necklaces
        made out of bone. Drink beer from a bottle. Come from the country.)

    Perhaps she just doesn’t know any Māoris, Julia said.

    (Only the Māoris who delivered her fridge; the
        Māoris who screamed past her car at the McLeod Road intersection; the
        Māoris who shuffled out of the TAB up at the Caltex Garage; the Māoris
        who dropped the cellophane from their cigarette packets onto the footpath outside the
        dairy.)

    How can she not know any Māoris? This isn’t Christchurch,
        said Heather. 

    She’s been reading too much Tolstoy, Tim said. You know –
        Māori families are all alike, but every Pākehā family is
        Pākehā in its own way.’

    I guess she’ll get over it, said Julia.

    She’d better get over it, said Heather. The wedding’s in two days.

    And Uncle Tahu’s planning a waiata, said Tim. Wrote it himself.
        Everyone’s been rehearsing it for weeks.

    Julia froze.

    To the tune of ‘Ten Guitars’, said Tim.

    I hope you’re bloody joking. Mum? Mum?

    Out of my hands, said Heather, trying not to laugh, thinking that her
        hat was bound to be bigger and more splendid than Leeander’s, and almost certainly less
        common.

    There was West City or Lynn Mall, which were both
        nearby, and there was St Luke’s, where Alice – sorry, Margie – had been
        before, but Virginia wanted to take her to Farmers.

    Virginia knew the giant Santa wasn’t up there any more because he was
        crumbling, someone said, too heavy and old to be lifted into place these days. Left lying in
        pieces in a warehouse in South Auckland, along with his super-size reindeer, and probably
        the sleigh that surfed the awning at George Court’s as well.

    But she was sure they’d find a genial, elderly approximation of Santa
        himself there on the fifth (sixth?) floor, the line of children stretching back to the
        escalators. The long minutes of waiting used to feel endless, despite the distractions of
        glass cases lining the route, filled with … something. She couldn’t even remember
        what. Fairytale figures, perhaps, or toys and, near the end, a green parrot that talked.
        Hector the talking parrot, in a cage or a case, though he wasn’t a real parrot. Nothing was
        real up there on the top floor of Farmers, except the line to see Santa and the line for
        sandwiches and cups of tea (overpriced, according to her mother; they were never allowed to
        eat there) and the tables by the big corner windows with their view of the broad blue
        harbour. 

    The most unreal thing of all was the best, of course: the giant
        toadstool in the centre of the children’s playground, tall as a tree, fire-engine red with
        giant white spots, just the way a toadstool should look. It seemed impervious to children’s
        kicks and tricycles’ knocks, the magical hub of the whole floor, the whole faded green
        building. She’d wanted to pedal around it, skip through it, for years after she was expelled
        from its garden for being too old, reduced to watching Julia and Rob enviously from behind
        the stunted white picket fence.

    Alice was unfamiliar with the toadstool, the parrot, the tea room with
        the wide, sunny view. She’d never been to Farmers at all. Leeander preferred Smith and
        Caughey’s.

    It was the furniture floor, Virginia remembered, that top floor, fifth
        or sixth. When they were children, they always thought it was odd. Rolled carpets,
        chocolate-coloured bedroom suites, grandfather clocks, all highly polished and forbidding.
        And then, just around the corner from the last curling, sucked-in step of the escalator,
        paradise.

    Even before they’d parked the car, Virginia could see the tall white
        boards encircling the ground floor, a long-armed yellow crane, a group of men in blue
        hard-hats looking up towards the windows.

    ‘It’s all closed up,’ said Alice. ‘Are they going to knock it over?’

    ‘Knock it down. I mean, pull it down,’ said Virginia, slowing the car.
        ‘I hope not. Let’s go have a look.’

    Hotel and apartments, one of the men told her, pointing to the
        real-estate sign above the hoardings.

    Virginia felt miserable, far more deflated than Alice looked. After
        all, Alice had never been to Farmers, never seen the toadstool. She was used to the generic
        bright lights and shop fronts of St Luke’s. Santa lived – or set up photo camp, at
        any rate – in a shopping mall, not in a corner of a magic playground.

    Virginia could not face the parking at St Luke’s.

    ‘This is ridiculous,’ she said. ‘Sorry, Alice – I mean,
        Margie. Shall we go and have a cold drink down on the waterfront?’

    Alice considered her options, sucking her lower lip with a wet
        squeaking sound.

    ‘Hmmm,’ she said. ‘Perhaps we could go and visit Tim. Is his house far
        away?’

    ‘No, not from here,’ said Virginia, thinking. 

    They crossed the street to the car park and climbed over the chain. 

    ‘Ten minutes or so. He only lives in Mt Eden.’

    ‘No, he doesn’t,’ said Alice. She leaned sideways against the back
        passenger door, waiting for Virginia to find the keys.

    ‘Are you sure?’ said Virginia, certain that Tim had said Prospect
        Terrace. 

    ‘Yes,’ said Alice. She wrenched open the car door. ‘He doesn’t live in
        Mt Eden. He lives in Squalor. Mum said.’

    ‘I see,’ said Virginia. ‘Well, Squalor’s not far away either.’

    She reversed the car out of its narrow space, the ticket between her
        teeth.

    ‘Just off Dominion Road,’ said Alice.

    Tim shared a shabby villa on Prospect Terrace with
        three other students, all of whom were home and sitting on the front verandah, feet up on
        the railing. Tim was sitting on the top step, smoking. Virginia waved to him as she got out
        of the car, and he hastily stubbed out his cigarette and tossed the butt into the grass. 

    ‘Surprise!’ shouted Alice, running up the path towards him. ‘We went
        to see Santa but he wasn’t there.’

    ‘Where?’ he asked, dusting off his jeans as he stood up. He lunged at
        Alice, scooping her off her feet. She wriggled and shrieked, kicking at him with her blue
        plastic jellies.

    ‘Farmers in town,’ said Virginia. ‘That whole roof garden is closed.’

    ‘I could have told you that,’ said Tim. ‘Why didn’t you go to St
        Luke’s? Next you’ll be off to the Civic to see a movie.’

    ‘What do you mean? The Civic’s closed?’

    ‘Welcome home, grandma.’ Tim crumpled Alice onto the ground. ‘Jinx,
        this is Sally, Dave and Ian.’ He pointed in turn at the bodies slumped on an assortment of
        chairs, none of which were intended for outdoor use. ‘This is my sister Virginia. You know
        Alice, of course. Scallywag. Troublemaker. Ruffian. Ouch!’

    ‘You the one that’s getting married?’ asked Sally. Her hair, Virginia
        noticed, was wrapped in a checked tea towel and she had dribbles of inky dye on her
        forehead.

    ‘No, that’s Julia. I’m the other one. The oldest.’

    ‘Want a beer?’ asked Ian or Dave; Virginia wasn’t sure which was
        which.

    ‘Yes, please,’ said Alice, bouncing onto a curved armchair that
        dribbled long threads and beige, foamy stuffing. Virginia sat down on a tall wooden stool.

    ‘You can cheer us up, then,’ said Tim. ‘We’re a bit depressed today.’

    ‘Why?’ asked Alice, swinging her legs.

    ‘No money,’ said Ian or Dave.

    ‘No sex,’ said Sally. She picked at the ragged shreds of skin around
        her fingernails.

    ‘The beer’s almost gone,’ said Dave or Ian, talking to the railing.

    ‘Not much house-painting work yet,’ said Tim. ‘Should pick up in the
        New Year. Bit of mowing.’

    ‘You can come to our house,’ said Alice. ‘There’s not much grass to
        mow but there’s lots of bush. You could weed it and then maybe you could paint the house.
        Red would be nice. Red with purple around the windows. And a yellow roof.’

    ‘Your mum would be thrilled with that,’ said Tim. ‘She’d have my guts
        for garters.’

    ‘You a bridesmaid?’ asked Sally, sucking on one of her fingers; it was
        bleeding.

    ‘Yes,’ said Virginia. She leaned forward and the stool rocked back and
        forth. ‘Sort of a last-minute addition, but yes, I am.’

    ‘I’m the flower girl,’ said Alice. ‘I go first.’

    ‘First is worst,’ said Tim, jabbing her. 

    ‘I’m off, then,’ said Dave or Ian, and the other one got up too. They
        squeezed past, heads bent, and clumped down the stairs.

    ‘Barmen at Valentines,’ said Tim.

    ‘God,’ said Virginia. ‘No wonder they’re depressed.’

    Sally stood up and ripped the tea towel off her head. Her hair, piled
        into a cone, was juicy with dye. She stumped into the dark passageway without saying a word.

    ‘Just broke up with Dave,’ said Tim in a low voice. ‘Why don’t you
        move to a better seat? Do you want some tea or juice or something?’

    ‘Have you got one of those small cartons?’ asked Alice in an eager,
        desperate voice. ‘With the little straw? I only want it if it’s in a small carton.’

    ‘You’re a small carton, you. You’re in luck, though. I nicked some
        from Mum’s place yesterday,’ said Tim, padding into the house.

    ‘First isn’t worst, is it?’ asked Alice anxiously. She pushed her
        small, round face into Virginia’s. 

    ‘It’s best,’ said Virginia, kissing Alice’s soft cheek, which smelled
        of plums and arrowroot biscuits and milky tea. 

    They sat with their feet on the verandah railing, watching Dave and
        Ian attempt a three-point turn in their pea-green Holden LX.

    ‘Here,’ said Tim from the door frame. He threw each of them a carton.
        ‘That’ll shut you up. Hey, Jinx?’

    ‘Hey, Tim?’

    ‘What is it you do exactly? I was trying to explain to the others and
        I couldn’t remember. Dad said you were an historian but Mum thought it was some book thing
        and Julia said you were a writer’s assistant.’

    ‘I’m glad they were all listening so carefully,’ said Virginia.
        ‘They’re all right, sort of. I work for an historical novelist called Margaret Dean
        O’Clare.’

    ‘Should I have heard of her?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘Sorry.’

    ‘I do basic historical research for her,’ Virginia explained.
        ‘Fact-checking, that sort of thing. Dates, wars, important people, political events. All the
        background stuff, to avoid anachronisms.’

    ‘So no literary stuff?’ 

    ‘Well, a bit. Sometimes I pass on stories. Sub-plots, usually, little
        twists. Nothing major. She uses them here and there, to flesh the plots out. So if you’ve
        got any stories you want broadcast to the world, let me know and I’ll give them to her when
        I get back. Names changed, of course.’

    ‘Is that it, then?’ said Tim. ‘I imagined you were some sort of ghost
        writer, doing all the real work behind the scenes.’

    ‘Not really. I’m behind the scenes, and I might write things down for
        her, but I’m not writing anything that goes in the books. Not directly.’

    ‘Are you her secretary?’ asked Alice.

    ‘No, not her secretary. Her researcher.’

    Alice looked suspicious, and Tim seemed rather sceptical as well.
        Virginia tried to think of something that would impress them.

    ‘Sometimes I suggest names for characters,’ she said. ‘And I gave
        Margaret the name for the book we’ve been working on this year.’

    ‘You thought up the name of her book?’ Alice’s eyes widened. ‘Did you
        just make it up?’

    ‘Sort of,’ said Virginia. ‘Well, not really. It means something to me,
        but it also works with the book’s subject. It’s called Queen of
            Beauty.’

    ‘That’s what she made us all call her when we were little,’ Tim told
        Alice. ‘Because she was the oldest we had to do everything she said, like kiss the hem of
        her dressing-gown.’

    ‘That was Julia,’ said Virginia, kicking her left foot at him. ‘At
        least, the dressing gown thing. Half of what Tim says is rubbish, Alice. You just have to
        work out which half.’

    Alice’s mouth was puckered around the miniature straw, scouring the
        little carton for the last drops of juice. She pulled it away from her mouth and smacked her
        lips.

    ‘I’ve got a book called that,’ she said. ‘The
            Queen of Beauty.’

    ‘Really?’

    ‘At home. I can’t tell you where I got it, though.’

    ‘Why not?’

    ‘She stole it,’ said Tim, ‘from the Te Atatu South library during a
        daring midnight raid.’

    ‘I don’t go to the Te Atatu South library,’ said Alice, and the
        haughtiness of her expression, Virginia thought, was Leeander’s exactly. ‘And I don’t need
        to steal anything. I can have anything I want. Dad said.’

    ‘He’s changed his tune,’ said Tim, raising his eyebrows at Virginia.
        ‘Tell him you want your wonderful big brother Tim to have a car and a new stereo.’

    ‘All right,’ said Alice. ‘What do you want, Virginia?’

    ‘To see your book,’ said Virginia. She curled her knees towards her
        chin and hugged them. ‘The Queen of Beauty.’

    ‘Is that all?’ asked Alice.

    ‘Typical,’ Tim said. He drained his beer. ‘Your oldest sister, Alice,
        is an aesthete.’

    ‘What’s that?’

    ‘She only cares about art.’

    ‘This isn’t an art book,’ explained Alice. ‘It has some pictures,
        though, in black and white.’

    ‘Even better,’ said Tim, standing up and stretching. ‘Virginia loves
        things in black and white, especially movies.’

    ‘You’ll be in black and white on Saturday,’ said Virginia. ‘Black tie,
        isn’t it, for the wedding party?’

    ‘I’ll look like a fucking waiter,’ said Tim.

    ‘You said fucking!’ shouted Alice, her face bright with shock and
        delight. ‘You’re not supposed to swear in front of me!’

    ‘Don’t tell your mother,’ said Virginia and Tim at the same time, and
        Alice, with the broadest of smiles, promised that she wouldn’t, as long as she could have
        another individual carton of apple juice.

    Weddings and funerals, said Heather. Weddings and
        funerals. That’s the time everyone and everything comes out of the woodwork. Like at your
        grandmother’s funeral, when suddenly it all came out about your grandfather’s first wife.

    What are you talking about?

    You know, about your granddad, your Granddad Seton, having another
        wife before your Granny.

    What are you talking about?

    Auntie Hattie said it, said Heather. You don’t remember it because you
        were – how old? – eight, nine. Probably asleep; it was such a long day,
        that day, with all the services and the singing and the driving. Yes, Hattie said it. Nobody
        else knew anything about it, just Hattie. She was the one who knew everything. She mentioned
        it in passing, almost; when we were walking down the hill, I think it was. 

    Or driving, that was it, when we were driving back through Errington,
        and we asked her if she wanted to stop at the cemetery, the one on the Errington side, the
        Pākehā cemetery, to visit her parents’ graves. James and Bella. 

    She was a right one, that Bella, according to your Granny. A hard
        woman, by the sounds of it, but she had a hard life, I suppose, in those days. Never took to
        your Granny, that’s what Mary told me. But old Bella was kind to your Dad and the girls, by
        all accounts, though her favourite grandchild was Hattie’s boy Julius, apparently, the one
        who died doing his National Service. Horrible boy, your Dad said, spoiled rotten. Pasty. Joe
        Blair used to rough him up. 

    So what did Hattie say, exactly?

    Can’t remember now: something about your Granddad’s first wife.
        They’re all there, she said, when we asked her about visiting the cemetery. The parents, the
        grandparents, Gus Seton, Jenny and her husband Dick Blair, Bob and Sarah – they
        were Joe’s parents. Bob and your Granddad were great friends in their youth, so Mary told me
        once. First cousins, best friends. Long dead, the lot of them. All buried up there, on the
        Errington side, the Setons and the Blenheims and the Blairs. Not Hattie’s husband, come to
        think of it: they cremated him and sprinkled his ashes at the racecourse, apparently. And
        that Julius has a plaque at Waikumete, God knows why. But we were driving along and she came
        over all sad. Ashen faced. They’re all there, she said, except my Fred and my Julius.
        Waikumete, she said. And then, quite suddenly she said, and John’s first wife.

    What else?

    Just that, really. Said Waikumete again, and I asked her when it was,
        when your Grandad was married, and she got quite vague. Said it wasn’t a long marriage, just
        a few months. Easter, she said, before he went up north – too many years ago to
        remember. I asked her who she was, this first wife, and Auntie Hattie just looked out the
        window, didn’t say much else the rest of the way home. I didn’t press her on it. You can’t,
        can you? Those oldies’ll tell you what they want, when they want: Mum’s the same way. 

    Part of me thought that Hattie might be losing it, you know, getting
        things wrong, going squiffy up there. I didn’t want to make a big deal of it, not with your
        Dad the way he was. He’d buried both his parents in the space of three months. It wasn’t
        really the moment for skeletons – well, you know what I mean.

    What about later?

    There wasn’t much later, as it turned out. You must remember: she had
        her stroke that Christmas, and she was silent as the grave – sorry –
        after that. Didn’t last long, not talking. Poor old Hattie. I thought nothing would ever
        shut her up. She went so quickly, really, having been so big and loud and robust all those
        years. Do you remember when we finally got around to scattering her ashes?

    At the Parnell Rose Gardens.

    I’m still not sure it was the right thing to do. The right place, I
        mean. Though she did love it there. She always said it was like a proper English garden, not
        that she’d ever been to England.

    It was the week after my tenth birthday.

    So it was, so it was. Maybe we should have buried her up at Errington,
        with her parents. But she only ever went there for funerals, really; all her life was in
        Auckland. And she asked to be cremated, you know. We were following her wishes. You wouldn’t
        dare do anything else with Hattie, would you? 

    Mary and John, then Auntie Hattie. Then Auntie Pourua, Arapeta French,
        Uncle Pat. Auntie Ka and Tom Te Puni, Uncle Charlie – the old bugger –
        and Joyce, too, all gone, one after the other. It’s hard to believe that none of your Dad’s
        aunties and uncles are left. They were all the family I had as well, you know. I can barely
        remember my own grandparents, back in Falkirk. I never thought they’d all be gone so soon.
        None of them here to see you girls get married. And you probably don’t even remember
        Ngātea, do you?

    No.

    Richard called for Virginia not long after seven and
        drove her to a restaurant on the North Shore.

    He’d grown into himself, Virginia thought, in the six years since
        she’d seen him last. He wasn’t hunched and clumsy any more – less boyish, she
        supposed. He’d come straight from work, he said, explaining away the well-tailored blue suit
        and the tie he’d pulled off and thrown onto the back seat of his car. Steel-rimmed glasses
        and a glimpse of cufflinks: so professional and adult, but still Richard, whatever Richard
        was.

    ‘You look smart,’ she told him, and he raised his eyebrows in
        response.

    ‘So do you,’ he said. Virginia had decided to wear the wedding-reject
        linen dress. It was almost the first time she’d worn anything but shorts since she came
        home, and the fabric rolled over her knees and calves like flimsy sacking, scratching at her
        bare skin.

    ‘What is it, again?’ she asked, looking over her shoulder at his tie
        and briefcase. ‘That thing you do.’

    ‘Corporate law, like your brother,’ he said. ‘What’s your mother done
        to her hair?’

    ‘Gone grey,’ said Virginia. ‘Gone crazy with the wedding. I think you
        might know Julia’s fiancé, by the way. Nick Simich. He’s a cousin of Andy Simich’s.’

    Richard shook his head. ‘I’m out of touch with the old crowd,’ he
        said. ‘Got a house in Freeman’s Bay now. Close to work.’

    ‘Yeah, you said.’ Virginia nodded, smiled up at him.

    And although it had been six years, they sat talking or not talking as
        if it had been six weeks, or six months, because so much of their lives had been spent
        sitting just like this, side by side in the front seat of a car, driving up Edmonton Road,
        along Te Atatu Road and across the causeway towards the lights of the city.

    It would be the most beautiful of cakes, even if she
        did say so herself.

    It would be both tasteful and inspired, a tower of white chocolate
        icing dripping exquisitely frosted, vibrantly yellow kowhai flowers, a slender blue and gold
        tartan ribbon edging each of the four tiers, with a subtle yet clearly visible pattern of
        grapevines delicately worked into each sheer white side. Everyone’s heritage –
        Kiwi, Dally and Scots – accounted for.

    This was the kind of thing Leeander did best, not that anyone in the
        family realised that, not that anyone was particularly grateful (and not that she baked the
        cake herself, as such; she was more the creative director of the shop than the head cook).
        People were prepared to pay top dollar for this kind of thing. Theme baking was all the
        rage, now that New Zealand had finally broken free from the tyranny of fruitcake and
        marzipan. She’d even suggested that Julia might like a more outlandish and imaginative sort
        of cake, like the groom’s cake that was so popular in America (she’d read all about it in
            Martha Stewart Living): maybe in the shape of a
        television, because Nick was a media buyer at an advertising agency, or a computer mouse,
        because Julia was a graphic designer, or even – and this would have been a
            tour de force, make no mistake – the
        Devonport ferry, which was where he proposed. Now that would have been a real style
        statement – for once, a wedding worth remembering. 

    But no: theme cakes were pooh-poohed, even by Jim, who laughed so much
        at her suggestions that he choked on his seven-grain toast (served him right) and had to be
        thumped on the back by Alice. They were all living in the past, that lot – all
        living in West Auckland, actually. It would help, she supposed, if one’s own husband didn’t
        refer to it as ‘your cake shop’, but that didn’t excuse the rest of them. Especially Julia,
        who was getting a $900 original free of charge.

    They had no idea that people were lining Jervois Road, scrambling on
        their hands and knees from the very best villas in St Mary’s Bay, to get their orders in for
        one of Leeander’s creations. She’d been rushed off her feet this winter making cakes for
        Baradene debutantes; and as for celebrity weddings, well – let’s put it this way:
        there wasn’t a TVNZ newsreader or cast member of Shortland
        Street who hadn’t been through her shop with tongues and credit cards out. And
        even though she’d been in the new location less than eighteen months she’d placed second in
        the Metro poll for Best Specialty Food Purveyor.

    Stick that in your New Zealand Woman’s
        Weekly.

    ‘I wanted to tell you, in person,’ Richard said,
        shifting the things left on the table (salt and pepper, votive candle, dessert spoon),
        arranging them on the cloth in a different, tidier configuration. ‘Even though it seems
        rather irrelevant now, doesn’t it? After all this time.’

    ‘There’s nothing to tell,’ said Virginia. She wanted to smack his
        hands, stop them from moving everything, picking things up and putting them down as though
        he alone knew how they should be positioned. Now he was brushing away invisible crumbs,
        cleaning a broad white space, a no-man’s-land, in the space between his forearms.

    ‘Well,’ he said, making the briefest of faces to let Virginia know she
        was wrong.

    ‘Really, I don’t want to go through old things,’ she said. ‘It’s all
        behind us now, one way or another, and that wasn’t why I wanted to see you. Let’s be
        grown-up and civilised. There’s no point in going over old stuff.’

    ‘Might clear the air.’

    ‘There’s no air to be cleared,’ she said, but the room around her felt
        stuffy. They were sitting too close to the wood-burning pizza oven, that was it. (Gourmet
        pizza: the scourge of Auckland, her father said.) She wished they’d bring the coffee, take
        away the dessert plates, get the whole thing over and done with.

    ‘Look,’ said Richard, bending down towards his pristine white patch of
        cloth. ‘Let me just say this one thing and we can leave it at that. Sleeping with Kim
        …’

    ‘Richard …’

    ‘It was only that one time, and I completely regretted it afterwards,
        and, looking back, I probably only did it to try and hurt you in some way because you were
        leaving the country and abandoning me. That’s what it felt like, anyway.’

    ‘I know all this. You really don’t need to bring it up again.’

    ‘But I’ve never had the chance to say it to your face. In person, I
        mean. Letters aren’t the same.’

    ‘OK.’ Virginia’s left eye twitched; she raised a hand to shade it,
        gently fingering the lid. Her eyeshadow felt sticky, as though it was melting.

    ‘And the thing is, I couldn’t help asking myself, you know. If I
        hadn’t done it, would things have been different. Maybe you’d have come back, you know,
        sooner. Maybe we would have just picked things up again, where we left off.’

    ‘But we wouldn’t have. We were both ready to move on. We weren’t even
        that upset, don’t you remember? We were too young to be stuck with each other for ever and
        ever; we both thought that. I was going away, and that was the natural break.’

    ‘But what if you hadn’t been going away? Maybe it wasn’t a natural
        break at all. Maybe it was imposed and unnatural.’

    ‘It was completely natural. Admit it: you’ve never regretted it for a
        minute.’

    ‘Not true. I regret it all the time.’

    ‘Well, I’m afraid I don’t,’ said Virginia. Everything about him
        irritated her tonight: his stubborn squabbling, his table-cleaning, the way he wasn’t
        sitting on the tails of his jacket properly to keep it from riding up around his shoulders.
        And why was he still wearing a jacket, anyway? It was hotter than hell in this place. ‘Not
        ever.’

    ‘I don’t believe you,’ he said, sitting back and folding his arms. 

    ‘Kim sends her love, by the way,’ said Virginia, trying to make her
        voice sound defiant, hard. ‘I saw her yesterday. We’re getting together next week as well.’

    ‘I don’t believe you.’

    ‘Wednesday, I think it is.’

    ‘If it had been as easy as you say, then we wouldn’t have had these
        stupid years of silence, would we? There wouldn’t have been any estrangement, would there?’

    ‘I was in another country. There wasn’t silence. Just distance.’

    ‘That’s it? No phone calls, no letters.’

    ‘I sent you Christmas cards,’ she said. 

    The waiter sidled towards them with a tray of coffee. Richard pushed
        all his carefully placed objects out of the way, back to the far side of the table, to make
        room for the cups. They waited for the waiter to walk away.

    ‘Thanks for those, by the way,’ he said sarcastically. ‘You were
        always good at remembering Christmas.’

    ‘I don’t want to have this argument with you,’ said Virginia. Her head
        bowed over the table; it felt heavy, over-full. ‘I don’t want to drink this coffee or sit in
        this restaurant or have this argument. I’m tired and I’d really like to go home.’

    ‘I’m sorry,’ said Richard, and he did look it, Virginia could concede
        that much. His face drooped. ‘I’m really sorry. That’s all I wanted to say.’

    His brown eyes (which she used to say, to annoy him, looked like a
        dog’s) were murky, vague, fixed on nothing in particular. 

    ‘Let’s not argue,’ she said softly. ‘Not after all this time. Let’s
        just forgive each other for everything and be done with it.’

    She reached a hand across the table and let it rest on one of his. She
        squeezed his fingers. His hand was warm.

    ‘OK,’ he said, signalling for the bill with the other hand. ‘I don’t
        want to argue. That’s not why I wanted to see you, either. Look, do you want to try again,
        next week? This shouldn’t be it, you know.’

    ‘I know,’ said Virginia untruthfully; she didn’t know what would be
        different next week or next month. What had happened, or not happened, was fixed in time.
        Going over everything again and again wouldn’t change a thing. 

    ‘Next week, then.’

    ‘Next week’s fine. Get the wedding out of the way and then I’m free.
        Maybe we could go to the movies?’ 

    Virginia wished she was at the movies right then and there, sitting in
        the dark, staring into nothing, escaping into a story. Pretending she was somewhere else,
        pretending she was home.

    ‘I thought we could go out for a few drinks,’ he said. ‘Near my place,
        perhaps, in Ponsonby. Good people-watching. It’s busier than ever these days along Ponsonby
        Road. You won’t recognise it. Lots of great new bars and cafés.’

    ‘So I’ve heard,’ said Virginia, pushing her chair back, ready to
        spring out of it the second the bill was paid, and escape outside into the thin, insistent
        breeze.

    People always said they looked alike, Virginia Seton
        and Tania French. Their grandmothers were sisters, and both the granddaughters had the look
        of the eldest Grey girls about them – something to do with their mouths, their
        eyes, the way they held themselves. But Tania’s skin was darker (I’m more Māori
        than you, she used to tell Virginia, back in the ‘Mystery Date’ days) and nowadays she
        seemed older than Virginia rather than a year younger – more grown-up, Virginia
        thought – because she had a daughter, Lily, who was nearly eleven.

    ‘And a right madam she is too,’ said Tania. ‘Nearly as tall as me and
        twice as cheeky as I was at her age. Precocious doesn’t begin to describe it. She’s really
        gutted about not being invited to the wedding – had her outfit all picked out. You
        know: clogs, knickers, necklace, the lot. So, where shall we start? This list is as long as
        the phone book.’

    They’d met up in Mt Eden, at the Julia-approved kitchenware store, its
        white walls stacked high with shining aluminium and crystal and enamel. Tania had been there
        before, she said, just looking; she’d been impressed most of all by the shopping bags, grey
        with white-ribbon handles, which seemed unnecessarily chic for pots and pans.

    ‘But perhaps I’ve been coarsened,’ she muttered to Virginia, ‘by too
        many visits to Pak ’N Save.’

     ‘A lot of it must be taken already,’ said Virginia, staring down at
        the computer printout she’d been handed at the counter. ‘How about glassware? Or china?’

    ‘How about something cheap?’

    ‘First floor.’

    They trooped past display cases of Czech champagne flutes and English
        crockery, and scampered up the staircase. From the back, Tania looked like a schoolgirl,
        Virginia thought; she was still lithe and athletic in her skinny T-shirt and cropped jeans,
        a long dark plait of hair swinging between her shoulder blades, the heels of her mules
        clicking on each of the stairs.

    ‘It’s like the United Nations in here, said Tania. ‘Italian coffee
        machines, French frying pans. The tea towels are probably from the Philippines.’

    ‘There must be a kauri cheese board or two somewhere,’ said Virginia,
        looking around the room. ‘Not on Julia’s list, though. How about the sushi platter and
        carved chopstick set?’

    ‘Very Pacific Rim of her,’ said Tania.

    ‘They’re really into Japanese takeaways, Nick was telling me.’

    ‘Speaking of Asians,’ said Tania. She lifted an olive oil decanter,
        rolled her eyes at the price and placed it back on the shelf. ‘My auntie Sue – you
        know, my Mum’s sister – she was at my Mum and Dad’s last weekend. I dropped Lily
        off there because I needed to go to St Luke’s to get some of her Christmas presents before
        the place goes completely wild. She wants some lip gloss stuff and this feather boa collar
        thing – basically, she likes anything that makes her look like a trashy pop star.
        Anyway, when my auntie heard I was going to St Luke’s, you know what she said? ‘Watch out
        for the Asians.’ I didn’t understand what she meant at first. I thought she was warning me
        to mind my handbag. So I said to her: ‘What, are there Asian gangs marauding the shopping
        centres of Auckland? Should I keep an eye out for pickpockets?’ And she gave me a funny
        look, like I was soft in the head, and said: “No. Just Asians”.’

    ‘And you should just watch out for them?’ asked Virginia, and they
        both laughed.

    ‘Exactly. Basically, they’re not to be trusted,’ said Tania, picking
        up a pepper grinder in each hand and tipping them upside down. ‘Asians are the new
        Polynesians, but worse. That’s what people think. You know, at least the Polynesians are
        sort of like Māoris. Brown and affable and overweight. They like playing cricket
        and rugby, picnics at the beach, that kind of thing. But Asians – they’re
        completely alien. Who knows what they’re up to.’

    ‘Collecting shellfish out of season, you mean?’

    ‘Yes, but even more dire than that: driving expensive cars, buying
        houses in Remuera, filling up private schools, taking all the places at university.’

    ‘Ah, I see. Rich Polynesians.’

    ‘With poor driving skills, no interest in assimilating, and bags of
        money. It’s the post-colonial nightmare.’

    ‘At least they’re injecting money into the economy,’ said Virginia.
        ‘Isn’t that a good thing?’ 

    ‘Not to mention opening lots of really great Asian restaurants and
        markets,’ said Tania.

    Virginia checked the list for the next group of items. ‘You want to
        look at tablecloths, place-mats and napkins?’

    ‘If you think I could get away with it. You know, I bet Julia calls
        them napkins, too. She’s such a snob, your sister.’

    ‘We all are,’ said Virginia. ‘You don’t have to get her anything if
        you don’t want to. She probably won’t notice. They’ve had a truckload of stuff from Nick’s
        side of the family already. One of his uncles gave them a washing machine.’

    ‘Oh, she’ll notice all right,’ said Tania. ‘Actually, I think I’ve
        decided. I’m going to go for the pestle and mortar. Or is it a mortar and pestle? Anyway,
        it’s the perfect gift for Julia. It costs more than it should, she’ll hardly ever use it,
        and it’s symbolic of how she’s ground us down over the years.’

    ‘She’s not that bad,’ said Virginia, laughing. 

    ‘You’ve always been a softie.’

    ‘She’s the only sister I’ve got. Well, except for Alice.’

    ‘Have one of mine,’ said Tania. ‘One’s in France, thinking she’s hot
        shit, and the other one’s in Auckland, thinking – well, she thinks she’s hot shit
        too, actually.’

    ‘Come on, we have to pay downstairs. And then let’s go for a coffee.’

    Tania picked up the pestle and mortar and sniffed inside the bowl.
        ‘What are you buying, by the way?’

    ‘One of those copper-based pans, I think. I want to get Julia
        something that’ll last for ever. Something she can’t break, or throw away by accident.’

    ‘Something she can hit Nick over the head with,’ said Tania, following
        Virginia down the staircase. ‘Nothing lasts for ever, by the way.’ She raised her voice.
        ‘Not even nuclear waste or Tupperware. Hey Gin, if you don’t want it, can I have the bag?’

    A shop assistant in a blue-striped apron stopped what she was doing
        (packing a Villeroy and Boch sugar bowl in an elegant grey gift box) and gave them both a
        long, cold look.

    Even though she was a member of the wedding, Alice
        wasn’t allowed to come to the rehearsal dinner. It would be two late nights in a row and
        that, apparently, was a bad thing. Though if it was such a bad thing, Alice thought, they
        could have had tonight’s party ages ago or even last Saturday, when they weren’t invited
        anywhere and there was nothing on television and they had to go to the video shop, as her
        mother said, to keep from dying of boredom.

    It wasn’t fair.

    But there was one good thing about this evening: Virginia was staying
        the night. There wasn’t much room at Heather’s because Julia had decided to sleep there
        tonight, even though she only lived in Grey Lynn, and one of her bridesmaids was there too,
        and all sorts of other people who were uncles and aunties and unbearable, her mother said,
        especially Stuart who was a drongo and Fleur who had thick ankles and should always wear
        trousers and boots, even in the summertime.

     Virginia came to her room to kiss her goodnight before they left for
        the party.

    You have to read to me, said Alice. Just for five minutes, from the
        book I was telling you about. It’s a very special book. Mrs Croft lent it to me. Don’t tell
        Mum.

    What a beautiful book, said Virginia.

    Yes, it is, isn’t it, said Alice. Mrs Croft says I have to be careful
        with it because it’s very old and belonged to her mother in Scotland.

    Ethel Irving, said Virginia, reading the inscription.

    She’s dead now, said Alice.

    She was my great-grandmother, said Virginia. Mrs Croft’s mother.

    Hmmm, said Alice, not believing her.

    
        Presented to Ethel Irving together with a First Class Prize for Good
            Attending. December, 1909.
    

    I’ve read it before, said Alice. Heaps of times. There’s a wedding at
        the end. That’s the best bit. Will you read it?

    
        In the grand white drawing room stood the priest who was to perform
            the ceremony, Prince Elfrestan, all the inmates of the Palace, and the guests who had
            been invited. Never had Bonnibelle looked more lovely, though she wore a plain morning
            dress of white cambric; her beautiful hair fell like a golden cloud around her, and at
            the last moment her mother had thrown over her head a rich lace veil which completely
            covered her.
    

    Like Julia, said Alice. Except her hair isn’t a golden cloud.

    A dark cloud, perhaps, said Virginia.

    Read the end bit, said Alice. That explains everything.

    
        Thus everything went smoothly in Bangpopolis, and very soon the
            Princess Bonnibelle, by her amiability, her devotion to her husband, her kindness to the
            people, and her attention to Baby, earned for herself the title of Queen of Hearts in
            addition to that of – Queen of Beauty.
    

    That’s why it’s called that, you see, said Alice. She’s the Queen of
        Beauty. You don’t find out till the end, though.

    Queen of Beauty. Fancy that, said Virginia. 

    Told you, said Alice.

    Nothing’s new, said Virginia.

    I like old things, said Alice. Like this book, and Mrs Croft. Are you
        old?

    Not really, said Virginia. Quite old, I suppose. Nearly thirty.

    Old as, said Alice. Are you an old maid?

    No, said Virginia. I’m not. And anyway, people don’t say things like
        ‘old maid’ any more.

    They do at my school, said Alice, and she snuggled down into her
        sheets and pointed to the special hiding place for The Queen of
            Beauty, in the bottom shelf of the wardrobe under the spare pillow and the
        soft yellow blanket she’d slept under when she was just a tiny wee baby.

    Nick’s mother was a very nice woman, and Nick’s
        father was a very nice man, and they had an extremely loose definition of the term
        ‘immediate family’, so there were more people at the party than Virginia had expected. She
        could tell that Nana thought it a peculiar sort of rehearsal dinner: more like a rowdy
        wine-tasting with canapés and Frank Sinatra and a good deal of ice-cold Sauvignon Blanc.

    The house looked quite different to Virginia. It was too crowded to
        get much sense of the shape of it, anyway, and the main thing she remembered, the square
        central courtyard, was filled with a jungle of plants pressing in at the glass. There
        appeared to be no way through the thicket; it wasn’t so much a patio any more as a giant,
        overgrown container.

    ‘We would have had a barbecue,’ said Gina Simich, shouting to be
        heard, reaching over to fill Virginia’s glass. ‘But the weather’s been so funny, and it
        seemed too much, really. And just as well. Look at it now. Poor Julia.’

    Dense, driving rain poured into the courtyard, shaking the giant
        bushes and rubbing waxy leaves against the glass of the living-room windows.

    ‘It’s supposed to clear,’ said Virginia, though she had no real idea
        of how soon the rain would pass; she was simply repeating something her father had said to
        Leeander in the car.

    Julia, dressed in see-through layers of black, her hair pulled back
        tight from her wan face, walked towards them. She beckoned wildly towards Virginia.

    ‘Jinx,’ she called. ‘There’s someone I want you to meet.’

    Virginia shuffled forwards, squeezing past Auntie Fleur’s backside and
        a flower arrangement protruding from a side table.

    ‘Actually, I believe you two have already met.’ Julia pulled
        Virginia’s glass out of her hand and gulped a mouthful of wine. ‘Jinx, this is Andy Simich.
        Andy, my sister Virginia.’

    ‘Hello,’ said Virginia, smiling at the stranger in front of her.

    ‘Hey,’ said Andy. He looked at least forty, she thought, though he
        couldn’t have been more than a year or two older than she was. His hair had faded rather
        than disappeared, but what was left was still dark and moist-looking, slicked back from his
        wide tanned forehead. He was shorter than she remembered. In fact, without the introduction,
        she wouldn’t have recognised him at all.

    ‘I’m a friend of Richard Soljan’s,’ she said. ‘We came here once, back
        when we were at high school.’

    ‘Really?’ he said in a non-committal tone, looking past her shoulder
        and out around the room.

    ‘It was ages ago. I’m sure you don’t remember.’

    ‘Hey, you know, you look familiar.’

    ‘That’s because she looks like me,’ said Julia. ‘We’re sisters, you
        know.’

    ‘Well, sure! Yeah!’ said Andy, bending his knees a little, ducking his
        head. Who was he trying to look at on the other side of the room?

    ‘We were all very drunk,’ said Virginia.

    Andy laughed. ‘Sounds familiar,’ he said, and he shifted his weight
        from one foot to another (still couldn’t keep still, Virginia thought). ‘So, big day
        tomorrow, eh?’

    ‘This fucking rain better stop pronto,’ said Julia.

    ‘Oh, it will, it will,’ said Andy. ‘Hey, Virginia! Great to see you
        again. I better go circulate. Family, you know?’

    ‘Oh, of course,’ said Virginia. She smiled at him.

    ‘See you tomorrow, right?’ Andy winked, and then shot at each of them
        with cocked revolver fingers.

    ‘Tomorrow,’ said Virginia, winking back.

    ‘Told you he was bald,’ said Julia, watching him go. ‘Is he the same,
        otherwise?’

    ‘Maybe,’ said Virginia. She finished off her wine and looked for
        somewhere to put the glass. ‘I’ll go hang out in the toilet for a bit, see if he comes in
        for a grope.’

    ‘What?’ Julia jabbed at a piece of grated carrot marooned on her sheer
        black front.

    ‘Virginia, would you mind helping me pass around the smoked salmon?’
        said Gina behind her. ‘We’ve got all this food and nobody’s eating.’

    ‘Of course,’ said Virginia, and she passed Julia her empty glass.

    ‘Bring it on, Mrs Simich,’ said Tim, who had found the bar: he carried
        three sweating bottles of beer. 

    ‘Tim, don’t drink all the beer,’ said Julia.

     ‘Where’s the hangi pit going, Mrs Simich?’ asked Tim. ‘At the
        wedding, I mean. Is there room for it under one of the grapevines?’

    ‘I know you’re having me on,’ said Gina. ‘Isn’t he, Virginia? Your
        mother’s told me all about you, Timothy. She says you’re a bit of a joker.’

    ‘Oh, don’t listen to her,’ he said. ‘She says all sorts of things, old
        Heather. It’s the menopause. She even tells people that I was born of a jackal.’

    ‘What was that?’ Gina leaned towards Tim, pushing her hair back behind
        her right ear.

    ‘Born of a jackal, Mrs Simich,’ he shouted, bending sharply towards
        her, his wet lips touching – and Virginia and Julia stood watching it all happen,
        in horrifying close-up and slow motion – the elegant, pale curve of Gina’s right
        ear lobe.

    ‘I’ll just go and get that smoked salmon,’ said Gina, and she scuttled
        away up the steps, dabbing at her damp ear with a handful of glossy black hair. 

    Rob drove Virginia home after the party, waiting
        outside Jim and Leeander’s house, his lights on full beam, until she unlocked the door and
        stepped inside.

    The house was in darkness except for the lamp at the foot of the
        stairs and the dim hint of light from the bedroom upstairs where she’d left her things. Jim
        and Leeander had been back, and in bed, for more than an hour.

    She climbed the stairs slowly; Alice had warned her that the pale pine
        boards were slippery. And on the way up there was Leeander’s gallery to admire, or peer at
        anyway, in the hall’s twilight: family memorabilia sorted and framed and displayed on the
        wall. You had to hand it to Leeander, really. She was proud of the family she’d married
        into, proud of all the tūpuna, even if some of the present-day members weren’t
        quite up to snuff.

    There was Alice’s school photo from a year or two ago: her front teeth
        were missing, her hair in silly pigtails that jutted out like horns from her little pixie
        face. And Leeander and Jim’s wedding photo, taken at the Winter Gardens, with all of the
        kids crowding in, everyone in absolutely terrible clothes. Julia not smiling, Rob putting on
        a brave face. Tim, who was twelve and hadn’t grown yet, crossing his eyes. Virginia looking
        away, just at the wrong moment: she’d been distracted by Tania’s little girl, Lily, who was
        determined to pitch herself headfirst into, suitably enough, the lily pond.

    There were some great old photos here. Hard to believe they’d been
        stuffed in a cupboard for years (Leeander had described her dramatic rescue mission in a
        letter) and left to curl and turn yellow. That one of Granny and Auntie Ngātea and
        Auntie Pourua, laughing girls with great bushes of hair; Virginia remembered that one from
        the old house. A beautiful, hand-coloured one of Auntie June in some sort of Spanish
        costume: one of her light opera roles. June’s face was artificially rosy, as pink as her
        peasant skirt, but she looked really happy, smiling her brilliant smile. That flashing
        smile, those smooth black curls – that’s how Virginia remembered her. It was so
        long now that everything else – the things they did together, or the sound of her
        voice – was gone.

    Her grandfather’s lifesaving medals were all polished and organised
        behind glass. She’d never seen them like that before; Jim used to keep them in a small black
        case in his sock drawer. And framed in black, the story from the newspaper, dated 24
        December 1923, about the rescue at sea. Virginia leaned forward to read it, nodding; she’d
        remembered the details of the man falling overboard pretty well. The other part, not in the
        article, about Granny and Uncle Charlie riding their horses over the hill and seeing the
        funny-looking Pākehā all wet and dripping – well, nobody
        needed to write that down. It was a family favourite. She’d heard Jim telling the story to
        Nick the night of the barbecue (Nick nodding respectfully, hands behind his back), and Alice
        had taken the medals to school one day, apparently, and told the whole thing –
        rescue, chance sighting, romance and happily ever after – from memory.

    Virginia slipped into her room and quietly shut the door. The bedroom
        was cool and the rain seemed to have cleared the air, but she still felt overheated from the
        party. She climbed into bed with difficulty; the sheets were as tight and unforgiving as a
        hotel room’s.

    She picked up a book and put it down. Leeander had stacked some back
        issues of New Zealand House & Garden and
            Cuisine on a blanket chest in the corner, but
        Virginia couldn’t be bothered getting up. Margaret’s proofs were there on the floor, right
        next to the bed. She picked them up and flicked through the pages, looking for the river
        scene.

    Maybe David Klein could give her a job, a real job. Maybe she should
        simply call him when she got back and ask for one, just like that. Out of the blue. They
        hadn’t met, but he was sure to have heard all about her from Margaret, knew what she could
        do. Maybe he’d be impressed by her initiative, her determination, her can-do attitude. Maybe
        he’d say something like: I admire your spunk, kid – we need people like you in New
        York!

    And maybe there’d be a parade down Fifth Avenue in her honour, the day
        she arrived.

    Virginia smiled to herself and burrowed down under her sheets with the
        proofs in her hands.

    
        The treacherously dark water churned around him, licking at his
            strong, supple forearms as they pulsed through the muddy waves of the great river. With
            a twist of his hollowed face, sculpted by the sickness into an uncanny approximation of
            a pallid tombstone angel, Alcée gasped for air, the somnolent night filling his lungs
            with nothing but dense, steamy vapor.
    

    
        The distance was deceptive. But finally, his quivering hand,
            outstretched in one last, superhuman effort, made contact with Philippe’s sinking body,
            dragged by its own drunken weight below the sloshing surface and down towards the
            river’s bottomless abyss. Damn Philippe, he muttered, pulling his brother’s insensible
            form towards him through the heaving water. It was a long and arduous journey back to
            the steamboat, where hundreds of anguished faces crowded the decks, their eyes
            desperately straining into the blackness of the water and the night.
    

    
        ‘He’s got him!’ someone shouted, and Alcée heard the distant sound
            of echoing applause and ragged cheers. He swam towards it, gripping his brother’s heavy
            collar in his right hand. Never again, he swore to himself. He would not, could not
            serve as his brother’s keeper a day longer. When they reached New Orleans in the
            morning, he’d make his own way in the world. The Crescent City would be his turning
            point. There, his new life, his true life, would begin.
    

    Virginia reached over to the bedside table for a biro and asterisked
        the margin. 

    ‘Surely abyss bottomless by definition?’ she wrote. She returned the
        pages to the floor by her bed and turned off the light.








IV
    
Whakatangi (1922)
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    All you need in life, said Uncle Dick, making an impromptu,
        unscheduled, slurry speech at the reception, is a nice sunny day just like today and a cold
        drink or two at the end of it. 

    (He’s off, said Auntie Jenny, covering her face with one freckled
        hand. Make him stop, someone. Shut him up.)

    And I hope you’re as happy together as me and my Jenny here have been
        these twenty-five years.

    (Twenty-six. He can’t even count. We got married in 1896.)

    And as happy as your good old Mum and Dad over there …
        where are they? Jim, Bella? Oh, there. There you are. Right under my nose.

    (Who are you calling old, Dick Blair? I’m younger than you are, mate.)

    So, well, then …

    (Sit down, Dad, Bob Blair shouted from the back, squeezing his wife’s
        soft thigh under the table. Someone take his teeth out.)

    And as happy as young Bob and Sarah down there. Let’s not forget them.
        One year on, box of birds.

    (Let’s not forget me: I’m happy too, you know, said Uncle Gus, on his
        way back from the Gents, a beer stain yellowing his shirtfront.)

    And the bride’s family, of course. Not forgetting them. Ted and, ah,
        um …

    (Jane. Her mother’s name is Jane. Will you sit down and stop showing
        us all up?)

    Good on you, John, said Uncle Dick, determined to finish with a
        flourish. Good on you, Alice. Everyone raise their glasses to Alice and John.

    (Alice and John. Alice and John. Alice and John.)

    A nice sunny day and a few drinks at the end of it: that was the
        wedding. So fine and clear, considering it was Easter. Lovely do, Bella. Lovely wedding. 

    Not long before your Hattie ties the knot either, by the looks of
        things. You must be proud. Handsome boy. Lovely bride. Happy couple.

    Alice and John.

    After the wedding, Alice and John Seton moved into a
        little house in Kohimarama where it was all dusty new roads and just-cleared fields, only
        fifteen minutes walk to the end of the long, skinny wharf to catch the ferry into town.

    Their house was small but – John said and Alice agreed
        – perfect. They’d barely enough things to fill the place as it was, but that would
        change once they had some savings. And more money coming in, said Alice, in her most
        persuasive, silky voice. After all, she whispered, there was no reason for her to sit at
        home in this chilly little doll’s house every day having solitary tea parties with the new
        china and knitting afghans. She was a skilled worker, a machinist (here her voice rose a
        little, sounded almost defiant), and she could get her old job back any time, just like
        that. Times had changed, with the war and all. Things were different for married women,
        especially when they were just starting out, setting up a home.

    It was almost their first argument.

    John didn’t earn that much, though he was patient, not unhopeful.
        Still only a clerk, but one with prospects. A hard worker, sober and honest; a good hand, Mr
        Thompson and Mr Green said. A swimmer, a life-saver, the right kind of young man. 

    Everything was in place and as it should be, John thought, waving
        goodbye to her (so small and pretty, framed in the front window) and taking long, loping
        steps to the wharf every morning to catch the ferry. And he liked it out here near the
        water. He’d grown up in the west of the city, fishing off Point Chevalier, bathing at the
        Saltwater Baths at Point Erin. The city looked different from this side – less
        familiar, further away.

    However long it was, he preferred the trip around the bays twice a day
        to squeezing into a jolting, crowded tram car. There was something inhuman and, at the same
        time, crudely intimate about hanging from a leather strap, other people’s newspapers and
        armpits in his face, the smell of mothballs, sweat, beer, boiled cabbage and ashy smoke
        thick around him.

    The SS Ngoiro ran smooth as a
        plough most days, the fastest ferry on the harbour. She was light enough to get through the
        reef, built for speed. He loved the feeling of surging through the waves and always stood on
        the top deck. In the water and on it he was sure of himself: he could read the wind, part
        the waves. He had steady sea legs, of course: rolling water never tripped him. Steadier, in
        a way, than on land, where he could be clumsy and coltish; his stumbles made Alice laugh.
        And, out on deck, that blast of fresh air every day made his hair stand to attention, his
        eyes widen, every inch of him feel alive and awake and happy. Happy to be married, happy to
        be going to work, happy to be coming home to Alice.

    The ordinary everydayness of marriage: that was intoxicating in
        itself, the privacy and routine, the ownership of things. The brown teapot on the counter
        huddled under its bobbled woollen cosy; the forthright drum of the clock on the wall; the
        diamonds of every colour, quilted in a calm, tiny hand, over the broad stretch of bed. Just
        sitting in front of the fire in this cold little house of theirs, the two of them together,
        quiet in the lengthening evenings.

    But there was also something far more alien, far more exotic, to
        living with a woman. To being married to Alice. He thought of the pale pink slip she liked
        to wear and the way it dipped and pinched between her thighs, clinging to the strange dark
        wetness there. When he rubbed her skin through the fabric (could something feel shiny? could
        it feel bright?), pushing the flimsy skirt higher and higher until his fingers were kneading
        her cushioned hip, it was like pulling the wrapping off a Christmas present, like scooping
        the skin off hot milk. Underneath the skimpy layer (the silly, fake thing she liked to wear)
        lay something infinitely more desirable. She had no idea of it – no idea of the
        confection beneath her clothing, between her legs, across the insinuation of her belly.

    The idea of her waiting – pale, silent, expectant
        – in their tiny house was curiously, quietly thrilling. Within those slight wooden
        walls, she was as confined and secluded as a girl in a seraglio, locked away, jewel-like, in
        their four still, connected rooms. 

    He carried the thought of her around with him all day, on the ferry,
        in the street, in the office, like a secret.

    Alice spent a lot of her time in the garden until it
        was too cold to go outside.

    They weren’t much for gardening in her family unless it was something
        you could eat, but she was learning the difference between a flower and a weed. You should
        see my Uncle Gus’s lemon garden, John told her; it’s the talk of Errington. His life’s work,
        they call it, and it’s quite a sight. We’ll go up there in the summer, drink some lemonade.
        Or stay here, go to the Parnell Baths every Saturday: you’d like that, wouldn’t you?

    Summer was an age away.

    She didn’t miss home, not really, and even though the house in Kohi
        was small, it felt endlessly spacious and airy by comparison. Too many children at home, too
        many sisters and swinging pigtails and cold feet in the bed, too many elbows knocking yours
        at dinner, too many thin dresses going through the wringer, too many outstretched hands. But
        the chatter in the background – she’d always been used to it. Here, alone all day,
        she felt quite dull, only half-alive without it.

    That was why she missed the girls at work, she supposed: the noise and
        the talk and the secrets, smiling wide at each other across the ranks of buzzing machines.
        It was a racket, of course, and you were still shouting when you pulled on your coat and
        marched out at the end of the day, arm in arm. Shouting with laughter, that is. There was
        always some joke doing the rounds, gossip about the supervisor, breathless talk of lovers
        and dances and illicit kisses. 

    And there were the pictures to talk about and plan for every Saturday:
        the pictures were all the rage. At least there was a newish picture house right here in
        Kohi, Charlie Gray’s. Life wasn’t worth living without the pictures, and she wouldn’t
        – simply wouldn’t – be stuck out here with nothing to see, or ruin every
        Saturday night worried about missing the midnight ferry.

    It wasn’t the same as being in the city, though; wasn’t really
        downtown. Nothing out here plush and modern as the Lyric. One of the girls knew someone who
        knew someone who danced before the show at Fuller’s Opera House and said that anyone could
        do it, really, because it wasn’t dancing as such, just jumping about, a bit of a laugh.
        Nobody could recognise you under the paint and the costumes, anyway. Imagine wearing a
        costume, thought Alice, though she’d got close to it, in a way, sewing for a living. Imagine
        wearing those shoes, those smiles, and all those shining faces staring up at you. Pretending
        you were a Ziegfeld girl. What a laugh.

    That was it, really: she missed having a laugh. The house had a
        reproving sort of look to it some days, as though it were affronted by all the things she
        couldn’t do yet, didn’t know, wasn’t sure about. Her mother had told her she’d enjoy it, but
        there wasn’t much to enjoy in cleaning and a bit of shopping for chops and greens, the long
        day of waiting for John to come home. It was just like being back at her parents’ house
        before she got her job, but without all the company.

    Some days, most days, she wished she was back at work. She was popular
        there, and more than that – busy, productive. Part of everything. And the pay
        packet of course: earning money, feeling it fall heavy and loud in your hand. There was
        nothing like it. Independence, and such a glorious thrill, too. Handing it over to her
        mother every week, keeping some back for herself. Anything was possible when there was money
        coming in, that’s what she told her sister Lil: the world was your oyster.

    With his money and her money, they’d be able to fill the house in a
        flash with everything they needed, everything John wanted, and she’d have the prettiest
        things besides. It was a waste just sitting about here re-organising the kitchen safe and
        watching the lavender straggle over the pathway. Counting the minutes till John came home
        and kissed her. Booking seats on Monday afternoon for Saturday evening’s pictures: her
        reward, small but significant, for finishing the washing.

    Her heart was set on it: she simply had to go back. She’d have to talk
        him around, but it was possible, within her reach. She could be very persuasive –
        that much she’d learned quickly – and her plan, she thought, was really quite
        sensible.

    He’d see that, in time. Best of both worlds. 

    ‘I don’t know why they want to live all the way out
        there,’ said James Seton, smoking out on the back verandah, deciding if the lawn needed a
        once-over before winter set in. ‘Bella? Did you hear me?’

     ‘Well, I wouldn’t live there for all the tea in China,’ said Hattie.
        She’d come out to empty tea leaves into the geraniums, and stayed to lean over the railing
        and look up at the pink streaks in the sky. ‘Remember when the ferry ran aground in the fog?
        I prefer Arch Hill, myself. That’s where I’ll live when I get married, somewhere closer to
        home. When I get married, Dad.’

    ‘Hmmm.’

    Hattie turned her back to the railing and leaned.

    ‘Dad, did you notice something different about Fred at the wedding?’

    ‘Fred who?’

    ‘You know very well which Fred I mean. There’s only one Fred.’

    ‘Never heard of him. Bella?’

    ‘Did you notice his suit, by any chance? Brand new. He’s earning good
        money now, you know, at the Post Office.’

    ‘Spending it too, at the races, from what your Uncle Dick tells me.’

    ‘How does Uncle Dick know? He’s stuck up there in Onekawa, milking
        cows.’

    ‘He has his sources.’

    ‘Oh, Dad! Uncle Dick’s making it up. He doesn’t know anything.’

    ‘And you know everything, do you, Miss?’ Bella walked through the back
        door, drying her hands on a cloth. She followed with narrowed eyes the line of smoke from
        Jim’s cigarette. ‘Inside. You’ll catch a chill out here.’

    Hattie turned on her heels with a theatrical sniff, one of her most
        practised sound effects, and stomped inside.

    ‘It’s too far away,’ said Jim. ‘He must have to leave home bloody
        early every morning to get to work on time. Should have waited till the rail goes through.
        Or one of those Keys motor buses.’

    ‘It’s what they wanted,’ said Bella, wishing she could sit down for
        just a few minutes on the back stairs, close her eyes, reach around slowly and rub the small
        of her back. But the stairs were damp and cold; she’d be too stiff to get up again. Forget
        Hattie, her hair practically still in ribbons, her tongue flapping in a head full of
        nothing: John was the worry. He was playing house with Alice, his toy bride, but he was far
        too young to get married, to be married: that was the truth of it. Bella’s truth of it,
        anyway. The boy was young for his age and impossibly naïve and fresh-faced, like he’d just
        jumped out of the bath. 

    She walked back into the kitchen and drew the thin curtains above the
        sink.

    ‘Mum,’ said Hattie, lying in wait at the pantry door. ‘You have to
        tell Uncle Dick to stop saying things to Dad about Fred. He’s ruining everything. I know he
        means it as a joke but it’s really not funny.’

    ‘It’s not the end of the world, Hattie.’

    ‘But it will be if Uncle Dick turns Dad against Fred and spoils
        things.’

    ‘There are plenty of other fish in the sea.’

    ‘I don’t want another fish! This fish suits me just fine!’

    ‘Bit old for pets, aren’t you, Hat?’ asked Jim, strolling in through
        the back door, rolling down his shirtsleeves.

    Hattie pouted.

    ‘You can stop that right now,’ said Bella. ‘We’ve had enough weddings
        around here for one week. Or one year.’

    ‘You can say that again.’

    ‘I bet you Alice’s parents weren’t horrible when she told them she
        wanted to marry John,’ said Hattie, scowling. She rapped her knuckles hard against the edge
        of a shelf. ‘I expect they were thrilled and ecstatic. I expect they all cheered and broke
        out the sherry.’

    ‘’Course they did,’ said Jim. ‘He’s a catch. Can turn his hand to
        anything.’

    ‘He’s a good boy, your brother.’ Bella brushed the edge of the sink
        with the palm of her hand, felt the swelling in her middle fingers.

    ‘Fred’s a catch, too! Can’t you see that?’

    ‘We’re back on fish again, mother,’ said Jim, raising an eyebrow. ‘Is
        it Friday?’

    ‘Hattie,’ said Bella, and she paused to dust off an imaginary speck
        from the windowsill. ‘Don’t worry yourself about this now. You’ve got plenty of time to get
        married. You’re only nineteen. I was nearly twenty-three when I married your father.’

    ‘Alice is twenty-three, you know,’ said Hattie. Her lip curled.
        ‘That’s right, twenty-three. She’s older than John. Didn’t know that, did you?’

    ‘Sounds a bit fishy, don’t you think?’ Jim winked at Bella, who
        ignored him.

    ‘Of course we know that. What’s got into you, Hattie?’

    ‘Think it was in the newspaper,’ said Jim, walking into the
        passageway, knocking his elbows on the door frame. ‘The newspaper the fishmonger used to
        wrap Fred the fish. Fred the fish: I quite like that. That’ll be his name from now on. Fred
        the fish.’

    Hattie wondered if she might break a plate (perhaps a tea plate or a
        saucer, nothing too important) to illustrate her despair, but one look at her mother’s face
        persuaded her simply to shut the cupboard door and leave the room.

    King George and Queen’s, the Prince Edward (used to
        be King’s) and the Princess. The Globe, the Lyric, the Grand, the Strand. Newton Palace,
        Crystal Palace. The Windsor and the Empire and the Britannia. Everybody’s and the Alhambra.

    Alice knew them all.

    Gloria Swanson was her favourite, especially in Why Change Your Wife? – that black feather fan, those
        pale eyes – and Male and Female. Both the
        Talmadges and Tom Mix and Buster Keaton. Mae Murray, the girl with the bee-stung lips;
        Barbara La Marr, the girl who was too beautiful. And she liked Theda Bara in Cleopatra; preferred dark and daring vamps to a waif like
        Lillian Gish. And as for that Mary Pickford, those droopy curls were old hat.

    The best part wasn’t the stars, though, or even the stories. Half of
        the time it was the clothes or the furniture that drew your eye. Something in the
        background, especially in the bedrooms. Bedrooms in the pictures were all pillows and
        swooning couches and tortoiseshell hairbrushes, sleek little tables too small for anything
        but a shiny heap of hair-thin bracelets, and mirrors shaped like sea shells. 

    And, of course, there were no rickety outhouses in the pictures: no
        draughty long-drops for Gloria and Norma and Constance. The bathrooms were as big as houses.
        Marble floors polished like gemstones, tiny tiles and gleaming golden taps. No end of bath
        salts and potions and puffy sponges around Turkish-style pools, deep and square and
        mysterious, surrounded by fur rugs as vast as Siberia. You’d step out of a bath like that
        into something silky and almost see-through, your feet in tiny, clicking slippers
        … oh, such a dream of a bathroom. A dream of a life. 

    They never showed kitchens, of course, not even spiffy American ones
        with electric vacuum cleaners and washing machines and all the other new gadgets you
        couldn’t get here for love or money. Nobody wanted to see a kitchen when they went to the
        pictures. Reminded them of all the work they had to do when they got home. 

    Bathrooms and bedrooms, that was more like it. If you had to stay at
        home all day, not going anywhere or seeing anyone or doing anything useful, you might as
        well indulge yourself. Luxuriate in a boudoir. Imagine you’re in Hollywood, or ancient Rome,
        or deepest Imperial Russia. Imagine you’re a vixen, a siren, a temptress.

    (But not that Virginia Rappe, killed in a bathroom, bleeding to death
        at an orgy, crushed by a fat man in a tub filled with French champagne.)

    Imagine you’re Natacha Rambova, marrying Rudolph Valentino, or Gloria
        Swanson marrying the Marquis Henri de la Falaise de Coudray. Blowing kisses to all the
        onlookers. Retreating into their bedrooms. 

    Closing the door.

    There’s someone wants you, said Mr Thompson’s voice
        behind his back. Sounds urgent.

    (A flick of the wrist to loosen a too-tight cuff. A quick clear of the
        throat. Reach for the shiny black mouthpiece with one hand, the earphone with the other.)

    Is this Mr Seton?

    Yes.

    Mr John Seton?

    Yes.

    This is Doctor Wright. You’ve got to come home as quick as you can,
        lad.

    Yes?

    As quick as you can.

    Yes …

    It’s your wife. 

    My wife?

    No time to waste. She’s going.

    (Going?)

    Yes.

    (Doctor. My wife. Quick as you can. She’s going.)

    Run, boy, said Mr Thompson, hand pulling at his shoulder. Don’t miss
        the ferry. Quick as you can.

    It’s his wife, he said to Mr Green. They watched John pull on his
        coat, slam the door. She’s going.

    Going?

    Yes.

    (Going.)

    Only three months of marriage, not quite three
        months, and it was all too much, too soon. Everything was too soon and too quick, even the
        way she’d come to the decision – not even a decision, because that was too
        rational and adult a word. But not a whim or a notion, not as silly as that. A reaction.
        Panic. She’d panicked, because it seemed like the end of everything, the end of everything
        that hadn’t even begun yet. 

    And it led her here, quickly and illicitly and indecently, to the
        kitchen floor.

    She’d been thinking of a way to talk him round, persuade him into
        letting her go back (oh, how she wanted to go back, undo it all!), and waiting for her
        moment. But then there was this, this unexpected thing. Not wanted, not discussed, not hoped
        for, not yet. An end, not a beginning, and it was too early; she’d barely found her feet
        yet. She barely knew her way from back door to front. She barely knew how to cook a meal,
        brush a collar, clean the floor.

    Clean the floor. The floor would need cleaning.

    It had begun on the bed this afternoon, which was right and proper, in
        its own strange way, because that was where the trouble started, if you thought about it.
        The lady who wasn’t a lady at all but someone one of the girls knew – because they
        always knew someone like this, needed to: old as the hills, this one – arrived
        late (everything late: that’s how she knew, how she realised) and had her up on the bed, the
        quilt pulled away, the blankets folded on the chair, towels all over the show. Stripped down
        to her slip and knickers, her stockings shoved onto the floor, and she was shivering,
        because it was cold today, choppy out on the water, a proper (why did she keep coming back
        to that word?) winter’s day. Four shillings on the table next to the bed; a good price, the
        woman said. Did lots of married ladies in the afternoon; over in a flash, nobody the wiser.

    Cold here on the floor, but clean … or not clean, not any
        more. Cold and wet, the rain coming in the window or the door or perhaps through the floor.
        The sea coming up to meet her.

    A flood of dirty rain.

    Just you lie back and try to relax, the woman said, because she was a
        woman, not a lady, and though this woman had a kind smile, a wrinkly sort of smile, what she
        did next hurt tremendously. And even though Alice didn’t look, because it was best not to,
        best to grit your teeth and dig your fingertips into the bedpost and try not to snap your
        knees shut and break the pain in two, she could feel the freezing sharp sting of it, the
        unbearable searing point, the insistent drilling of the wire up inside her. Like a crooked
        finger, almost, sharpened to a talon or a crochet hook. You could use a pen holder, someone
        had said, or a sharpened lead pencil. A meat skewer with the ends rounded off. A catheter
        tipped in soft rubber. A knitting needle.

    She opened her mouth to scream but only the smallest bleat seemed to
        come out; and there’s a good girl, the woman said, don’t mind the blood, almost over, almost
        done.

    She couldn’t see the blood, not now or then, but at first she felt it,
        streaming down her legs like pee; she was a little girl again, having an accident. Inside
        was worse than out, and she thought that perhaps it wasn’t a wire at all, perhaps it was a
        knife. Perhaps she was being stabbed to death and this woman who seemed so kind, who seemed
        to understand everything, perhaps this woman was trying to kill her. Had left her for dead,
        in fact, on the kitchen floor. Because it had started on the bed but ended on the floor, and
        she couldn’t remember getting here, rolling here, being dumped here with her right cheek
        pressed against the sleek, shiny wood of the kitchen (it gleamed in the sun, everyone said
        so). The woman’s face disappeared and then there was a man in a brown hat bending over her,
        and then voices, perhaps three or four, perhaps three dozen. All she knew was the cramp
        crawling up from her stomach and hitting her hard across the head, if something could hit
        you from the inside. Thumping her, like the sound of the machines at work. 

    And there was wetness everywhere but in her mouth, which was dry,
        dustier than the footpath, as though she was shipwrecked in a tropical sea, bobbing about in
        something deep, briny.

    Lost and sinking, going under.

    The floor was cold, and wet at the edges. She could feel the whole of
        herself, melting into the water of the floor, but none of the individual parts were clear:
        she was just one thing now, and that thing was dribbling away onto the floor.

    The smell of something: bicarbonate of soda. Lemon. Her scent,
        violets. The inky aroma of blood. 

    Floor would need cleaning. Again, and again. Just done this morning.
        Wet again, flooding in. 

    Shut the window. Going under. Three months, four shillings.

    Rain.

    Waikumete.

    There were only four people at the graveside.

    The rain had dwindled away to an occasional half-hearted shower. A
        dull day in the countryside; a long ride out to this leafy quiet place. Acres of graves in
        all directions, set into stolid neighbourhoods of tidy blocks, the whole expanse of it
        rimmed by hedges pointing towards a solemn stone gateway. 

    Alice’s sister Lillian had fainted at the news, collapsed like a
        clotheshorse into an untidy heap. She was at home in Arch Hill, lying prone in the lumpy bed
        she’d once shared with Alice, her face turned to the wall. The younger girls, all four of
        them, had pleaded to come but there was no question of it: nothing to see, nothing to say.
        They’d been left at home to look after Lillian and mind Billy, the youngest, who laughed at
        everything and didn’t know what had happened, didn’t realise, didn’t know he had to be quiet
        like the rest of them, slouching on their beds, staring blank-faced at disembodied watery
        shapes in the wallpaper.

    The other brother, Laurie, older and stouter than he’d been just the
        week before, had ridden out with his parents, propping his mother up by the elbow in case
        she swooned into the deep, moist pit gawping at them a few feet away.

    Ted McKenzie stood feet apart at the end of the hole, his hat in one
        hand, his face as colourless and shadowed as the back of a wall.

    Jim Seton, John’s father, waited a step or two back, looking up at the
        sky. The grass was still wet up here on the hill, under the trees, sticking like whiskers to
        the black toes of his boots.

    They didn’t stay to watch the hole filled – heavy, dirty
        work after this weather.

    Private interment, it said in the paper. Even within the vastness of
        Waikumete, the day felt private. Just them and the birds and the bush and the sound of the
        carriage as it rolled away, wooden wheels hissing in the mud.

    No minister, no flowers. Later, when the soil settled, Ted paid for a
        thick concrete rectangle to lie over the hole. But there was never any gravestone.

    It was nobody’s business, not even theirs.

    There was a place he’d wanted to take her. In the
        summertime. He’d thought they might go there in the summer.

    Into town on the Ngoiro and then a
        sprint to another ferry for the trip across to Devonport. There were buses at the wharf,
        he’d heard; Laurie’s Bus, they called it. Take you out to Milford to the Picturedrome.
        Nowhere else like it on the Shore. See the pictures and news, the usual, and then, after the
        evening’s programme finished, shuffle outside to wait a while. Hordes of people, talking and
        laughing. Have a smoke by a hedge of monkey-apple, feeling for hidden grog. Enough time for
        one cigarette, perhaps, before you were let back in, a great stamping crowd, rushing back in
        to find the whole place transformed – not a picture theatre any more, but a dance
        hall. They’d lower the ceiling and string coloured lights across it. Lift all the seats out
        of the way and sprinkle the floor with brindle-coloured sawdust, slightly damp, just enough
        to scuff your shoes. What a place! You’d hear the band start up: the quack of the clarinet,
        perhaps, or a shiver from the percussionist. That was the signal to come inside again. They
        said the dance floor was vast, the biggest north of Queen Street. Four thousand square feet
        of dust and tiptoes and clacking heels. L.L. Speedy’s Picturedrome. 

    He’d wanted to take her, knew she’d like it, because she loved the
        pictures. Lived for the pictures. Loved going out.

    (Going.)

    Loved the pictures.

    Hattie said she’d sit with him so her mother could
        get some rest, but Bella couldn’t move from the chair. It had attached itself to the broad
        folds of her skirt, pulled hard against the bed where John was lying. In his old room, which
        was really half a room, the stifling afternoon sun jaundiced through the tea-coloured blind
        (pulled all the way down, beyond the sill).

    The doctor said to try one mouthful at a time, so Bella fed him like a
        baby, each spoonful quivering on its stately route from bowl to mouth three times a day.

    The shaking was the worst thing, Hattie thought. When he started
        shivering – because nothing seemed to make him warm, not all the blankets and
        coats they could find and pile high on top of him – the whole house seemed to
        tremble too, the chill spreading through the thin boards and into the long grass and skimpy
        trees of the garden. And he seemed to be shrinking, receding into his pillow, fading away. 

    Hang onto him, the doctor said; don’t leave him alone. It’s the shock
        of it.

    Shocking.

    They couldn’t leave the house. The hours were marked by footsteps in
        the hallway: Jim returning home, the doctor letting himself in, Aunt Jenny (down from
        Onekawa to stay with Bob and Sarah Blair, hovering in case she was needed) dropping off
        something for tea.

    Six, seven weeks before he could sit up and hold a cup, his face grey
        as his undershirt, his eyes watery even in the dimmest light.

    Jim gave notice on the house in Kohi. On the last day of August, Aunt
        Jenny came to sit with John so Bella and Hattie could go out there for the clean-up. Bob
        Blair called for them, perched high in a borrowed van.

    Mum was saying you should send him up to Onekawa, said Bob, reaching
        down a strong, tanned hand to pull Hattie in.

    When he’s up and about again, said Bella.

    They packed up the little house in Kohi and took Alice’s things over
        to the McKenzies’, passing them to Jane across the ridged front step (grim faces, eyes
        looking past her to the curves of the door frame). Two suitcases of clothes, a sewing box, a
        liquorice tin filled with hair pins, a box of earrings and brooches and hat pins, some
        hand-edged linen, the quilt from the bed. The jug and bowl that had belonged to her
        grandmother. Perfume and hairbrushes. Copies of the Ladies
        Mirror and The Book of Common Prayer.

    At least that’s over with, said Hattie. 

    I’ll get you home, said Bob, starting the engine, noticing a slit in
        the leather seat, a stiff wad of horse hair pushing its way through.

    We won’t speak of it, said Bella. She looked straight ahead, speaking
        to the window and the dip in the road and the red rooftops below in the gully. Her lips set
        in a straight line.

    We won’t speak of it again.

    John left Auckland just before Christmas because
        there were lemons dropping off the trees up at Uncle Gus’s place, and his other uncle had
        cattle needing spraying, and it was as good a time as any to go. The dirt-brown stuff of his
        jacket sat loose like a chair cover around his thin shoulders, and there was a good deal to
        carry – letters and packets of seeds, a box of flower plants Auntie Jenny had
        asked for, three books. So Bob Blair, who had the gift of a big smile and could always
        conjure borrowed vehicles out of thin air, drove him down to the wharf. It felt like he’d
        been shut up in his parents’ house for years rather than months. Everything looked a little
        different, a little busier; Bob pointed out all the new traffic signals along the way.

    And that was that, then: a smile and a handshake from Bob, who clicked
        to the steering wheel (old habit) as he pulled away. John was alone, waiting to leave.

    The morning’s clouds were gathering into gusty rain. He found a seat
        in the steamer’s centre, directly under the lifeboat. Nothing much to see on the trip up to
        Errington except for an occasional pod of dolphins darting along the coast, or faster,
        lighter boats shimmying by.

    He wasn’t sure when it happened, exactly, or how, but there were
        unsteady footsteps on the open deck above his head, a box scraping towards the side,
        scuffling of sorts, and then a cry – all very quick and muffled, the whole thing.
        He didn’t even hear the splash, though he could guess something had gone over from the
        instant crush of spectators smothering the starboard railing. Crate of fowls, he thought,
        someone’s suitcase.

    Bloke’s fallen overboard, people were saying, passing the message back
        over shoulders and turned heads and open mouths. Just like that. Been drinking, gone over.

    He didn’t get up.

    Can’t reach the ring, people were saying, repeating each other,
        nodding, bobbing like the boat, an endless racket in one ear.

     Like the crowd at the Tepid Baths, rows and rows of them, a heaving
        stand of them, cheering and yelling; sweeping down long narrow lanes, the screams high above
        your head drowned by gurgling water – in, out – and the hard water
        smashing under your hands.

    Going under, people were saying, and he closed his eyes, thought of a
        precise, spotlit moment: poised on the gritty rim, waiting to dive – featureless
        dark farthings and lumpy stones and bricks wrapped in sacking, all hazy and dim at the
        bottom of the pool – silently playing through each stroke, each grab, in his mind.

    He’s going under again, people were saying, and John could picture
        every piece of the dive: fingertips first, then hair, then tensed muscles, one by one,
        plunging into the water, soaring downwards and scooping up, porpoise-like, wriggling along,
        finding the fastest channel; everything was white below the water – the skin of
        your arms, the bobbled bottom, the wall waiting out of reach, far ahead.

    Going under, people were saying.

    (Going.)

    The Tepid Baths were for serious swimmers, competitors. Thirty-three
        yards, the longest pool in the country. He thought she’d like the ladies pool, the warm
        water, the gigantic ferns hanging like subtropical chandeliers above her head. But she
        preferred Parnell and the view, preferred promenading and sunbathing to going swimming.

    (Going.)

    He took off his jacket, laid it on the bench. Pulled off his shoes and
        socks. He lowered himself in one fluid movement into the water, keeping his target in sight,
        and pushed off against the steamer’s slippery side. It wasn’t far to swim (not thirty-three
        yards, that was certain), though the water was rough and he’d never liked the swill of cold
        salt water in his mouth. It wasn’t ghost-white under the sea: it looked as grey as boiled
        mutton on a day like this.

    Not a good dive, not an easy swim, but nothing he hadn’t done before
        (accustomed to an audience, attuned to obstacles). The man’s body was stunned and sodden,
        knocked out by water pounding, but dead fish, he’d heard, were easier to reel in than
        fighters.

    This was what dead felt like, then. He’d never held it before, this
        weight in the arms, this forlorn and lumpy carcass. A form slumped and empty like a sack,
        but full in another sense – swollen, leaden. He hadn’t been allowed to pick her
        up, not even to move her onto the bed. There were police, and someone else, a neighbour;
        then there was a stretcher. She’d looked feather-light, not heavy. Pale and thin, white
        against the smeared claret patch of floor. Shrinking away, all the life bled out of her.
        This body, the one in his arms now, was bigger, growing larger with every stroke –
        shoed feet dragging him down to the bottom, presumably. Man’s legs, men’s trousers, men’s
        shoes, all heavy as boulders.

    He scooped an arm through the water, but it didn’t feel as if they
        were moving towards the steamer any more. They were treading water, or at least one of them
        was: the man in his arms was dangling. Ready to sink.

    He could let go.

    (Going.)

    He could stop moving his legs, and let the waves and the current take
        over. Go down, straight down, into that heavy water, locked against the other body, the
        closest he’d been to any body (the dumb sympathy, the grinding of shoulders and knees and
        hip bones) in months.

    (Going.)

    Open his mouth and suck in the water. There was water on her face; he
        wasn’t sure if it was rain or sweat or something wrung out of a flannel. (Was she left for
        dead? Did no one try to save her?) He’d been too late. The boat couldn’t go any faster,
        however far forward he stood, however swift his leap onto the spindly wharf (longer than the
        pool in the Tepid Baths), however fast he ran towards the little house. Rained on. Soaked
        through.

    Nearly there, people were saying, and he realised there were faces
        only an arm’s length away, and hands, dozens of hands, reaching down for the body (not dead,
        after all: still perfect and whole and solid), reaching down to heave them both up onto the
        deck.

    Charlie, come for a ride with me.

    Don’t want to.

    You sit up front, come on. I’ll pull you up.

    No.

    Over the hill. We’ll go over the hill to Errington, see the steamer.
        Meet the boat.

    No.

    We’ll go to the shop, see if there’s something special for you.

    What?

    Something just for you, not for Ka.

    Te Hau?

    Not for Te Hau. Just for you. We’ll meet the steamer. Get the mail.

    For Matiu?

    Just for you. Give me your hand now. Hurry.

    All for me.

    The two uncles, Gus and Dick, were waiting at
        Errington wharf. Dick had commandeered the cream cart (charm ran in the family) to take them
        back over the hill to Onekawa.

    Boy’s watering the plants, said Uncle Gus, heaving him onto the back.
        Coat’s only dry thing on him.

    Heroics, said Uncle Dick, and they both shook their heads. If
        pneumonia doesn’t kill you, your Auntie will. And as for your mother … better
        keep this one quiet.

    Auntie Jenny, wild eyed, put him straight to bed. So it was only the
        next afternoon, when he scrambled for some money for the Christmas Eve collection, that he
        discovered his wallet was gone.

    Now that’s bad luck, said Uncle Dick, twitching when Auntie Jenny
        jabbed him in the back, not sure how what he’d said was wrong.

    Kei hea Mere?

    Practising her piano (Play something good, her brothers told her; play
        some dirty rag – none of your Viennese waltzes) or riding over the hill to
        Errington for lessons with the Richmond girls.

    Galloping her horse along the beach, cantering over the dunes and down
        the river a way – waving distance, easy to spot from the kitchen window.

    Reading on the back steps, grey skirt spread wide, the boys clambering
        over her as they followed Uncle Whiri out into the back paddock.

    Receiving visitors in the front room, pouring the tea that
        Ngātea and Pourua had to make, her hands sure and steady, perfectly poised.

    Cuddling the littlest one, Kahurangi, spoiling her with bits of pork
        crackling, the juiciest strawberries, fresh smoky bread.

    Hand-feeding the calf out front, laughing at his knock knees and big
        head, dripping milk onto the slender toes of her shoes.

    Drifting through the garden, plucking at shoulder-high ranks of
        gladioli and dangling tea roses (wide-faced Cherokees, a cluster of blowsy Brides, the
        carmine folds of Madame Antoine, a timid pink Queen of Beauty), idling away the hottest
        hours of the afternoon.

    Away with the fairies, said her sisters, who were the tillers of soil,
        their fingernails and hems grubby, made to chase chickens and milk cows, the sound of their
        mother’s voice ringing in their ears, ringing all through the valley, louder than the fire
        station bell.

     Nowhere near the cowshed, not Mere. (Nowhere near the muck, said
        Agnes, and her word was law.)

    Their mātāmua. The Duchess of Onekawa, Te Hau
        called Mere, but he scuttled out of the way all the same and, last winter, skinned enough
        rabbits to make her a muff and tippet.

    Nothing too good for our girl Mere, said Agnes, who was Mrs Eru Grey
        to everyone in Onekawa and Errington. The teachers down at the village school dreaded the
        sight of Agnes (white headscarf, long black dress, a glinting and reproachful silver cross
        around her neck) clumping along the road with one of her strapping stuck-up kids marching
        along beside her. 

    Not Mere, though. Not for her the long walk to the school or the store
        or the village hall. She had her own horse and rode it everywhere. 

    Nobody good enough for our girl round here, said her father, and
        everyone kept clear. 

    Even the dust on the road flew out of her way.

    They saw each other for the first time outside Dick
        Blair’s house. John was scrambling down off the back of the cream cart, wet through, early
        Saturday evening.

    Mere stopped to talk to Gus Seton, who had a message for her father,
        something to do with the charcoal pit.

    Mary, Mrs Blair called from the doorway. Tell your mother I’ll see her
        tomorrow afternoon.

    Pākehā all wet, said Charlie.

    After that first time, she saw him out and about a lot, because they
        knew the family well. She’d been to his grandparents’ house in Errington when she was a
        girl, once to play and once to read, and once to deliver some huhu grubs (a commission from
        Uncle Rewi) to old Mr Seton. (Uncle Rewi had scooped a dozen or so out of a soggy black log
        down by the river and strung them one by one onto a spindly flax needle, tied in a loop. The
        rest he kept for himself and sizzled over the fire in his shack, dropping them whole
        – she remembered the creamy squish of them – into his whiskery mouth. Mr
        Seton, waddling out onto the creaking verandah, a sun-bleached hand shaking over squinting
        eyes, seemed pleased with the wriggling string; he sent her back over the hill with lemons
        and Spanish onions and some paper-white narcissus seedlings rolling around in her lap.) 

    She could ride that hill blindfolded.

    But the grandson, the one named for old Mr Seton, the ghostly-looking
        one with the sticking-up hair living in the Blair farmhouse, working for them and Gus Seton
        and her father and Uncle Whiri – well, he laid low for a while. Kept to himself.
        She didn’t really meet him, didn’t speak to him until months later. More than a year,
        perhaps: the Onekawa Sports Day, January 1924.

    He won the hundred-yard dash, beating Uncle Whiri, three-time champion
        and very poor loser. 

    He would have won the next year as well, but he twisted his ankle in a
        hole in the sand halfway along the course. Arapeta French won that year. Ngātea
        didn’t look twice at him, though; she was still playing hard to get. Wasn’t good enough for
        Ngātea, anyway, said her father, who’d picked Grey as a last name after the late
        governor-general, not so much to honour Sir George but to match him, play by play.

    ‘It’s not bad up here,’ said Hattie, colonising a
        bare patch of sand with a bright tartan rug, but nobody was listening. Typical. She was
        always left to get on with everything herself, to unpack the picnic basket and make sure
        nothing blew away and look after baby Joe while everyone else (and by everyone she meant
        Sarah Blair, the most feckless mother in the world) splashed around in the water enjoying
        themselves. 

    Well, it was good practice, she supposed. At some point she and Fred
        might actually have a baby, even though they’d been married one whole year without a squeak
        of one. It was unfair. Other people … Well, you know. Just look at Sarah Blair.

    It wasn’t her thing, really, the beach. She wasn’t one for bare feet
        or sunburn or jellyfish stings, or grit insinuating itself into books and sandwiches and
        underwear. She wasn’t even one for the country, come to think of it, though as children
        they’d endured endless summers up at their grandparents’ place in Errington, baking to death
        in the heat. 

    She hadn’t come up for a while now – years, actually
        – but it was the only way to see John nowadays; he was shy of town. So even if it
        wasn’t her idea of a good time (the yellow glare off the sand gave her a headache; the walk
        back to the Blairs’ was all dust and flies and stones), she’d selflessly dragged Fred up for
        the long weekend.

    He said he’d never been so far from a racecourse in all his life.

    John was loping out of the water, fit again, his face and forearms
        muck-brown. He could still swim further and faster than anyone else, whatever Bob Blair
        said. He was coming back to life, though there was still something different about him.
        Closed-off, Hattie thought. More solitary.

    Though he did seem to be getting friendly with the Māori
        girl, that pretty one with all the hair, face like a sunflower. Mary Grey, it was, all grown
        up now and quite a picture. Hattie remembered her from the Errington days; she was always up
        at the old pa, riding her horse along the bridle path on the peninsula. A laughing girl:
        that hadn’t changed.

    John was shy, almost deferential with Mary, but Hattie could see
        through it all: she was quite an observer (which people didn’t realise, didn’t appreciate
        one iota) and a good judge of character besides. Except when it came to Fred, perhaps,
        though that didn’t bear thinking about just now. She watched him stand knee-deep in the
        water, letting the waves break over his flat backside, calling to her to wind the gramophone
        up again.

    She ignored him.

    John called Mary by her other name, she’d noticed. Mere. He’d learned
        quite a few words of Māori up here; he’d been showing them off to old Whiri and
        that cheeky monkey Te Hau. If he didn’t watch out, John’d turn into another Uncle Gus, gone
        bush, beyond all hope of civilising. 

    Still, better this than the way he was. Better wild in the wilderness
        than lying half-dead at home, shrivelled and gaunt like an old man. Awful to remember.

    Not a word to anyone.

    Lord! There was that dreadful Rewi O’Brian stamping up from his tin
        shack in the dunes, looking menacing and grim and mad as a hatter, as usual; he always
        seemed to have something dangerous in his hand, like a machete or a hacksaw, and, whatever
        John said, the man was clearly evil. Just look at him now! Eyeing baby Joe, sizing up his
        plump little haunches. Given half a chance (Hattie was quite sure) he’d whisk the boy off
        and boil him up with a pot of puha on the beach for his supper. She could see him now,
        cackling away, sucking on the bones. She reached out a protective hand towards little Joe,
        brushing the tips of his frizzy yellow curls, but the baby didn’t look up, too preoccupied
        with sucking on his sandy toes. Even babies ignored her. She lifted Joe like an awkward
        parcel and rearranged him under the parasol stuck in the sand, just to remind him that she
        was there, looking after him, sacrificing her swim. The ungrateful boy gave a petulant snort
        and started to cry.

    Hattie fluttered her hands in front of his little red face, hoping
        nobody in the water could hear him.

    You know, he’d laughed at her once, that frightful old man. That Rewi.
        Said her new hat looked like a gee-gee, whatever that was, and Uncle Dick joined in and made
        it all worse, roaring with laughter, bright red in the face. Anything passed for humour up
        here in the wop-wops. 

    And she could swear (if she’d been brought up differently, that was)
        that she’d once seen him – Rewi, not Uncle Dick, of course – lurking
        about in the reeds with nothing on but a tatty old blanket held up with some sort of ancient
        army belt. It was absolutely disgusting and possibly illegal; and just who was he related
        to, exactly? 

    She simply didn’t like the look of him.

    Hattie drew her knees up to her chest, assumed her unfriendliest face.
        Where was Fred when he was needed? Looking the other way, singing at the top of his voice
        (off-key) in the water, ‘Can I canoe you up the river?’ What rubbish. 

    But she was in luck for a change: old Rewi was giving her a wide
        berth, trudging towards the rocks with his head down. Probably off to commune with some sea
        creature or arm-wrestle a moray eel to the death, and good riddance to him.

    ‘On your way, old man,’ she said, in a soft but still quite firm
        voice, and the baby stopped bleating and looked up at her with a wide toothless smile, as if
        he understood perfectly.

    There was no need to rush, not for Mere. 1923, 1924,
        1925, 1926, 1927. (The Three Ages. Chaplin in The Gold Rush. Valentino dead. Clara Bow. Stella Dallas. Greta Garbo.)

    Why leave all this? Long, lovely years at home with the family,
        laughing at everything, playing at the Errington dances, riding over the hill to the
        pictures in Uncle Whiri’s Model-T, teaching Ka how to two-step, cutting Ngātea’s
        hair, edging tablecloths with spidery lace. Eating around the big table or crouching at the
        fire on the beach, poking pipi around in the pot, watching golden days crumble behind the
        islands far out to sea. Wading across the river at high tide, choosing flowers from her
        mother’s garden for the front room. 

    No rush at all.

    (Nobody good enough for our girl round here.)

    But there were questions to ask, she supposed, ones that had to be
        broached sooner or later. She was twenty-three years old, and she might – just
        might – decide to get married one of these days. There was someone, a possibility:
        John Seton. Everyone else around here was related to her or inferior, so her mother said,
        but John seemed to have made a good impression. His grandparents had been important people
        in Errington (bought a lot of land from Uncle Rewi), and his uncles were as much a part of
        the valley now as the river and the road and the rata trees: they were fixtures, there for
        ever.

    John was a hard worker, her father said; he could turn his hand to
        anything. He was saving up for a piece of land further up the valley, near his uncle’s
        place. Seemed like he was everywhere she looked, picking fruit, herding cows, driving
        bullocks, hauling logs, tinkering with Uncle Whiri’s car. And now he was even the
        projectionist, running the pictures every Saturday over at Errington Hall. Needed a better
        pianist, he said. Mrs Cotterell was ready to be put out to pasture. Couldn’t keep up with
        the Westerns, only good on melodrama and sheikhs. Ruined the last Harold Lloyd. 

    But first there were questions. Time she knew.

    So she spoke to her mother.

    Well, said Agnes, shifting her weight from one bare foot to the other,
        frowning at the floor. If you really want to. Well, I suppose you should. But you’ll never
        remember everything. You’d better write it down. 

    Eru brought Mere a stack of crisp beige notebooks from the Errington
        store later in the week and put them in the piano stool for safe-keeping. Didn’t want mucky
        fingers all over Mere’s special books.

    Well, said Agnes. Where shall we start?

    Breakfast. Lunch. Dinner.

    How to cook bacon, poach an egg, bake an apple tart, boil mutton, fry
        hapuka, roast pork. 

    Pages and pages of it, in careful, delicate pencil strokes: everything
        Agnes, and all the aunties, and all the cousins, and every female visitor to the house for
        the next three months, knew how to make. Dictating recipes became the afternoon’s
        entertainment, spun out over hours and weeks and months, talked out over pots of tea (Boil
        more water, Pourua, don’t fuss, just do it, and bring us some milk), and the pages filled
        with names as well as amounts and times and ingredients. Auntie Tiri’s lemon madeira; Mrs
        Tauhana’s tripe and onions; Gladys Sargent’s johnny-cake. (She could start practising now,
        said Pourua, under her breath. No time like the present.) Te Hau sent off for oysters, so
        Auntie Peka could demonstrate three different dishes, each more delicious, more succulent,
        than the next.

    Gee, we never have food this good, Te Hau said, and Agnes fixed him
        with a look; he brought home some crayfish the next night, laughing out from under his hat.
        Maybe Mere can write this down, he said, bouncing the crays onto the table, snapping at Ka
        with pretend pincer-fingers, tipping Charlie’s seat back.

    I’ll write you, said Agnes. She
        pointed to the back door, and a scowling Pourua stamped out into the garden for more
        potatoes.

    They were married in the Onekawa Hall at the dry end
        of 1927. Before the ceremony, Matiu and Te Hau carried the long Turkish carpets from the
        front room into the back paddock. Mere walked across them in her cream satin shoes to have
        her photograph taken, Ngātea (hair neatly bobbed, feather in her headband, dress
        lolling below her knees) close behind.

    Looks like a princess, said her father. Like a queen. Take her to the
        Regent, to the Royal Lounge, boy. Show her off.

    I’m not made of money, said John, and Uncle Whiri clapped him on the
        shoulders, wheezed his laugh out across the river and up the hill; Uncle Gus heard it on his
        way down the Errington hill, bringing Bob and Sarah over from the steamer.

    We’ll stay here for now, she told him that day. But I want to go to
        the Regent Ballroom one day. The tea dance at the Palm Court.

    Anything you want, he said. Anything.

    One day, she said. See the Wurlitzer and hear the orchestra. I’ve
        never heard an orchestra, except on the gramophone.

    Anything, he said.

    Agnes sent to Rendells in Auckland for the veil, which was long and
        bell shaped, designed to be worn tight around the head, with embroidered starfish surfing
        its dipping, scalloped hem. One pound, twelve shillings and sixpence. Bella brought it up a
        week before the wedding, carefully wrapped in brown paper and laid across the top of her
        suitcase. 

    Rendells Limited, Karangahape Road, Auckland.

    Anything, he said.

    Anything except the Royal Lounge, she said, and they both started
        laughing.

    He could see her the whole time. Never took his eyes
        off her for longer than a few minutes, except when he had to change reels. That was the best
        part of it, standing there at the heart of Errington Hall, the picture stuttering into life
        high on the wall and transforming his bleached, bare canvas into ancient worlds, far-away
        places, deserts and dancehalls and drawing rooms. 

    It was like they were the only ones there, them and the pictures and
        the piano. He could ignore the rest, the benches packed tight with bodies, the shuffling men
        leaning against the back wall, wriggling kids whispering across the floor, the dull drifts
        of smoke from around the room, and the dust, trapped and spotlit in the projector’s cone of
        light, thick in the air.

    Up on the screen, men fought with sticks and knives and guns; they
        rode horses, walked trapezes, jumped train tracks, swung from fire-engine ladders. They
        danced, dipping their swooning partners to the floor. They ran from angry mothers, jilted
        belles, cuckolded husbands, Indians, soldiers, policemen, revolutions. They swung from trees
        and chandeliers and ropes. They jumped into lakes and oceans and swimming pools.

    They saved the day.

    He could still see her, even in the dark, the wiry edges of her hair
        picked out in the beam, the soft slope of her shoulders, her nodding head. Confident fingers
        expressing everything up there, everything happy, melancholy, crazed, tragic, silly,
        frightening, heroic. 

    He shone the pictures and she answered back, reading them through the
        keys of the piano and making the pictures come alive. Their private conversation, call and
        response: every gesture, every look, every moment on screen, translated into a song without
        words.








V
    
Where Sheep May Safely Graze
    
    [image: Magnoliapart]

    Uncle Stuart asked if they could make a quick stop on the way, because
        he’d forgotten to buy his Lotto ticket. 

    You most bloody certainly cannot, said Heather. 

    Just one more, said the photographer. Everyone look this way. Lovely.

    Make sure you get my engagement ring in, said Julia.

    Hang on a minute, said Leeander. Your veil’s scrunched.

    Flowers a little to the left, said the photographer.

    Come on, said Jim. We’ve already had two hundred photos and you’re not
        even married yet. Let’s get going before it starts raining again.

    It’s not going to start raining again, said Heather.

    Just get in the car, said Jim.

    Count the bridesmaids, said Heather. Virginia, Belinda, Vicki. In you
        go.

    And me, said Alice.

    In you pop, sweets, said Heather.

    Yes, you get in, darling, said Leeander. Sit next to Julia.

    That’s the biggest car I’ve ever seen, said Auntie Fleur. Nice silver
        colour.

    Oyster, said Heather.

    See you there, said Jim.

    Hugh wanted to know who was riding in their car.

    I’ll take the photographer, said Leeander. See you there.

    Just as well she’s not coming with us, said Uncle Stuart. Not with
        that hat.

    We’ve only got a hatchback, said Auntie Fleur. 

    Let’s go, said Heather. We can’t be the last to arrive. I’m the mother
        of the bride.

    I’ll pop out to a dairy later on, said Uncle Stuart. There’s sure to
        be a dairy.

    Hugh bent over to push the passenger seat forward and untangle the
        belt. The yellow rose bud pinned to his lapel dropped onto the driveway.

    Nobody noticed.

    There wasn’t much to it, really. Alice didn’t know
        why there’d been so much fuss. 

    Tim had been wrong, as usual. First was best, even if you weren’t all that sure about how fast to walk or where you
        were supposed to stop or which way you were supposed to look once you got up there.

    The ground was still wet and made nasty chocolate-coloured smears on
        her yellow shoes. (Lemon, her mother said. Mrs Croft called them primrose, and she preferred
        the sound of that.) She’d walked up the aisle, past all those rows of white wooden chairs,
        past all those people she didn’t know, holding her flowers, counting under her breath. It
        was supposed to be fourteen paces, that’s what they said during the practice, but she did it
        in ten.

    Her legs were getting quite long.

    Nick was up there already, looking sick, and he had wet grass stuck to
        his shoes and his black hair looked as damp as the ground. The violins were playing, but it
        wasn’t the normal wedding song. The men standing with him shifted from foot to foot, the way
        rugby players do on TV when they’ve forgotten the words to the national anthem. 

    Then the two bridesmaids came up the path, with silly looks on their
        faces. Their dresses were blue and their bare arms stuck out like chicken wings. She could
        see their elbows knocking, and wondered if they were twins.

    Then Virginia, who looked straight ahead and smiled at her with very
        pink lips.

    Then Julia in her long, tight, shiny white dress and a cut-off veil
        that flapped in the breeze, holding onto Dad.

    His eyes were red and he looked a bit soppy.

    Alice took Virginia’s hand and swung around to find her mother, who
        was wearing the biggest hat by far – much bigger than Heather’s and Mrs Croft’s
        and Auntie Lizzie’s; Nick’s mother wasn’t wearing a hat at all, she noticed, just a long
        feather, curled like a dog’s tail.

    There were the vows, when everyone looked serious and almost annoyed,
        and then it was over, just a few minutes later, everyone kissing and crying and laughing.
        (‘That’s it,’ Virginia whispered to her; Alice couldn’t believe it happened so quickly.) The
        violins started up again, and they all walked back down the path higgledy-piggledy to the
        trees where there were girls in men’s shirts holding out trays of champagne.

    That was it, really.

    Mrs Croft was sitting at a little table. She was wearing a floaty
        green dress and wide, high-heeled shoes, her hat balanced on tight curly hair. She winked at
        Alice and took a neat sip from her champagne glass.

    Alice slipped away from the big group.

    ‘Do you know what that song is?’ she asked, leaning against Mrs
        Croft’s knees.

    ‘This one? Let me listen.’

    ‘No, the one before. When we walked up the path at the beginning.’

    ‘The aisle, not the path. It was ‘Where Sheep May Safely Graze’. I
        remember your granny playing that, years ago. Your Dad’s mum, Mary. She played the piano
        beautifully. It would have sounded much better on an organ, mind, today. Much nicer in a
        church.’

    There was plenty of room for an organ here in Nick’s uncle’s vineyard,
        Alice thought. She wondered why Julia had chosen the violins instead. They sounded like
        mosquitoes.

    ‘The grandmothers!’ 

    The photographer, whose voice was squeaky, was shouting for Mrs Croft.

    ‘Don’t you be drinking this,’ she said, getting up. She winked at
        Alice again and walked away.

    Alice picked up the glass with both hands and gulped.

    He was good at speeches. Virginia had forgotten that.
        Your father can always rise to the occasion, Heather once said, whacking at Rob and Tim with
        a rolled-up magazine when they started tittering (I didn’t mean it like that, she said,
        horrible rude boys). 

    Today, Jim wasn’t nervous or ponderous; he didn’t mumble or pause for
        too long. He was used to giving lectures, of course, but that was different. That was
        commerce. This was personal.

    Absent friends, he said, and now he had everyone sniffling, raising
        their glasses. He was supposed to toast the bride and groom, but first there was a line of
        ghosts hovering unseen in the folds of the creamy marquee: Nick’s grandfather (pneumonia,
        Julia told her, the year before last) and their own grandpa, Archie (cancer, everywhere) who
        died the Christmas before she left. Granny and Granddad Seton, who Tim couldn’t remember and
        Alice never knew (Granddad in his sleep, after months of sickness, and Granny just like
        that, alone in the big soft empty bed in the house on Glasgow Street, not long after). 

    Auntie June (and here Auntie Lizzie started to cry and, on cue,
        Heather and Virginia, and then Leeander and Julia, and women sitting at each of the long
        tables, women who had never met June, had never heard her name before: it was the crack in
        Jim’s voice). My sister June, he said. Auntie June, run down by a bus in Symonds Street in
        1972, though of course he didn’t give the details, gory and banal and obscure: nothing but
        the names, left hanging, one by one, in the afternoon air, drifting through the table legs
        and the arms of empty suit jackets and the spaces between people’s shoulders, dissipating
        over ranks of waving vines into the grey and breezy afternoon.

    He’d leave the telegrams to the best man, he said, and by that he
        meant the people still alive but unavoidably detained elsewhere, on holiday in Fiji or on
        business in Hong Kong, or grounded by an air traffic controller’s strike in Melbourne or
        laid up with a broken leg in Queenstown.

    Absent friends.

    She thought of Bridget, reduced now to a disembodied voice on the
        telephone (calling to say bon voyage, report on their new place, complain about the
        weather), urging Virginia to get an e-mail address so they could keep in touch; it was the
        only way, it seemed, to dam up their friendship against a trickling away into occasional
        calls, holiday cards and vague, half-meant invitations.

    And Jake, heckling in the background, already content with being one
        step removed.

    And Arthur.

    She’d call him tomorrow, perhaps, to report on the wedding. Steal the
        phone from its basket and wander into the garden. She’d tell him all about Leeander’s
        satellite-dish hat, about Alice running down the aisle looking worried and shy, about the
        blue hills and the sky that turned the colour of wet sand, about everything that had
        happened so far and everything still to happen, the speeches and the toasts and the cake and
        the dancing.

    About the way her dress was so slithery that she was afraid of sliding
        off her chair, about the cold looks of narrow-eyed appraisal she’d been getting from the
        other two bridesmaids, about the way the pale champagne had gone straight to her head.

    About the list of forbidden songs allegedly given by Julia to the
        band, which was still setting up at the end of the marquee: no ‘Eagle Rock’, no ‘Cheryl
        Moana Marie’, no ‘Ten Guitars’, no ‘Summer Loving’, and absolutely, positively no
        ‘Macarena’.

    About seeing everyone and hearing everyone again: the young cousins
        she could barely recognise, handsome and awkward and distant; old Joe Blair and his
        paper-thin wife Serena; Uncle Stuart’s stolid, unsmiling kids; all the cousins they called
        Hotere, though none of them were, grouped and labelled under their mothers’ maiden name
        because that was the way Jim still talked about them. Eru Te Puni, who’d invited himself;
        beaming Auntie Lizzie and big, round Uncle Tahu just a few feet away; Rob’s girlfriend Lia,
        wearing glasses with shiny purple frames, and a pansy-print wrap dress with an uneven hem,
        neither of which seemed to go with her intense, almost puzzled expression; Rewi French, her
        father’s cousin and old partner in crime, who’d smuggled Virginia away to the sidelines as
        soon as the ceremony ended to drink and gossip, much to the photographer’s annoyance; even
        Andy Simich, spotted from behind, and – no doubt about it, Julia was right
        – looking quite, quite bald.

    Virginia wished that Arthur was here, right now, sitting next to her
        at the top table, looking out at all these faces. Arthur slapping at the fluttering
        tablecloth, peering critically at the wine bottle, harassing the waiter for more oysters,
        irritably loosening his tie. Making her laugh, getting on her nerves.

    Absent friends.

    Dinner over, the sea of guests dispersed and
        regrouped around the marquee’s white flanks. Rob waved Virginia over to a cluster of chairs
        in the corner, where Uncle Tahu was holding court away from the noise of the band. She
        squeezed in next to her cousin Errol Tucker (one of the Hotere clan, all grown up and
        athletic, glossy chocolate-brown, glinting with hair gel and perspiration).

    ‘Your cousin here’s working for the Waitangi Tribunal,’ said Uncle
        Tahu, and Errol gave Virginia a brief, serious smile, as though he’d just won something at a
        school prize-giving, ‘and your brother here is making a name for himself in the legal
        profession.’

     ‘Rob says you’re working for a writer?’ asked Errol. ‘What kind of
        work?’

    ‘I’m her researcher. She’s a historical novelist, and I do all the
        running around for her. She’s just finished a book that we’ve been working on all year.’

    ‘Lot of research to be done here,’ said Uncle Tahu. ‘Lot of history to
        uncover. Maybe you’re on the wrong side of the pond. Lot of opportunities here now for a
        nice coffee-coloured girl like you.’

    ‘Milky coffee,’ said Virginia, smiling down at her glass.

    ‘Been away too long, haven’t you, Miss Virginia Ngātea
        Seton?’

    (How long is too long; how far is far enough?)

    ‘Time to change sides, perhaps,’ Uncle Tahu continued. ‘You think
        about it.’

    ‘It’s a political decision,’ said Errol, eager and earnest, waiting to
        jump in. 

    Rob nodded. 

    ‘Home or overseas,’ he said, gazing down at his clasped hands.

    ‘Māori or Pākehā,’ added Errol.

    ‘Pork or puha,’ said Tim behind them, passing out beer bottles over
        Virginia’s head. ‘What do you want to drink, Jinxie? More champagne?’

    ‘Whatever.’

    ‘What do you say?’ said Uncle Tahu, winking at her. He was looking
        old, Virginia thought, rangy and creased, though his laugh was as abandoned and full-bodied
        as ever.

    ‘You mean about coming back, or about being Māori or
        Pākehā? I’m not sure about the first, and as for the second, I don’t
        think it’s a choice, really. I’m both.’

    Uncle Tahu roared with laughter. ‘I meant, what do you want to drink?’

    ‘No one’s a Pākehā any more, you know,’ said Tim.
        ‘They’re New Zealand Europeans or just New Zealanders. That’s what lots of people prefer.’

    ‘And what does that make Māoris?’ Uncle Tahu sniffed.
        ‘Chopped liver? Since when does New Zealander just mean white people? I’m a New Zealander,
        aren’t I?’

    Errol and Rob nodded in unison.

    ‘When I’m at home – I mean, in America,’ said Virginia,
        wondering, as she spoke, where home was exactly: the house on Adams Street with its new
        tenants and, in all probability, shiny new Christmas wreath, or Arthur’s place above
        Kingfish, with all her belongings in plastic bags stuffed behind the sofa? ‘I’m just a
        foreigner with a strange accent. Nobody knows what a New Zealander is, let alone a
        Māori or a Pākehā. So I can be whatever I want to be, I
        guess,’ Virginia finished. ‘I can be both.’

    ‘Or neither,’ said Rob, raising an eyebrow at Errol – making
        sure his point didn’t go unnoticed, she thought. ‘You can hide whatever you want to. You can
        be invisible.’

    ‘The invisible Māori. This country’s full of them,’ said
        Uncle Tahu.

    Heather, her face flushed, walked towards them followed by Rewi French
        who had three empty glasses in his hands.

    ‘Mum.’ Tim leaned back in his chair. ‘Would you call yourself a
        Pākehā, or a New Zealand European?’

    ‘I’d call myself mother of the bride,’ she replied, squeezing past.
        ‘And don’t let your grandmother see you drinking beer straight from the bottle.’

    Rewi bent down towards Virginia, resting the cold wine glasses against
        her bare shoulders.

    ‘Don’t listen to these angry young men,’ he murmured. ‘Or old Tahu,
        for that matter. Those Wairarapa Māoris think they’re the real thing.’

    ‘One last question for you,’ said Uncle Tahu, waving Rewi and Heather
        away. He took Virginia’s hand in his and tickled the palm with his fingernails. ‘This book
        you’ve been working on all year, the one you’ve done the research for. What’s it about?’

    ‘The quadroon balls.’ Virginia looked into her uncle’s hazy green
        eyes. She didn’t know how to begin explaining it. ‘It’s this New Orleans thing, very
        particular to the city and its … history. It’s a long story, actually.’

    ‘Nothing like a good long story, eh?’

    ‘Jinx,’ hissed Tim. ‘Come and dance with me. I’ve requested “Eagle
        Rock”, to piss Julia off. Rob, where’s Lia?’

    ‘Talking to Nick’s cousin about getting a deal on a car, last time I
        saw her.’

    Rob scraped back his chair and set off at a brisk pace towards the
        dance floor.

    ‘Your brother tells me you come up with stories for that writer, too.
        Some juicy ones in our family, all right.’

     ‘Oh, yes,’ said Virginia, wanting to wriggle away. Her work was
        boring, she thought; it bored her and, by the looks of it, everyone else too. There was
        something about it, as well, that made her feel a little ashamed.

    (How long is too long; how far is far enough?)

    ‘Off you go and dance,’ said Uncle Tahu. ‘But later on, I’ve got a
        story for you. It’s a good one – true. Don’t forget.’

    Virginia promised him she wouldn’t.

    Leeander had blown everyone away. Of course she had:
        the hat, the outfit, the cake, all just as gorgeous and original as they could be. She’d
        certainly get more business out of it, from this rich Dally vineyard set. Nick’s uncle had
        talked with her for nearly forty-five minutes about the Tuscan-style tasting facility he was
        planning in Kumeu (so much more than a café and shop: she
        understood that). She could see it now, every inch of dripping pergola and
        terracotta-coloured wall and rough-hewn slate floor, every last glazed Morris &
        James tile, every arched doorway and woven chair seat and grape-green bottle of olive oil.
        She could smell the rosemary, the lavender, the char-grilled shallots. She’d design a
        magnificent cake for the opening and do all their special functions (and the words ‘special’
        and ‘private’ and ‘corporate’ and ‘function’ danced around in her head like so many angels
        on a hat pin) and soon she’d be the last word in cake design and the word ‘Confection’ (the
        name of her shop: Jim’s suggestion, actually) would linger, sweetly, on the lips of every
        single taste-maker from here to Huka Lodge.

    And one day, if everything went according to plan, she’d have her own
        Friday-night show on TV, the kind where she would be in Melbourne one week and on the Kapiti
        Coast another, loyally and avidly watched, doing everything from selecting the very best in
        local feta cheese to interviewing (no, profiling) the
        owners of small chic luxury hotels on Great Barrier Island.

    That was the long-term plan, of course. There were more immediate
        goals to achieve, like expanding the place on Jervois Road and persuading all those Remuera
        matrons to venture a little further afield for their dinner-party dessert needs. She’d taken
        a risk in setting up shop in Herne Bay rather than Parnell, in opting for the gay media set
        rather than society’s hostesses, but she’d had a hunch (her instincts, as ever, gave her the
        edge) that being fashionable and talked about was a more persuasive calling card than simply
        expensive and nearby. So far, it was playing out just as she’d expected: her ongoing
        conquest of the Eastern suburbs, her culinary crusade, was progressing slowly but surely,
        one cake at a time.

    But today here she was, way out West, and making the best of it as
        usual. Very nice wedding, really, with everyone looking more or less tasteful and
        picturesque, especially darling little Alice. Not that many hats, but you couldn’t expect
        that these days, not in this shy little country and especially not out here. Not many truly
        great ensembles either: a lot of linen dresses and big bracelets, a few floaty scarves.
        Something chic and semi-transparent from Zambesi on one woman (one of Nick’s relatives, of
        course) and some smart little dresses on the younger guests, the ones who seemed to have
        exercised away every last bit of tit and hip and thigh. Even old Heather, the very wrong
        side of fifty, was looking almost presentable in that creamy shapeless pastel number, if you
        liked that sort of thing.

    And Julia was really quite beautiful. Tightly strung as a fiddle bow,
        of course, but you couldn’t expect leopards to change their spots (and speaking of spots:
        what on earth was that awful Fleur wearing?) just because it was their wedding day.

    Time for more lipstick, Leeander decided, and then maybe a dance with
        her husband – last seen singing with his cousins around the outside bar; it
        sounded like they were howling to the moon – and maybe a whirl with Hugh (who
        would have guessed he was such a dancer?), and then a few more circuits of the room.
        Business and pleasure: where did one end and the other begin?

    Virginia felt a little drunk.

    Not so drunk that she couldn’t have another drink, especially after a
        few more dances, but drunk enough to wish that she was dancing breast-to-chest with Nick’s
        cute brother Jason, and being pulled up onto the stage, as Tania had been ten minutes ago,
        squealing and protesting, to take the Olivia Newton-John part (diffidently at first, but,
        halfway through the second verse, with some gusto) in ‘Summer Loving’. Almost drunk enough
        to think that Andy Simich wasn’t that bad-looking, really, even if he was known, apparently
        quite comprehensively, as the Nissan King.

    Quite drunk enough, right this minute, to feel like having a doze in
        this cool, quiet toilet cubicle, or at least just sitting here for a few more minutes before
        getting embroiled in any more serious conversations.

    It was her dress, you see: it seemed to cling to her and grab at her
        and twist all around the place, so she felt half-naked without underwear, and it was all wet
        and sticky where someone had spilled their drink down her left leg. It was so uncomfortable.

    Doors clanged open and closed, and she could hear waves of women’s
        voices, footsteps, bursts of running water, the whiz of zips, ripping paper, laughter and
        swearing and an occasional cough. Virginia sat quietly, her breath steady, and leaned her
        head on to the cold wall of the cubicle. A pleasant chill blew onto her scalp from the
        slightly open window set high into the wall. She could hear the band in the distance. Wasn’t
        that ‘Cheryl Moana Marie’?

    More banging doors, some giggling. Two voices.

    ‘No, it’s nothing. Wipe it off.’

    ‘Thought it was icing. Shouldn’t have had …’

    ‘There. Looks divine now.’

    ‘Fits me like a bloody glove.’

    ‘Like a condom!’

    (The other two bridesmaids, Belinda and Vicki. She’d met them both
        last night, briefly, at the Simichs’ party. They’d asked her what she was doing in New
        Orleans, how she got a visa, if she had an American husband.)

    ‘Well, thank God we had some say in choosing these,’ said Vicki, the
        other side of the toilet door. ‘That thing I had to wear at my sister’s …’

    ‘Speaking of sisters.’

    ‘Oh my God, what does she look like?’

    Hysterical laughter.

    Virginia carefully, quietly, lifted her feet off the ground and held
        her breath.

    ‘She’s a stuck-up bitch, if you ask me.’

    ‘Ju says she hasn’t had a boyfriend in years, since this guy she was
        seeing since high school or something slept with her best friend.’

    (Trust bloody Julia. She probably advertised it in the Western Leader.)

    ‘Then she just swanned off to the States on some fancy scholarship.
        Probably some Māori thing – you know, free money. And that’s the last
        anyone’s seen of her till now. She never tells anyone anything, Ju says, and she never lets
        anyone visit.’

    ‘Wasn’t Ju going to go over?’

    ‘Yeah, and she put her off, told her it wasn’t convenient.’

    (The last three months of her dissertation: she’d asked Julia to come
        later, stay as long as she liked; Bridget said they could have her room.)

    ‘What’s the big secret, anyway? It’s only America. My brother’s taken
        his whole family to Disneyland.’

    ‘Perhaps she doesn’t want anyone going over because she’s got
        something to hide.’

    ‘Too right she has. That bloody arse!’

    More hysterical laughter, like a flock of warring seagulls. Then the
        flat bang of a door opening fast, shaking the whole row of cubicles. 

    Silence.

    ‘I think that’s quite enough from you two,’ said a loud, familiar
        voice. ‘Quite a nice little bitches’ brew-up you’re having in here, isn’t it? I’ve never
        heard such spiteful crap in all my life. This is a wedding, you know – Virginia’s sister’s wedding – not some bully-bitch
        session in the girls’ changing room. You should both be ashamed of yourselves.’

    Leeander.

    ‘And you might think you’re both hot stuff, but let me tell you
        something. Neither of you look particularly choice yourselves …’

    ‘Listen …’

    ‘No, you listen. You’ve had your
        say. You’re both jealous as hell of Virginia, because she has a lot more on her mind than a
        tarty little dress she’ll only wear once in her life. That’s right, clear off.’

    Stomping footsteps. Leeander raised her voice.

    ‘And I don’t think the bride – my stepdaughter – is going to be too thrilled when she hears about
        all this, do you?’

    The door slammed, and Virginia stood up, her legs shaking. She pushed
        the cubicle door wide open and saw Leeander rinsing her hands under the tap, checking out
        her make-up in the mirror.

    ‘Thanks,’ said Virginia.

    Leeander’s eyes widened.

    ‘Why didn’t you march out and tell them off? They would’ve got the
        fright of their little lives.’

    ‘Not my style,’ said Virginia, bending into the mirror and squinting
        at her lipstick.

    ‘I don’t understand you,’ said Leeander.

    ‘I know.’

    ‘I certainly wouldn’t be sitting there, shaking on the toilet with my
        knickers round my ankles, too scared to come out.’

    ‘I know.’

    ‘I would have come out fighting. Boxed their bloody ears.’

    ‘You did.’

    Leeander turned towards her, one pencilled eyebrow raised.

    ‘You know who you remind me of?’ she asked.

    ‘My father.’

    ‘Got it in one.’

    ‘I know I should have come out,’ said Virginia. ‘Said something, done
        something. Though I don’t know what I would have said.’

    ‘How about “Go fuck yourselves”?’

    ‘S’pose. It all seemed so petty and pathetic, though. Almost unreal,
        like it was happening to someone else.’

    ‘You need to get a grip on your own life, my girl,’ said Leeander. She
        looked back at her reflection and dabbed at her eyelashes with the tip of her fingernail.
        ‘Take things into your own hands. I won’t always be there to defend your honour.’

    ‘Thanks for that, by the way,’ said Virginia. ‘I didn’t know you liked
        me.’

    ‘Who says I like you?’ sniffed Leeander. ‘You could do with some more
        make-up, you know. And that dress doesn’t suit you at all.’

    ‘Well,’ said Virginia. She held out her hand for Leeander’s lipstick.
        ‘Your hat looked bloody ridiculous.’

    ‘Your hair needs more height. It’s too flat.’

    ‘You look like you’re about to fall off those shoes. And as for that
        cake …’ 

     ‘The cake,’ said Leeander, ‘is a triumph.’ She smacked her lips on a
        folded piece of tissue and stood back to admire her handiwork.

    ‘By the way,’ said Virginia. ‘My knickers weren’t round my ankles. As
        a matter of fact, I’m not wearing any. At all.’

    ‘Well,’ said Leeander. ‘I presume your mother doesn’t know?’

    Virginia tried to wink at her, but blinked in slow-motion instead.

     ‘Well,’ said Leeander again. ‘Feel like going back to the dancing?’

    ‘Oh yes,’ said Virginia, pushing her shoulders back, lifting her chin.
        ‘We should hurry. Sounds like they’ve already started the Macarena.’

    She walked to the door and held it open, waiting for Leeander to
        follow. Outside, hovering anxiously, was Rob.

    ‘I’ve been looking for you,’ he said. ‘You disappeared.’

    ‘I’ve been in here,’ said Virginia. 

    Leeander sashayed out the door. ‘We’ve been bonding,’ she said, and
        flicked Rob’s loosened tie.

    ‘Oh.’ Rob ran a hand through his short brown hair; he looked
        embarrassed and slightly bemused. ‘I was worried that, ah – Errol and Uncle Tahu
        pissed you off, Jinx. That you’d think we were judging you.’

    ‘Oh, but you are,’ Leeander stage-whispered. ‘You are.’

    ‘Anyway, you should come back into the marquee,’ he said, frowning at
        Leeander. ‘Uncle Tahu’s going to sing “Ten Guitars”. We had to pay the band an extra fifty
        bucks as a bribe. Well, Errol and I did. Tim hasn’t got any cash on him, as usual.’

    ‘Ju will have a fit.’

    ‘I know,’ said Rob, his face as gleeful as a little boy’s.

    ‘What lovely children you are,’ sighed Leeander. ‘Off you go, then.
        Return to the bosom of your family. But Virginia, remember: mind the vipers.’

    ‘What’s up with her?’ muttered Rob, taking Virginia’s elbow, watching
        Leeander take long wobbling strides back to the marquee.

    ‘She’s not so bad,’ said Virginia. ‘Not that bad at all.’

    ‘I never thought she was,’ said Rob, and he pulled Virginia along the
        pathway towards the brassy sound of the band, loud conversation and the tinkle of breaking
        glass.

    Here she is then, said Uncle Tahu. Back again, my
        favourite niece. I’m wanted up on stage any minute, but there’s that story I wanted to tell
        you. Get that writer friend of yours to put it in a book.

    It’s about my father. He was only about six or seven years old when
        his mother died. Very tragic circumstances. What happened was his father, who was Scottish,
        came home drunk one night. Came home drunk, knocked over the lamp and set the curtains on
        fire. Burned the house down. My father was saved because his mother woke him up and pushed
        him out the window, but she died in the fire. He was sent to live with his Māori
        grandparents, who brought him up to mistrust Pākehās.

    As you can imagine.

    This was the story that was always told in the family. But about three
        years ago, my niece Tiri, the one who’s working down in Wellington, she looked up the
        coroner’s report. Found things were quite a bit different. My grandmother didn’t die in the
        fire; she didn’t die until about a week later. The people that spoke to the coroner, the
        witnesses, they had two different stories – depending on whether they were men or
        women. All the women, Māori and Pākehā both, said that he
        wouldn’t let her go to the doctor’s. The husband. He was afraid of getting into trouble for
        causing the fire. He thought she’d just get better in time. 

    But all the men said that she refused medical treatment. That she was
        a superstitious Māori, didn’t believe in Pākehā doctors.
        That’s the story the husband wanted the coroner to believe, because otherwise it would have
        been murder, wouldn’t it? 

    What? This was up near Rotorua, just before the First World War. 

    Well, the coroner decided that the men were right, that it was her own
        fault she’d died. He wasn’t going to believe some wild story concocted by women and
        Māoris.

    So my father, he never knew who he was. After his mother died
        – after she was murdered, in effect, by my grandfather, old Frank McShane
        – he was brought up by his Māori grandparents, as I said. But he ran
        away from home when he was a teenager; I’m not sure why. Made his way to Wellington, where
        he worked his whole life and had as little as possible to do with the family up in Rotorua.
        Married my mother, who was from the Wairarapa. That’s right. You remember her, Ginny?
        Probably not. She didn’t come up north very much, not towards the end.

    Well, there’s more. After my mother died, my father married an English
        woman. So much for hating Pākehās. He was seventy-three when he passed
        away. For the last few years of his life, while he was sick, I’d ask him: where do you want
        to be buried, Dad? Where’s it going to be? Church of England in Karori, or back home at the
        marae? 

    You decide, he’d tell me. When the time comes, it’s up to you.

     So I had to make the choice for him. He didn’t know who he was, you
        see. That’s why he couldn’t make up his mind. In the end, I negotiated a deal with the
        different sides of the family. I’m the negotiator. At work, at home. You know that.

    His wife wanted the nice service with the nice vicar and the nice cup
        of tea afterwards. The others, of course, wanted him brought home for the tangi. Finally, I
        got her to agree to a church service in Wellington and then a burial at Tohera. But she had
        one big proviso: no open coffin. So I had to go back to the elders and tell them that the
        deal had this stipulation. Back and forth I went. They weren’t having any of it, of course.
        It’s not up to her, they said, and it’s not up to you. As soon as your father’s body comes
        up here, it’s ours. We’ll do what we like with it. 

    So I had to go back to the wife, the English wife, and tell her. In
        the end, she was all right about it. Shut coffin in the church, open coffin at the marae.
        That was the compromise. She sat overnight next to it, cried, the whole lot. It was the
        first time it hit her, really, that she’d married a Māori. All of us with our
        brown faces hadn’t struck home till then. She thought we all took after our mother. She
        hadn’t taken it on board, you see, that we were niggers on both sides.

    You can have that story. Take it. Now where’s that dopey brother of
        yours? Where’s my big introduction? I’m ready for my solo, Mr De Mille.

    It had been strange for Margery, hearing her name
        read out at the wedding. A short name, gulped out by the minister or the judge or whatever
        he was. Rose, just four letters, buried in the middle of her name, the same way Heather had
        buried it in Julia’s. Will you, Julia Rose Seton, said the man (not a minister, clearly, not
        in that mustard-coloured suit), and it reminded Margery of a similar day, nearly sixty years
        ago, when it looked like grey rain was coming back, but it held.

    The day held.

    Will you, Margery Rose Buchanan, said the man (a minister, of course,
        with smoky whiskers and a puckered upper lip and one hair, grey as the day, protruding ever
        so slightly from his left nostril) and she’d never thought, not on her wedding day, not for
        a second, that her life would lead her here, to a vineyard on the other side of the world,
        not a true Scot in sight and her own granddaughter getting married wearing what appeared to
        be a petticoat, with barely a hat (let alone glove) to be seen on anyone.

    And as for the accents: when she was growing up, normal people sounded
        Scottish, everyone on the radio sounded English and everyone in the films sounded American.
        You knew who you were, and who everyone else was. That’s all there was to it.

    Will you, Margery Rose Buchanan …

    She missed the old church service, which had been perfect and solemn
        and romantic in its own way. With my body, I thee honour; and all my worldly goods, with
        thee I share. Those whom God hath joined together, let no man put asunder.

    Asunder. Now that was a word to strike the fear of God into everyone.

    Will you, Julia Rose Seton …

    It was a nice gesture on Heather’s part, making Julia a Rose, calling
        the baby after her mother in a subtle, kind, hidden sort of way, leapfrogging that first
        name, because by then nobody was called Margery. Margery was rubber gloves and an apron;
        Margery was matron, headmistress, Brown Owl; Margery was dusting and baking and flower
        arranging. 1969 it was, when Julia was born; everything had changed.

    Maybe Margery would be back in style one day. Lots of names, older and
        funnier than hers, were in fashion again – just look at little Alice. They were
        calling children all sorts nowadays, Harry and Matilda and Fred and Agatha. Why not Margery?
        Why not?

    She’d asked Heather years ago about Virginia’s name, and got some
        mumbling, half-baked reply. I just like it, Heather said, as if she were naming a dolly
        rather than a real live baby. It sounds so nice, Virginia Ngātea Seton.

    Margery had her theories on that one. Heather might think she was
        going soft in the head in her old age, but she could remember one thing quite clearly. A
        poster on Heather’s bedroom wall, the first place they lived in when they arrived in New
        Zealand (a dilapidated house in Kingsland, watery pink, cracks in the skirting boards). Or
        not a poster, exactly, but a picture ripped from a magazine and insolently pinned, two holes
        in the streaky wallpaper, alongside the mirror. A girl, nothing like Heather to look at, but
        one of her heroines at the time. Virginia Mayo, all yellow hair and white teeth, pretending
        to be an Indian in some ludicrous fringed little costume. The briefest little mini-skirt and
        bra-top studded with beads, and a headband with markings like Christmas crackers. Two rather
        jaunty feathers and too much lipstick, each eyelash black and clammy, glued into place. A
        good deal of thigh showing, that’s how Margery remembered it. 

    (Nothing like any Indian she’d ever seen, not that she’d ever seen an
        Indian, except for the ones on Broken Arrow and so forth,
        hardly the real thing.)

    Virginia Mayo, peaches and cream, saucy smile, looking up from some
        sort of ancient scroll. The caption at the bottom of the photograph was all about her being
        named Queen of Beauty by the Navajo people – hence the outfit and the feathers,
        the scroll and what have you. That was it, Margery was sure. That was where Virginia got her
        name, not that Heather would ever admit it, or even remember. Old ladies weren’t the only
        ones who liked to forget things.

    Arthur hadn’t heard from Virginia since he called her
        a few days ago, their conversation brief and jumpy, more awkward than any they’d had before.
        He wasn’t sure why he’d picked up the telephone in the first place, why he’d dialled that
        long string of numbers, and anyway there’d be other chances to catch up. Maybe she’d call
        after the wedding, when everything had settled down (though it had never been clear to him
        why weddings seemed to create more wake than a ship leaving port), when she had some time to
        herself, when perhaps there’d be things she wanted to say.

    They’d often spent time together in companionable silence, in a quiet
        that was more substantial than the hollows of an international call, but that was different:
        space around words, rather than gaps. Talking to her on the phone had felt like shouting to
        her down the hose of a vacuum cleaner, as if she’d vanished, been sucked away. 

    He wanted her to come back. 

    Four weeks seemed interminable. Only one week gone so far, crossed off
        on an imaginary scorecard. The time was creeping. And having so little to say (so little to
        tell her) made him wonder what they ever found to talk about. Perhaps, after all, he really
        had nothing to say: it was possible that every opinion and anecdote and piece of advice ever
        to leave his mouth had been prised out, lured like a snake from its basket, by someone else.
        By Virginia. She always seemed interested in what he had to say.

    Why did she ever bother to listen? What was it they talked about all
        the time?

    Just a handful of weeks they’d spent as roommates of convenience,
        since Virginia had left the place out in Metairie and moved onto his pull-out couch. Just
        long enough to get used to each other, or tired of each other; long enough for certain
        sights and sounds associated with her to become familiar and expected. Her things banked up
        in suitcases and plastic bags, jammed under the table and behind the sofa, stacked in his
        room. The even softness of her footsteps treading back and forth to the bathroom, or padding
        into the kitchen to put coffee on each morning (and it was those six, seven, eight steps
        which had become the first sounds of his day, each careful creak rocking him awake before
        the chirping of the faucet or the buzz of the bean grinder). The sight of her in a droopy
        T-shirt and boxer shorts, coming out of the bathroom with a flowered toiletry bag swinging
        from one hand, chalky traces of toothpaste at the corners of her mouth. 

    He’d known her for all these years without ever seeing that rounded
        morning face, or her hair dripping wet and combed back off her forehead, or her bare toes
        kneading the ridges in the living-room rug. Such ordinary, intimate sights, revealed to him
        like quiet confidences, had been whipped away, quite abruptly, for four long weeks. Most of
        all he missed the feeling that she would be there at the end of the day, offering to make
        him runny scrambled eggs, tapping at the TV Guide with a
        ballpoint pen, looking up at him with a broad, effortless smile when he swung open the front
        door. Expecting him, waiting for him, looking pleased to see him.

    She didn’t have to say a thing.

    Tonight he opened the door to nothing but the blank back of the chair
        and a stack of catalogues and bills on the table, exactly where he left them this morning.
        And, worst of all, the stale, baked smell of four untidy closed-up rooms.

    A drink, a book, another evening. Order something in; try not to think
        about Christmas at his mother’s house, New Year’s here at his.

    It would still be afternoon where she was; tomorrow afternoon. She’d
        explained it all to him but he couldn’t keep it straight. Would the wedding be over yet?

    Nothing to say, a voice in his head told him, and this time he
        listened.

    Wednesday sounded like a neutral, benign sort of
        night for an evening out, especially an evening out for old times’ sake (though Virginia had
        no idea what that phrase meant – was it a punishment for past sins or some sort of
        nostalgic re-creation?) and already, after two hours of Merlot and olives and breadsticks at
        an overcrowded, overpriced bar, she was feeling sick of it.

    Sick of Richard.

    And it wasn’t because he was dull or unattractive, though as the
        evening progressed he seemed to be becoming both – becoming almost repulsive, in
        fact, the sight of him oppressive, talking on and on when neither of them had a thing to say
        to each other, trying to talk about the past and people they used to know (avoiding Kim’s
        name like an infected scratch) and places they used to go, as if they were the happiest days
        of their lives, as if they ever gave those times a second’s thought at any other time of the
        year. As if they were worth remembering.

    Because it was the Wednesday before Christmas, everywhere along
        Ponsonby Road was choked with raucous office parties, people guzzling free beer and wine and
        cocktails, throwing off their jackets, shouting into each other’s faces. Virginia had never
        worked in an office or been to an office Christmas party, but she’d seen enough of them in
        the streets of the Quarter to recognise their sounds and sights (the hiked-up skirts and
        loosened ties, tinsel wrapped around wrists or heads or reddened throats, a hand straying
        onto a backside, a sidling up by the cigarette machine). One was going on around them
        tonight, and the more Richard talked, the more she wished she was standing over there with
        them, those generic office people, all so jolly and abandoned and at the same time intent
        and self-absorbed, all speaking a shared language of desks and jobs and products and
        customers.

    What would it be like, to be known and named and part of a team?
        Assigned a fixed role and personality, dressing up for work, finding a ready-made group of
        people to sit with, lunch with, meet with. People who all looked forward, it seemed, to a
        party in a bar like this; people who had more to say to each other than the regular working
        day could ever contain.

    ‘Virginia,’ Richard said, drawing her away from the mysterious
        conversations swirling around their heads. ‘Did you hear me? That was the last winter before
        you went away.’

    ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Yeah. The film festival, right? All those movies at
        the Civic. I miss going to the Civic.’

    ‘I haven’t been back since,’ he said, rolling the cork from the wine
        bottle around in one hand. ‘It was your thing – film festivals, poetry readings.’

    ‘What poetry readings?’

    ‘Old books, old films,’ he said. His eyes were looking droopy again.
        Virginia wondered if he could droop them at will, the way other people could flair their
        nostrils. ‘Old cinemas. But I was just going along because you wanted me to. That’s what men
        do: they go along with things.’

    ‘So women will sleep with them. I know, I know.’ She looked around the
        room and wondered if she could gatecrash one of the other groups, listen in on their stories
        and jokes and machinations.

    Richard gave the table an impatient tap with the cork. ‘There’s more
        to it than that,’ he said.

    ‘Really,’ said Virginia, distracted by the sight of a girl wearing red
        and green gift-wrap earrings.

    ‘We were going to get married,’ he said in a quiet voice, staring at
        the cork between his fingers, and it took a second or two before she’d processed what he’d
        said and understood that he was talking about her, about him, about Richard and Virginia,
        and she wondered if he were more drunk than she’d realised, if she’d need to catch a taxi
        home, if she was supposed to answer.

    ‘When?’

    ‘Some day,’ he said crossly.

    ‘Could I have another drink first?’ she said, starting to laugh: a
        waiter was walking by wearing reindeer ears – reindeer horns? antlers, that was it
        – and a hand-written badge that read Hello, My Name is
            Rudolf.

    ‘I think we should go,’ said Richard. He frowned at her and asked the
        waiter for the bill.

    Ponsonby Road was alive, bright and buzzing in the hazy dusk. She
        could see the fruit shop tenaciously holding its slim, open-faced place in the old block of
        shops, wedged between Dino’s restaurant – now a red, white and blue American-style
        diner – and a sleek magazine store. The row of buildings still had its skyline
        intact, a succession of stone pediments, neat and Victorian, above the jerry-built rain
        canopies that her father still referred to as verandahs. But the grocer’s was gone, and the
        fish shop, and the place she’d bought her first bag of marbles, replaced by gourmet pizza, a
        florist with cacti in the window and a men’s clothing shop, two legless, pink T-shirted male
        mannequins stark as quotation marks behind the plate-glass shopfront.

     ‘You never used to get drunk like this,’ said Richard, steering her
        towards the corner of Glasgow Street.

    ‘Oh, fuck you, Richard,’ said Virginia. (He looked hurt; she didn’t
        care.) ‘It’s the second time I’ve been drunk this week actually, if you count the wedding.’

    ‘Very nice. Come on, the car’s down here.’

    ‘Wait.’ She shook free of him and stood staring across the road.

    ‘What? What is it?’ 

    The old house was still there, she supposed, but all she could see of
        it was a narrow spine of rooftop painted midnight blue. A tall fence had been built around
        the whole corner section; not a picket fence, like the old one, but an impenetrable pine
        fortress, stained grey, with a narrow rectangle for mail centred in a locked gate.

    ‘My God,’ she said, starting off across Glasgow Street without
        looking, Richard scrambling after her. ‘What have they done?’

    ‘Won’t get much sun any more,’ he said. ‘Not with that fence. This is
        your grandparents’ old place, isn’t it?’

    ‘Why have they built this bloody stupid … barrier?’

    ‘It’s been there for a while,’ said Richard, scratching his head.
        ‘It’s a celebrity living here and, you know, it’s a busy road. They didn’t want people
        looking at them on the porch, peering in their front windows.’

    ‘Celebrity? What kind of celebrity?’

    ‘TV. I forget the name. It’s that guy who was on Shortland Street for a while, and now he’s on that magazine
        show. That travel music comedy show. You know, everyone sitting around on sofas, watching
        videos and going to Japan.’

    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ said Virginia, trying to
        squint through the mailbox. The sight of the fence enraged her. ‘You’re talking fucking
        shit.’

    ‘Charming. Come on, let’s go.’

    ‘I want to see the house.’ 

    She rapped hard on the gate. It was impossible to tell if there were
        lights on beyond the fence.

    ‘You can’t,’ said Richard, pulling at her shoulder. ‘Can’t you see
        it’s all … locked away? What the fuck are you doing now?’

    Virginia jumped up and down on the pavement, trying to see over the
        fence.

    ‘Too high,’ she said breathlessly. ‘Lift me up.’

    ‘Are you insane?’

     ‘Come on! Give me a hand up.’

    ‘Virginia, no!’ he said, grabbing her arm. ‘It’s a security fence.
        Can’t you see the sign? The alarm’ll go off. You’ll be arrested or electrocuted or
        something. This fence is here for a reason.’

    ‘Fuck the fence.’ She wedged her fingers, crab-like, into the ridges
        between the boards. ‘I want to see the house.’

    ‘What is it you want to see, exactly? If the house has changed? If
        it’s still the same? Why don’t you write the guy a letter and enclose some old photographs,
        see if he responds?’

    ‘What are you talking about? Photographs, letters? I haven’t got time.
        I’m leaving the country in two weeks.’ She jumped again, landing heavily on her left foot.
        ‘I need to see it now.’

    ‘I don’t understand why, that’s all.’ Richard flicked a finger against
        the letterbox slot. 

    ‘I know you don’t,’ said Virginia, and the sound of her own voice,
        strangled and high pitched, startled her. ‘You don’t understand a bloody thing, and you
        can’t be bothered trying.’

     ‘Would you keep your voice down?’

    ‘Go to hell. I’m sick of you. Completely sick and tired of you.’ 

    ‘I know you are.’ Richard released her arm and stepped away, standing
        with crossed arms in the middle of the footpath. His face was red, set like a baked pudding.
        ‘I’m not too thrilled with you either right now, if you must know.’

    ‘What do you mean, “if you must know” – what does that mean?
        Whenever anyone says “if you must know”, it means the other person doesn’t want to know and
        couldn’t give a damn about it one way or the other.’

    ‘What the hell is wrong with you? Why are you so angry?’

    Virginia glared at his bland, blurred face, irritated by everything
        about him and everything he said; but then something under her skin (a muscle, a vein) began
        to tremble, and she was crying, sobs that started in her stomach and jerked her shoulders
        and bubbled out of her mouth.

    She sat down in the gutter, her backside thudding onto the concrete
        edge, and covered her face with her hands.

    ‘Come on, Gin.’ Richard’s voice was tender and appealing. She felt his
        arm closing around her shoulders, pulling her to one side. ‘Don’t cry.’

    She wept into her lap, the sobs exploding into hiccups.

    ‘It’s only a house,’ he said. ‘Come on, let’s go back to the car.’

    ‘It’s not just a house,’ she said. ‘It’s our house. It was their house.’

    ‘I know,’ he said, and she could sense him turning away, hear him
        speaking to another person: No really, he was saying, she’s OK. 

    ‘Come on, Gin. Up you get. Someone wants to park here; you don’t want
        to get run over.’

    ‘I want to see their house,’ said Virginia, wiping her nose across
        damp knees. She wasn’t angry any more. She felt small and tired and lonely.

    ‘How about we come back another time, eh?’ She felt Richard jiggling
        her shoulders, trying to get her to stand. ‘When the owner’s home. Maybe he’ll let us in.’

    ‘Do you think so?’ Virginia raised her head to look at him.

    ‘Well, not really,’ said Richard, looking sheepish. ‘He’s on TV. He’s
        a celebrity. The only people that get to see celebrity homes work for, you know,
            the New Zealand Woman’s Weekly. And even they have to
        pay for the privilege.’

    ‘We could pay,’ she said forlornly.

    Richard tugged her up onto her feet. ‘Maybe,’ he said. ‘Or you could
        just wait till he sells it. They always move around, don’t they, celebrities? And it’s a bit
        busy and exposed along here.’

    ‘We should never have sold it,’ said Virginia.

    ‘I guess,’ said Richard. She could hear him jingling the car keys in
        his pocket. ‘It’s just a house, though, eh? Your Dad and your Auntie must have thought it
        was the best thing to do at the time. They might have needed the money. They couldn’t
        predict property prices.’

    ‘That’s not what I’m talking about,’ said Virginia. She swept streaky
        half-circles under her eyes with her forefingers, pushing the last dribbles of tears into
        her hairline. ‘This isn’t about money.’

    Richard shrugged. He had no idea what she was talking about, she knew.
        Houses were houses to Richard: places to live, places to sell. Investments and mortgages,
        real estate. She followed him around the corner, past a granite-coloured garage door. Where
        the side gate used to be, she thought. The wash house must have come down: the wash house,
        the gate, the yellow hibiscus.

    Richard drove, without speaking, down to Freeman’s Bay, parking
        outside a white house, pushing open a white gate, unlocking a white door.

    His bed was low and square, flat as a paddock, and there was nothing
        on the walls of his room. He seemed to have fewer things than she did: clock radio, book (he
        took off his watch and draped it across the cover, obscuring the title), gym shoes under the
        chair. Everything else was tidied away – if there was anything else: she was quite
        sure, all of a sudden, that there was nothing else at all, that the cupboards and closets
        and wardrobes in the house were empty, like the ones in Julia’s old doll’s house (too small
        for Barbie’s clothes), that all Richard’s belongings were folded in a suitcase under the
        bed, that he really still lived at home with his mother in the short brick house off
        Flanshaw Road.

    ‘We were never going to get married, you know,’ she said.

    Richard lay down next to her and let out a wheezing sigh, as if he was
        too tired to do anything else. Then he sat up and tugged at his polo shirt, yanking it up
        over his head. Same old moles, she thought, same old freckles. She reached her fingers
        towards his back, pressing the most protruding mole like it was a doorbell. 

    ‘Ding dong,’ she said. 

    His skin felt clammy.

    ‘Come on,’ he said, in an encouraging sort of voice, pulling her up,
        trying to unbutton her shirt. She wriggled the shirt over her head and dropped it like a
        discarded tissue on the floor next to the bed.

    They lay down again, facing each other. Richard leaned forwards to
        kiss her and his stubby whiskers scratched at her upper lip. He placed one hand on her waist
        and squeezed.

    ‘Bit flabby now, aren’t you?’ he said, sounding slightly astonished
        and almost analytical, like he was a doctor pointing out a suspicious lump, or a
        meteorologist gesturing towards an oncoming front; and Virginia remembered at once why she
        had not married Richard, why she would never marry Richard, and why she could not summon up
        the least amount of passionate enthusiasm for having sex with him right now, even if it was
        simply for old time’s sake, whatever that meant.

     ‘Get off me,’ she said, irritated with herself for coming home with
        Richard, for going along with whatever plan he’d had in mind that evening. What was that
        crap he was saying earlier about men going along with things? That was a bloody joke. She’d
        been going along with everything for years. She was the inventor, the master, the Olympic
        bloody champion of going along with things.

    ‘What is it now?’

    She rubbed at her face with the back of one hand. ‘I think I’m going
        to be sick.’

    ‘Christ,’ said Richard, rolling away. ‘Thought you’d grown out of that
        one.’

    Only thing I’ve grown out of is my old clothes, she was going to say,
        but speaking required too much effort; it was easier just to lie there (awkwardly,
        grudgingly, side by side) and slump into a dry-mouthed doze, the rapid onset of simmering
        snores from the other pillow telling her that lack of passion was entirely, reassuringly
        mutual. 

    After all this time, they could still agree on something.








    The drive to Karekare seemed much shorter these days,
        Kim thought. It used to feel such a long way away, such a steep climb past the bushy verges
        and ski-slope driveways of Titirangi on the West Coast Road. And then that slow spiral down
        to the beach, twisting along a road only really wide enough for one car, stones rattling the
        undercarriage and the tyres skidding a little on the loose gravel every time you put your
        foot on the brakes. It always felt like a real adventure. Maybe the difference nowadays was
        that the roads were sealed – and she did have a better, faster car. Maybe, too,
        she’d grown more immune to distance, the way she’d learned to tolerate labour pains and
        spicy curries and hotter bath water.

    Maybe it had never been that far away, after all.

    They hadn’t gone there much when they were at school. West coast
        beachcombing was more for the surfie set: the ones who wore shell bracelets or sharktooth
        earrings (illegal at their school, as were all forms of self-expression); the ones who got
        suspended for smoking marijuana, and spent their weekends painting orange sunsets on the
        sides of a van and waxing margarine-coloured surfboards – all hopelessly
        unfashionable and pointless activities, to her mind, then and now. They weren’t part of that
        set, thank God: Kim had enough regrets in life without adding Indian-print skirts and a
        frizzy Sharon O’Neill hairstyle to the list.

    But after school, when Gin was at university and Kim was trying out
        various career possibilities (basically, telesales and clerical work, one depressing desk
        after another), Karekare was somewhere they could meet. Neutral ground. They’d roll out here
        in Kim’s old Austin, or in whatever boring piece of crap Richard was chugging around in at
        the time. Part of the beach’s attraction was that it was absolutely free: there was nowhere
        to spend money, not even a dairy, and there weren’t any waterfront mansions with tinted
        windows to remind you of what you weren’t, what you didn’t have. You just parked on the
        grass, waded across the river and trudged alongside a sand dune towards the tumbling,
        distant, silver-grey water.

    Somewhere bigger than both of them, she supposed. Somewhere bare and
        empty and stern. Kim always thought of Karekare that way: as a bad-tempered old man who
        didn’t want you to feel at home. The black sand burned the soles of your feet and whipped
        across your face whenever the wind picked up, and there was no shade to speak of, unless you
        crossed the river again and wedged yourself against the rocks of the cliff. The lifesaving
        patrol’s red and yellow flags never stood more than a few feet apart, swimming permitted
        only in the slightest sliver of sea, so even on a beach as wide and grand as this one,
        everyone had to splash around together like small children in a paddling pool. She hardly
        ever went in, anyway; you could get bowled over by a great wall of water the second you were
        knee-deep. 

    Gin enjoyed it more, and, in the old days, when Gin went swimming and
        Kim lay on the beach making sure the towels didn’t blow away, she’d formulate theories about
        why that was the case – why she, spontaneous and daring, would prefer to sit
        still, looking at the sea, while Gin, cautious and quiet, would be out there throwing
        herself into giant concrete waves without a second’s thought. Something to do with the
        artist’s eye, she’d decided. And really, there was nothing more passive than engaging with a
        sea like this one, where swimming wasn’t possible: you were a wicket, not a batsman, just
        knocked over and put back up again.

    Kim had never been one for sport.

    Her boys liked it out here. The empty vastness of it appealed to
        something primal in their savage little natures. They liked everything about it, except for
        the car ride; both were prone to sickness and evil rages when trapped in their seats for too
        long. But once they were set loose in the car park, there were no complaints. She’d gingerly
        pick her way down the short stony path to the river (weighted down with cavernous bag,
        chilly bin, towels, buckets and spades) and they’d be speeding ahead, looking for the
        deepest, murkiest place to cross. And though they weren’t allowed in the sea at all, there
        was plenty to keep them busy at the warm, shallow end of the river, racing across the dense
        iron sand, pushing and shoving and falling over, like small psychotic wind spirits.

    ‘Look at the little buggers go,’ she said, pinning down a beach towel
        at either end with jandals. ‘What have you got there?’

    Virginia held up a tartan flask.

    ‘Coffee. I’m just trying to find the other cup.’ 

    ‘Bloody hell,’ said Kim. ‘We’re not that old, are we? Flasks and
        sandwiches and little deck chairs. Next we’ll be going for nice long drives and pointing out
        lovely wisteria bushes to each other.’

    ‘Actually, I think this is my
        grandmother’s.’

    ‘There you go.’

    ‘You must get a complimentary flask with your first pension.’

    ‘God help us.’

    ‘She still doesn’t like it out here, by the way,’ said Virginia. ‘My
        Nana. This morning, when I told her we were coming, she told me she prefers beaches with
        proper-coloured sand.’

    Kim laughed, pulling her pink hibiscus sarong more tightly around her
        hips.

    ‘One of the other mothers at Whit’s play group was asking me why the
        sand out here is black,’ she said. ‘She’s Chinese, hasn’t been here long. She thought it
        must be polluted – you know, ruined by an oil spill. I tried to explain about
        volcanic activity and iron content, but I got a bit stuck and confused her even more, I
        think.’

    ‘Black sand,’ said Virginia, drawing her fingers through it. The sand
        was warm only on the surface, damp and chilly underneath. ‘It’s not really black, is it?
        Sort of charcoal and bronze and copper, really.’

    ‘People are lazy,’ said Kim. She turned her head to watch the boys
        slapping around like caught fish in the river’s shallows. ‘It’s easier to say black.’

    ‘I’m glad we came out here today,’ said Virginia, leaning back against
        the rock.

    ‘Better than Christmas shopping at Lynn Mall, at any rate.’

    ‘Christmas shopping and wedding post-mortems,’ said Virginia. ‘My
        mother’s on at the photographer to get the pictures before Julia gets back from her
        honeymoon on Monday.’ 

    ‘Don’t tell me anything about the wedding,’ said Kim. ‘I’m too bitter
        and twisted.’

    ‘Don’t be,’ said Virginia. ‘You didn’t miss much.’

    ‘Let’s talk about something else, then. I suppose you’ve seen
        Dick-face. What’s he driving nowadays? Some sort of pretentious urban four-wheel-drive jeep
        piece of crap, I bet.’

    ‘Toyota Corolla, actually.’

     ‘Just as I suspected,’ said Kim in a deep, over-dramatic voice that
        always made the boys laugh. She shook out her curls; they were already gritty with sand.
        ‘Anything to report?’

    ‘About Richard? He hasn’t changed much. He just earns more money and
        wears more expensive clothes.’

    Kim could hear something brittle in Virginia’s voice; a warning, she
        guessed, not to ask too many questions. 

    ‘So. This Arthur guy,’ she said, smacking her lips to announce the
        change of subject. ‘What’s the deal?’

    ‘No deal.’ Virginia smiled. ‘Just a friend. A good friend.’

    ‘You’re shacked up with him, right?’

    ‘Well, no. I’m just staying with him until … I find
        somewhere to live.’

    ‘I see,’ said Kim. She gave another loud smack of the lips. ‘So you’re
        just using him for sex.’

    ‘No, no, no,’ Virginia protested. ‘No sex, no romance. Sorry. Not yet,
        anyway.’

    ‘What’s holding it up?’

    ‘Me, I think,’ she said, biting her bottom lip. ‘And him. We’re as bad
        as each other.’

    ‘Backwards in coming forwards, you mean? God, I love that saying.
        Where did I hear it? TV, probably.’

    ‘It’s like we’re waiting,’ said Virginia. ‘Waiting for something to
        happen. Waiting for someone to say something or do something.’

    ‘Well, he should make the first move, if that’s what you mean,’ said
        Kim, who considered herself an old hand in the matter of sexual manoeuvres.

    ‘I don’t know that he will.’ Virginia sounding dispirited. ‘He’s quite
        shy and eccentric.’

    ‘Match made in bloody heaven, then.’ Kim took off her sunglasses; they
        were green and heart-shaped, and they gave her a headache if she kept them on for too long.
        ‘What a pair you two’ll make. Perhaps you should get things started. I mean, even if you do
        wait for him to make the first move, you could, you know, set up the board. Put all the
        pieces out. Hand him the dice.’ 

    ‘I’d like to bring him here,’ said Virginia, faltering a little as she
        spoke; Kim could tell without looking up that she was blushing. ‘You know, one day. I don’t
        think he’s ever been anywhere like this. He’s never seen the Pacific, let alone the Tasman.
        And I’d like to go up to Onekawa some time too, show him what it’s like. Onekawa and
        Errington. I haven’t been in years.’

    ‘Why wait? It’s only an hour away. You could go up next week.’

    ‘Perhaps,’ said Virginia. Kim followed her gaze across the river to
        the tall, spiky grass of the dunes. ‘I’m not sure if I’m in the right state of mind yet.’

    This was typical Gin, thought Kim. Anyone else would just stick on
        some togs, get in a car and go to the bloody beach.

    ‘I feel like it should mean something more to me,’ Virginia was
        saying. ‘I remember Onekawa from childhood, going there with my grandparents mainly, but
        it’s not like here. And that doesn’t seem right.’

    ‘Why not? We’ve been here loads, over the years.’

    ‘But here we’re day-trippers, just visiting for an hour or two. Up
        north it’s different. It’s where I’m supposed to be from.’

    ‘Ah, I see. Roots. I don’t have roots,’ said Kim, though she knew she
        must have, somewhere – the gold fields of Otago, she’d like to think, or maybe
        some picturesque Yorkshire dale. Her family weren’t the kind to talk about heritage and
        homelands; they were more preoccupied with football, tea, television. Virginia was lucky, or
        maybe it wasn’t a question of luck at all: you got the history you deserved. Kim wouldn’t
        have wanted a place in that elaborate line-up, all those aunties and uncles and cousins, all
        those stories about farms and beaches and voyages and secret deals. It was right for Gin,
        though. Gave her something to torture herself about as she got older, something to
        investigate and analyse – she was an historian, after all.

    ‘So I’d like to go up there,’ Virginia was saying, ‘but only when the
        time’s right. When I know what to look for, I suppose.’

    ‘Go live up there, on the beach,’ Kim suggested, but Virginia
        shrugged. ‘Why not? Do what you people always did. Commune with nature, live off the land,
        dive for shellfish. Weave things. Grow things. Kill things.’

    ‘Lovely.’

    ‘You could just go for walks on the beach, you know. But you better
        hurry. Big developments going on up there. They say it’s going to be the next Orewa.’

    ‘It’s hard to imagine.’

    ‘Well,’ said Kim. ‘Not everything stays the same. I know I’m as youthful and glamorous as ever, but things change. Look
        at bloody Karekare. I mean, who are all these bastards? What are they doing on our beach?’
        She shook a hand towards the dozen other people on the beach. ‘Haven’t they got jobs to go
        to?’

    ‘Maybe they’re all artists,’ said Virginia, lolling back on her towel,
        fixing Kim with a saucy stare. ‘Living off a government benefit for single mothers.’

    ‘Shut up,’ said Kim. ‘But speaking of motherhood, what’s the time? I
        better reel those two in.’ She stood up and waved at them, great sweeping signals. She
        cupped her hands around her mouth. ‘Huck! Whit! Come and get some lunch. Now!’

    Huck, Whit – usually she avoided running their names
        together like that. More than one stupid person had taken a great deal of pleasure in
        pointing out the implications. Ha bloody ha. Not Virginia, of course. She would never say
        anything annoying and childish like that. Virginia was a true friend, the sort of person
        you’d always want to see again, however much time had passed. There’d always be something to
        say. The stuff they couldn’t talk about: well, that was over and done with. There’d be
        things in the past they’d remember and things they’d forget: wasn’t that what growing up was
        all about?

    Kim sat back down again and reached into the chilly bin for a bottle
        of lemon squash. Virginia beckoned the boys in with a bag of potato chips: she was laughing
        at the way they were galloping, their hands curled like kangaroo’s front paws. 

    ‘Look, Mummy. Sea horses!’ shouted Whit, recovering from a slight
        stumble. Huck ran into Kim’s legs and tried to bow. His head almost reached his round sandy
        belly. Virginia applauded. 

    ‘It’s so nice to see you, Gin,’ said Kim, flashing her a smile across
        the white cavern of chilly bin. 

    Virginia grinned back. ‘Hey, I’ve got one wedding story you’ll enjoy,’
        she said. ‘I got slagged off in the toilets by the other two bridesmaids and my evil
        stepmother gave them a telling-off.’

    ‘Excellent,’ said Kim. 

    She opened her legs so Huck could sit between them on the towel. 

    She was glad they’d come out here today with Virginia. It wasn’t hard
        to be friends out here, however different their real lives had become. Everything today was
        just as it should be: the picnic, the rocks, the river, the stories. The boys exactly at
        this size and this stage, still cute, still crazy. They probably wouldn’t remember this
        particular day, but she always would. Out at the beach one more time with her friend
        Virginia, Karekare black and fierce and radiant all around them, the wind dropping behind
        the rocks, and that terrifying tide, simmering now, growing softer, almost ready to turn.

    Dinner at our place, her father had said, so here
        they were – Jim and Leeander, Auntie Lizzie and Uncle Tahu, a slightly sunburned
        Virginia – all around the dinner table (it was raining again, to Leeander’s
        chagrin), everyone talking at once. 

    In the six years she’d been away, everyone had grown old. Auntie
        Lizzie, who’d always been the palest of the Setons, and the roundest, and the least easily
        amused, was moaning about being Over Sixty; she was cracking in all the wrong places, her
        voice and her joints and her face. Uncle Tahu said he didn’t care; he was looking forward to
        being old, getting the respect he deserved, getting looked after by his rich nieces and
        nephews, getting louder and naughtier and losing all his teeth …

    I’ll be sixty next year, Jim said. Leeander makes me eat that olive
        oil spread instead of butter.

    Virginia, there’s someone on the phone for you, said Leeander.

    It’s just not the same, said Jim. Not salty enough.

    Never thought you’d see rationing again, said Uncle Tahu. Eh, Jimmy?

    I’ll take it upstairs, said Virginia.

    Not in my lifetime, said Jim.

    You could do with some rationing yourself, Tahu, said Auntie Lizzie. 

    Virginia scampered up the stairs with the phone to her ear and sat
        down on the carpeted floor of the hallway. 

    Your mother said it was OK to call you here, said Arthur’s voice.

    It must be the middle of the night, she said.

    The Quarter never sleeps, he said, and they both started laughing.

    There was a lot to say tonight, a lot to tell him about the wedding
        and the day at the beach – though she stopped just short of the night out with
        Richard, because Arthur didn’t know who Richard was. She’d never once mentioned Richard’s
        name to him the whole time she lived in New Orleans; even Bridget knew only the sketchiest
        details. There didn’t seem to be any point in introducing him into the conversation now.

    Virginia closed her eyes and listened to the sound of Arthur’s voice
        (its dragging, dipping vowels, the rounded lilt of every phrase) while he talked about the
        store, the city, the news from Bridget and Jake. She could see him now, leaning too far back
        in his chair, feet up on the dining table perhaps, or on the window sill, the floor beneath
        him propped up by those towers of books downstairs, broad columns of yellowing paper and
        board, three thick walls of stories.

    Bridget’s going to call you at Christmas, he said. If that’s OK.

    Of course it’s OK, she said. I miss Bridget. I miss you, she said.

    Yeah, said Arthur, and then there was nothing else to say. Virginia
        was distracted by laughter downstairs and the sudden surge of a blender; she said goodbye to
        dead air. Arthur must have already hung up.

    Here she is, back again, said Uncle Tahu. Admirers ringing her from
        all over the world.

    Of course, said Jim.

    Lovely girl like this one, said Auntie Lizzie.

    Virginia told them about seeing the old house trapped behind its high,
        ugly fence on Ponsonby Road.

    It’s ridiculous, said Auntie Lizzie. That place is cold enough without
        blocking all the sun.

    Some celebrity lives there, said Virginia. Someone on TV.

    I know who you’re talking about and he’s been in my shop, called
        Leeander from the kitchen; she was puréeing raspberries.

    Ah, said Uncle Tahu. Prime spot, that, for the paparazzi and all the
        nosy beggars as well.

    That Hero Parade goes right past the front door, said Auntie Lizzie.

    Dad would be rolling in his grave, said Jim.

    I adore the Hero Parade, Leeander shouted over the noise of the
        blender.

    It’s a circus nowadays on Ponsonby Road, said Auntie Lizzie.

    Even the little houses cost a bomb, said Jim.

    They’re not worth it, said Uncle Tahu.

    We turned our noses up at them thirty years ago, said Auntie Lizzie.

    I’d kill for one of those cute little cottages, said Leeander,
        lowering the dessert platter onto the table.

    Don’t know if my life insurance will cover it, said Jim.

    I’ll help you carry those, said Virginia. She followed Leeander back
        into the kitchen.

    Strange time for your friend to call, said Leeander.

    He was up late, said Virginia.

    Very late, said Leeander. Well? Any scandal to report?

    He was just checking, said Virginia. 

    Checking, said Leeander. Checking what?

    That the last six years haven’t disappeared without a trace, said
        Virginia, closing the cutlery drawer with her backside and shuffling out of the kitchen
        before Leeander could say another word. 

    Jim stretched his legs along the cushion of the sun
        lounger, ignoring the slight dampness (his fault, for leaving it out in the rain, as
        Leeander had already observed), and let his feet dangle over the end. The shower this
        morning had left the canopy of bush around the deck looking startled and awake, each frond
        and blade and leaf quivering and individuated, picked out against the different greens of
        the hillside. 

    He and Alice had a game, only occasionally resumed nowadays, competing
        for new ways to describe the green of the bush. None of it was sea- or even pea green,
        they’d decided; nothing emerald or kelly about it, either. He could see donkey green (Alice
        couldn’t) and verandah-paint green; she once came up with plankton green, which he thought
        rather audacious. In the driest days of summer, when dust blew down from the ditches of the
        West Coast Road, the bush looked groundsheet green, almost ugly. Like over-dry fruitcake,
        kicked around in the sand a bit and picked over by flies.

    He preferred it on days like today, when the colours were rich and at
        the same time sullen and murky, if that made sense, and almost impossible to name precisely.
        Green like spinach and shutters and stagnant ponds; green like mould; green like mussel
        shells. Thousands of elusive greens, rubbing up against each other in the curves and dips of
        the hill, pushing against the wooden barricades of the deck, tumbling down the slope to the
        streets and houses of the valley.

    Virginia stepped down from the living room with a tray of coffee in
        her hands and what looked like a stack of paper wedged under one arm.

    ‘Thanks, Ginny,’ he said, folding the newspaper on his lap.

    ‘Thank Leeander,’ she said. ‘I’m just the messenger. She’s off to pick
        Alice up from the sleepover at – Pacey’s? Is that her friend’s name?’

    ‘Casey. She’s at Casey’s.’ Jim shook his head. ‘Don’t ask me where
        they get their names. Casinos or cocktail lounges, by the sounds of it.’

     ‘Before they get back, I want to read something to you.’ Virginia
        balanced the tray on a cushioned footstool and felt around for a dry place to sit. ‘It’s
        something from Margaret Dean O’Clare’s manuscript. The novel she’s just finished, Queen of Beauty, the one I’ve been working on. This is the
        manuscript, back from the editor in New York, and I’m supposed to go through it while I’m
        here. Check all the changes they’re suggesting, that kind of thing, and make sure they’re
        not trying to get rid of anything too dear to Margaret’s heart.’

    ‘Shouldn’t she be doing that herself? What if you get it wrong?’

    ‘I know her style pretty well,’ said Virginia, pushing the coffee
        plunger down with both hands. ‘And if I’m unsure about anything, I’ll just mark the page
        with a Post-it and ask her when I get back.’

    ‘Sounds like a lot of work,’ he said.

    ‘Not as much as I think it should be,’ she said. ‘There are lots of
        things I’d like to change. Some of her sentences are completely out of control and some of
        the characters are just ridiculous. I’d tone a lot of them down a bit.’

    ‘Can you do that?’

    ‘Not really. I can ask a question or point something out if I think
        there’s a really glaring error, but for the most part I just follow the party line.’

    ‘Which is?’ said Jim, reaching out a hand for his cup.

    ‘Anything goes, I suppose. My job’s really to make sure the history
        survives intact, but it’s a bit of a lost cause by this stage, anyway. History’s already
        been dealt a body blow by the author. Actually, the editor often wants more rather than
        less. Margaret’s got quite a good reputation for historical accuracy, in spite of herself,
        really. Her style is unbelievably fruity.’

    ‘Must drive you crazy.’ 

    ‘It’s a job,’ she said. ‘Luckily, not a vocation. Would you mind
        listening to a bit of it, though? There’s a particular section I wanted you to hear.’

    
        ‘Philippe dropped like a nimble cat from an overhanging branch of
            the ancient oak, and crouched momentarily at its gnarled and creeping foot, gazing back
            along the alley of trees, ominous in the dusk with their ghostly veils of Spanish moss,
            and towards the pale majestic pillars of the main house.
    

    
        ‘Inside an important meeting was taking place. He felt sure of it.
            He and Alcée had watched the governor’s carriage arrive, with other important-looking
            men galloping close behind on sleek, well-groomed horses. The two boys had loped up the
            avenue to watch the men dismount and sweep, grim-faced, up both sides of the grand entry
            stairs. Hovering, breathless and expectant, behind the yellow carriage wheels, the
            curious brothers peered up towards the heavy carved doors of their grandfather’s house,
            listening to the dashing of sparkling silver spurs against the polished marble floor,
            imagining these distinguished visitors being hurriedly ushered into the library, the
            doors quickly closed behind them by two well-dressed, chocolate-skinned man-servants,
            their eyes and heads humbly and discreetly lowered, as soon as the last flapping gray
            coat-tail had crossed the threshold.’
    

    ‘Bloody hell,’ said Jim into his coffee.

    
        ‘The two boys, both as scruffy as urchins but intuitively aware of
            their distinguished birthright, lingered at the foot of the stairs, exchanging agitated
            glances. 
    

    
        ‘The men would remain sequestered within those dark-paneled walls,
            surrounded by tall cases of leather-bound volumes, for several hours. By the end of this
            secretive session, attended by some of the state’s most powerful, most corrupt and most
            vindictive men, the De Barre plantation would be carved up like a dripping carcass and
            thrown to the wolves. The young heirs would still have ground under their feet and an
            ample roof over their heads, but their domain would be significantly, symbolically
            reduced to a thin hem of land where there were once capacious, white-spotted skirts of
            cotton fields, the portly, grandiose house a giant façade on a green ribbon of lawn, a
            brave face turned towards the muddy waters of the great river that
        …’
    

    ‘And so on.’ Virginia looked up at her father. ‘Does this sound
        familiar?’

    Jim wrinkled his nose.

    ‘Should it? Like some other book, you mean?’

    ‘It’s sort of – well, it’s based on a story you told me
        once. About you and Rewi French sneaking up to the old house to hear what was going on,
        after your grandfather died. Remember? You told me about hiding in the grass and trying to
        hear. You were up in Onekawa on holiday, I think, after the war.’

    ‘It would be, it would be. The old man died around ’47, ’48. Couldn’t
        get rid of Eru Te Puni that summer. He followed us everywhere. And we were always running
        away from the Hotere girls, Shirl and Joan. Was Agnes born then? Must have been.’

    ‘So you remember the story? You told me you knew something was going
        on.’

    ‘We thought we were boy detectives,’ said Jim. ‘On the trail of Al
        Capone.’

    ‘Or Uncle Charlie, at any rate.’

    ‘He’d have given Capone a run for his money.’

    ‘But then, later on, you put two and two together,’ said Virginia,
        ‘and realised, you know, that he’d grabbed all the land.’

    ‘That was Lizzie, putting two and two together; she was more
        interested in all that than I was. It was only after the old lady died, in ’57, I think it
        was, that everyone cottoned on. That’s when the girls, the aunties, found out they just had
        a few back blocks between them. Auntie Ngātea, Auntie Pourua, you know. Auntie Ka.
        Actually, she got next to nothing, I seem to remember. Your mother might know.’

    ‘And Gran?’

    ‘Nothing much to speak of. Bit of a scandal, really: some corners here
        and there, a few feet of bush up in the Barrier, and some swamp in a valley further north. A
        small piece of Onekawa, nowhere near the beach of course, and eventually Uncle Charlie
        talked her into signing that over as well. He said he needed it for cows. She was always a
        soft touch, Mum. Thought the best of people.’

    ‘And your grandmother let it all happen?’

    ‘The land wasn’t hers; she’d just married into it. And she’d been
        shafted in her own right, by her side of the family; that’s where the Barrier land comes
        into the picture. She moved away and ended up with the off-cuts that nobody else wanted. The
        old man, Uncle Rewi, he was the one. My grandfather’s uncle. He’d sold off half of Onekawa
        before anyone knew anything about it.’

    ‘He must have made a fortune. But he had no kids, right?’

    ‘None that we knew of.’

     ‘And Uncle Charlie didn’t either.’

    ‘Nope. Wasn’t allowed to get married until it was too late –
        for poor old Auntie Joyce, anyway. Couldn’t get married till my grandfather died and old
        Granny was confined to barracks, pretty much; he wasn’t allowed. Nobody good enough for him,
        they reckoned, which was a joke, when you come to think about it. Only son left, I suppose.’

     ‘But where did all the money go?’ she asked.

    ‘Where does money ever go?’ said Jim. ‘It gets spent, one way or
        another. It’s pretty easy to have plenty of money and nothing to show for it. Old Rewi left
        land to my Great-uncle Whiri and his crew, though none of them own much of it any more,
        either. Whiri’s kids were the ones who sold out to that beach apartment developer, McKinley,
        the one who’s building the retirement village up there now, sealing all the roads and
        putting in the cables. And Uncle Charlie’s land mostly went to Joyce’s family, who sold it
        right away. He couldn’t be bothered with any of us, never could. He completely disapproved
        of your grandmother marrying a Pākehā, even though he was just a kid
        when Mum and Dad met. Couldn’t have cared less at the time, I imagine.’

    ‘Didn’t he leave some land to the Frenches?’

    ‘Oh yes, some to Rewi French: something about carrying on the farming
        tradition. Carrying on the bach by the sea tradition, more like. They moved to Auckland,
        Rewi and Sally, before old Charlie was cold in his grave.’

    ‘I remember,’ said Virginia. ‘It was just before I left.’

    ‘Strange,’ said Jim, lowering his mug onto the damp deck, ‘to think
        that it’s all gone. I mean, it’s still there, the beach and the valley, but it’s not ours
        any more. Someone else’s private property. And some things really are gone, like the old
        house and Granny’s garden – such a beautiful garden – and Uncle
        Charlie’s house, Auntie Pourua’s place. I mean, a lot of the other houses were gone or
        abandoned or taken over by someone else by the time I was a kid, anyway, like Uncle Whiri’s
        or Dad’s uncles, on the other side, his Uncle Gus’s place. Uncle Dick Blair.’

    ‘Joe’s father?’

    ‘Grandfather. I don’t remember him, really. Just my Auntie Jenny,
        vaguely. And I don’t remember Bob, Joe’s father, at all. He died in a logging accident not
        long before I was born.’

    ‘Do you ever miss it?’ asked Virginia.

    ‘Miss what?’

    ‘Onekawa and Errington.’

    ‘What’s there to miss? We’ve got hills and beaches here, and you don’t
        have to drive for miles to buy a pint of milk.’

    ‘But, you know, it’s not the same,’ said Virginia. ‘It’s not like
        having your family there all around you, everyone in it together. Owning the land as far as
        you can see.’

    ‘Hmmm,’ said Jim. He leaned back in his chair, arms tucked behind his
        head. ‘Bit of a mixed blessing, that, with our family. Any family, probably. As soon as you
        say land, there’s arguments. Feuds and intrigue and bad feeling. Land means money and power,
        or at least it promises something along those lines. So there’ll always be someone who wants
        to buy it or steal it or grab it off your children when you’re gone. It breaks families up,
        fighting about who should be getting what where, who’s entitled to more, who gets the best. 

    ‘And as the years go by, the land’s broken into smaller and smaller
        pieces, so everyone gets their bit of it, what they see as their fair share. And what do you
        end up with? Property the size of a handkerchief. Nobody can do a damn thing with it, so
        everyone’s fighting about that.’

    ‘But maybe nothing needs to be done with it,’ said Virginia. ‘Maybe
        the still having it is the important thing. Just knowing it’s there.’

    ‘Perhaps,’ said Jim. ‘But that goes against human nature, doesn’t it?
        People like changing things, and they like making money. Your brother lectures me on this
        one, tries to explain The Māori Way. Apparently, he’s an expert. He’s got this
        rosy view of the past, thinks it was all hoeing kumara side by side on the hill, fishing and
        planting by the moon, each according to his needs and all that – a sort of Soviet
        Russia with sunshine and pipis. The way he talks, you’d think the Pākehā
        were some sort of pillaging Vikings. Or maybe Romans. I don’t know, you’re the historian.’

    ‘A corrupting influence, you mean.’

    ‘Exactly. Introducing the foreign concepts of bloodlust and greed.
        Well, I have to say, I don’t think that bloodlust and greed were entirely unknown in our
        family. There were some pretty savage battles fought on the beach at Onekawa for control of
        that land. I bet old man Rewi could have told some stories.’

    ‘Really?’

    ‘If not from his childhood, then things he’d been told. That’s the
        trouble though, isn’t it? People forget to tell things, or they can’t be bothered. Maybe
        they think there’s nobody to tell, nobody interested enough to listen. You ask me if I miss
        it – miss the beach, the old life – and I can say quite truthfully that
        I don’t. But one thing I do miss is all the stories. I wish I’d paid more attention instead
        of running around the paddock playing Cowboys and Indians all the time. I wish I’d taken
        more in. Because it’s too late now. They’re all gone, all that older generation, and
        everything they knew and remembered and heard is gone with them.’

    ‘But you don’t miss the place itself?’

    ‘No.’ Jim shook his head slowly, deliberately. ‘I wasn’t brought up
        there. Dad had land there, worked and saved for years to get it, and in the end he just had
        to walk away. Lost everything and had to start all over again. And in some ways, that wasn’t
        a bad thing. We could all make our own ways in life without thinking we had to take
        something over, carry something on, live out someone else’s dream. As for Dad, he knew there
        was no point in throwing good money after bad. Cut his losses and moved on. There’s a lot to
        be said for a fresh start.’

    ‘I guess,’ said Virginia. 

    Jim sat up and started unfolding his newspaper; they were both, she
        suspected, thinking of Leeander. 

    ‘So, what you were saying about stories. That’s what I wanted to ask:
        if you’re OK about me giving a story like this one, the one I just read, to Margaret. I know
        it’s too late and all, but … I guess I’m feeling guilty about it.’

    ‘Well, it’s not really recognisable, is it? Not with all those
        carriages and Spanish – what was it?’

    ‘Spanish moss.’

    ‘That’s it. Well, I don’t think you’ll be getting any lawsuits from
        Rewi French, if that’s what you mean.’

    ‘But, you see, I’ve given her … well, quite a few stories.
        She needs them. Her imagination’s all used up.’

    ‘They’re good stories,’ said Jim.

    ‘They are.’ Virginia nodded. ‘And she does change them a lot.’

    ‘Nothing to worry about, then,’ he said. ‘And anyway, like we’ve been
        saying: for every hundred stories I tell you, there are thousands more. Things I haven’t
        told you yet, things I may never tell you. Things I’ve forgotten or never knew. Things
        people hid from me or forgot to mention, or wanted to say but never got around to. You could
        give – what’s her name? Margaret? You could give her a story a day and still not
        begin to use them up.’

    ‘I’m not giving her any more,’ said Virginia, surprising herself with
        the words, her certainty. It was suddenly, absolutely clear to her. She needn’t give
        Margaret another story, another thought, another idea, another reference, another hour of
        her time. It could end now, right here, with Queen of
        Beauty.

    Why had she never thought of this before?

    ‘Well,’ said Jim. ‘Even if you change your mind, don’t worry about it.
        There’s plenty of stories. More than could fit in a bookcase full of books. Not even a
        bookcase full of fat books, and that looks like it’s going to be a fat book.’

    ‘All her books are fat.’ They both laughed. 

    The front door slammed.

    ‘Yoohoo!’ called Leeander, and there was Alice’s round little face
        mouthing at them through the sliding glass doors. ‘We’re home!’

    ‘Come out here, cheeky monkey,’ said Jim, stretching out his arms to
        catch Alice as she tumbled towards them. Leeander stepped out more gingerly behind her.
        ‘We’re just talking.’

    ‘Well, talking is good,’ said Leeander. She pushed large sunglasses
        back onto her head and peered around for the tray. ‘That’s why Virginia’s come home, so she
        can talk to everyone and be talked at. Even get talked about, perhaps.’ And here she gave
        Virginia a long, hard look, with the faintest trace of a smile. ‘It’s the divine art of
        conversation, darling. Welcome to its many pleasures.’

    ‘Sit down, Leeander,’ said Virginia. ‘Maybe Dad’ll make us some more
        coffee.’

    ‘He’s hopeless!’ shouted Alice, her left leg outstretched, toes
        pointed, ready to pirouette, and Leeander and Virginia nodded in agreement: Jim was
        hopeless, always had been; it was really too late for him to change.

    On Christmas Eve, Virginia borrowed her mother’s car
        and drove into the city.

    ‘You’ll never find parking,’ said Heather, assuming, Virginia could
        tell, that the trip was a last-minute Christmas shopping expedition (‘I’ve finished mine,’
        she announced, though this turned out to be over-optimistic; Hugh had to run her down to
        Henderson that afternoon for an eleventh-hour rampage through Whitcoulls). 

    There was no point in explaining it all, Virginia thought. Better to
        just get on with it and see what turned up.

    The library too seemed to have grown older in her absence; it looked
        slighter and more suburban than she remembered, its grubby white walls washed out in the
        bright sunshine. She rode the escalator up to the second floor, where the Family History
        section was sequestered behind traffic barriers and a security gate.

    ‘Sorry,’ said the librarian, a slender Samoan girl in John Lennon
        glasses. ‘New rules. User pays.’

    Virginia handed over a ten-dollar note and asked the way to the
            Auckland Star archives. She’d gone in search of
        plenty of real people over the years, she supposed, when she was researching her Master’s
        dissertation, as well as on Margaret’s behalf. But Margaret’s real people had never seemed
        that real: they were simply names – grist to the mill, as Margaret was fond of
        declaring. Arthur referred to them as cannon fodder – he’d almost made himself
        laugh with that one.

    But now Virginia was looking for someone that only she wanted to find.
        And she wasn’t even clear on the point of the search, what the finding of this nameless
        woman, this piece of someone else’s past; would resolve. There was no one like Margaret
        waiting for the information; no happy master to approach, ball in mouth, tail wagging.
        Nobody else in the family would be particularly interested, she suspected.

    Still, she was here now, with nothing to do today but scan death
        notices at the windowless end of the room. She had a starting point, 23 December 1922, and a
        few shreds of information. Her grandfather’s first wife was dead before he went up north:
        that’s what Auntie Hattie had said. And was married around Easter; quite a short marriage.
        Halfway through June, then, Virginia decided; it was as good a place to begin as any. 

    She picked a microfilm box from the drawer and sat down, stringing the
        film through elaborate clunky grips, squinting while she focused the screen.

    Patience.

    (Hard to keep turning the handle, hard to pick out the words.)

    Patience.

    (Not that day, not that day, not that day. Not that month.)

    What was she looking for, again?

    (She wished she’d had more to eat for breakfast, less coffee.)

    Patience.

    (Another hour. Christmas Eve, the disappearing day.)

    Finally, suddenly, here it was. 

    
        SETON, on July 27, 1922 at her late residence, Speight Road,
            Kohimarama, Alice, dearly loved wife of John Seton and eldest daughter of Edward and
            Jane McKenzie of Dean Street, Arch Hill, aged twenty-three years. Private
        interment.
    

    Alice Seton, dearly loved wife.

    Once upon a time, Christmas was exciting. Now it was
        nearly noon, and they still hadn’t opened their presents.

    ‘Do you remember how it used to be?’ Virginia asked Julia, who was
        back from her honeymoon looking tanned and pleased with herself. ‘You know, going to bed on
        Christmas Eve when it was still light outside, really over-excited. Lying there, whispering,
        wishing it would get dark so Santa would come?’

    ‘And worrying about him getting our stockings mixed up,’ said Julia.
        ‘I didn’t want to get your boring presents. Nick, sit here. No, don’t worry about them. They
        can sit on the floor.’

    ‘Aperitif, anyone?’ said Hugh. ‘Sherry, beer, glass of wine? It’s all
        right, Margery, it’s past eleven.’

    ‘Beer,’ said Rob and Tim at the same time. They’d taken charge of
        handing out presents and were throwing gifts like frisbees around the living room.

    ‘Wearing your little shortie pyjamas,’ said Heather, smiling. She
        reached out to smooth Virginia’s hair.

    ‘Giggling,’ said Rob. ‘Who’s this for? Nana, I can’t read your
        writing.’

    ‘We weren’t giggling. And what would you know anyway?’ said Julia,
        swiping at him with one of her Christmas presents from Heather, already half opened: a
        calendar, Vineyards of New Zealand. ‘You little boys were
        already fast asleep in bed.’

    ‘Merry Christmas Hugh, love Virginia. Catch!’ said Tim. ‘You know
        those chocolates and stuff we got in our stockings?’

    ‘What about them?’

    ‘What were they called again?’

    ‘Breakfast,’ said Rob. ‘To Rob with love from Virginia. Cheers, Jinx.
        That’s four for me now, Timbo.’

    ‘It’s not a competition,’ said Heather.

    ‘Selection box,’ said Margery. ‘It’s called a selection box. You’re
        not supposed to eat all the chocolates at once.’

    ‘That’s it, selection box.’ Tim snapped his fingers.

    ‘I’ve never heard of this selection box thing,’ said Nick.

    ‘Nick’s brothers didn’t even have stockings,’ said Julia. ‘You had
        pillowcases, didn’t you, darling?’

     ‘They should call it first-to-hand box,’ said Tim. ‘Not that it was
        in a box, come to think of it. I don’t know why it needs to be called a box of anything
        …’

    ‘I’ll box your ears in a minute,’ said Heather. ‘Hurry up with the
        presents; I’ve got to get on with the vegetables. Virginia, I hope you like that. We can
        take it back if you don’t.’

    ‘It’s really nice, Mum. Hey Nick, I hear your brother’s taking our
        cousin Tania out for dinner next week.’

    ‘Trust her to jump on him,’ said Julia.

    ‘Why didn’t he ask you out?’ said Heather. ‘You’re just as pretty as
        Tania French and you haven’t got a … you know.’

    ‘To Julia and Nick on your first Christmas together, love Mum and
        Hugh.’ 

    ‘Mind the pine needles,’ said Margery, looking up from the Shiseido
        toiletry basket she’d just unwrapped; not her kind of thing, really, she thought, but nice
        bright cellophane around it, same colour as Heather’s cushions.

    ‘This isn’t really their first Christmas though, is it? They were
        living together last year,’ said Tim. 

    Heather ignored him.

    ‘Two for you, Mum, both from Hugh,’ said Rob. ‘Bit small, aren’t
        they?’

    ‘Quality, not quantity, Robert,’ said Hugh, plodding in from the
        kitchen. ‘Here’s your sherry, Heather. Mind they don’t knock it over.’

    ‘Yes,’ said Heather. ‘We’re trying to have a civilised Christmas for
        once. Your sister’s home.’

    ‘She means you,’ Julia said to Virginia. ‘Apparently we’re as wild as
        banshees other years. We all run naked around the living room wearing silver bows over our
        private parts, brandy sauce dribbling from our mouths.’

    ‘What’s brandy sauce?’ Nick whispered to Virginia.

    ‘Goes with the Christmas pudding,’ said Heather, overhearing him. She
        stopped folding the used wrapping paper and looked over at him anxiously. ‘Would you prefer
        custard? I could make you some custard, if you like?’

    ‘We usually have ice-cream. My parents, I mean. But don’t worry about
        it …’

    ‘Ice-cream!’ said Margery.

    ‘Timothy, go and check the freezer.’

    ‘Really, brandy sauce is fine,’ said Nick, flushing. ‘I’m sure it’s
        delicious.’

    ‘Not the way Mum makes it,’ said Tim.

    ‘Here’s some sherry for you, Margery,’ said Hugh. ‘Would you like a
        chocolate-covered almond?’

    ‘Hugh, you should open some of your presents.’

    ‘He hasn’t got very many,’ said Tim. ‘Poor Hugh. You’re not spoiled
        like us lot.’

    ‘It’s me you should be feeling sorry for,’ said Julia. ‘After lunch
        I’ve got to go to Dad’s for coffee and more presents, and then Nick’s parents are expecting
        us at five.’

    She stuffed a chocolate almond in her mouth.

    ‘Do you like the tapa cloth, Jinx?’ asked Rob. ‘We got it at Avondale
        market. I thought it’d be light for you to carry back.’

    ‘Rob only gives ethnic presents,’ said Julia. ‘He’s a Pacifica purist.
        He’s even got paua shell lino on his bathroom floor.’ 

    ‘You should be careful at that Avondale market,’ said Margery.

    ‘Thanks for the socks,’ said Hugh, waving two navy blue pairs in the
        air. ‘Ah … Rob and Lia. Where is Lia, by the way?’

    ‘At her grandfather’s. I’m picking her up after lunch and we’re going
        over to her mother’s.’

    ‘So you’re leaving as well?’ asked Heather.

    ‘You knew I would be. Happy Christmas Nana, lots of love, Virginia.
        Why ‘happy’ – why not merry?’

    ‘Only the pagans are merry,’ said Margery.

    ‘So there’ll be no one here this afternoon, is that it?’ said Heather.
        ‘The minute the meal’s eaten, you’re all off?’

    ‘There’s only vanilla,’ said Tim.

    ‘Mum, you can call off the ice-cream hounds – I’ve told you
        we’re having Christmas pudding at Dad’s,’ said Julia.

    ‘I know you’re having Christmas pudding at your father’s,’ said
        Heather. ‘You’re having Christmas pudding there too. As
        well as. Not instead of.’

    ‘I’m just going to Dad’s for a few hours,’ Virginia told Heather. ‘I
        want to see Alice.’

    ‘Will you be home in time for the Queen’s message?’ asked Margery,
        beckoning Virginia over to her armchair. She lowered her voice. ‘I’ve got a little something
        in my bag for Alice. Will you take it with you?’

    ‘Of course,’ whispered Virginia. ‘Do you want to come with me, give it
        to her yourself? Mum wouldn’t mind. She’s only trying to make us feel guilty. She wants us out of the way so she can watch Miracle on 34th Street again in peace.’

    Margery shook her head. ‘I’d best stay here.’

    ‘Refills anyone?’ said Hugh.

    ‘Why is he wearing a Hawaiian shirt?’ asked Julia.

    ‘He thinks it looks festive,’ said Heather.

    Virginia followed Hugh into the kitchen, where he was rummaging in the
        fridge for a bottle of wine. She opened the dishwasher to look for clean glasses.

    ‘Are you used to it now?’ she said. ‘The madhouse here, I mean, at
        Christmas.’

    ‘Family life,’ he said, pulling out a bottle of Chardonnay. A round
        plastic container of salad leaves plopped onto the floor and rolled out of reach under the
        kitchen table. 

    ‘It’s like Kerplunk, that fridge,’ said Virginia.

    ‘I don’t mind it,’ said Hugh. ‘Everyone here, I mean, not the fridge.
        Though at times it’s hard to tell which is more chaotic.’

    ‘Us, I’m sure.’ 

    Virginia crawled under the table to retrieve the salad, and found more
        lost items lurking on the tiled floor: an upside-down mince tart, a supermarket circular and
        what looked like a vitamin tablet. She passed Hugh the plastic container and threw the rest
        into the rubbish bin.

    ‘But nothing’s changed though, has it?’ he asked, and to Virginia,
        washing her hands at the sink, there was something plaintive and almost child-like in the
        question. ‘I mean, my first Christmas here was your last. I hope things haven’t deteriorated
        since … well, since I’ve been on the scene.’

    ‘Oh no,’ said Virginia, turning back towards him. ‘Nothing’s changed
        at all.’

    ‘Good,’ said Hugh. He twisted the corkscrew, grimacing until it
        popped.

    ‘It was different when we were children, of course. More of a real
        Christmas then, I suppose. That’s how I think of it, anyway.’

    ‘Because … because your Dad was here?’

    ‘Oh. I guess. But I didn’t mean it that way. I meant that Christmas
        feels more special when you’re still young enough to believe in it. Young enough for
        everyone to still be around and really into it all. Not just Dad. And none of us lives here
        now; that’s the other thing. Christmas still happens here, in this house, and we just visit
        it.’

    ‘I see.’

    ‘It was a really big day here.’ Virginia pulled the last wine glass
        out of the dishwasher and set it on the bench. ‘Right up to the Christmas just before my
        ninth birthday.’

    ‘That’s very specific.’

    ‘Well, you see … it was the last of the old-style
        Christmases. To me, I mean. The others probably remember it differently, especially the
        boys. But Christmas when I was small always followed a set pattern. We’d get all of Santa’s
        presents when we woke up, as well as the ones from Mum and Dad that were under the tree.
        Then both lots of grandparents would come over with all their presents, and we’d have a
        second round about ten o’clock. My Granny, you know, Dad’s mother, she’d always bring all
        sorts of delicious home-made goodies for us. Lemon meringues, apple and gooseberry pies. She
        was such a good cook.’

    ‘Sounds very nice,’ said Hugh, glancing at the Foodtown Christmas
        pudding, stripped to its red plastic wrap, sitting in the sun on the kitchen counter.

    ‘And we’d give them presents, too, stupid things we used to make for
        them. That last year they were here, Granny and Granddad, I’d made Granddad a bookmark. It
        was just cardboard, but I cut the bottom of it so it was fringed. I thought it looked like
        leather. Pale blue leather. Pretty pathetic, really, for a nine-year-old.’

    ‘I’m sure your grandfather was very pleased with it.’

    ‘Oh, he was,’ said Virginia, overwhelmed with the intense memory,
        precise in her mind, of handing over that gift – of the smile on her grandfather’s
        face, the shy, silent moment that lingered between them. Wishing she’d made something
        better, wishing she’d done more.

    ‘Never much of a one for Christmas myself,’ confided Hugh, pouring
        wine into three glasses. ‘Once you’re past a certain age, the greed of it’s somehow less
        palatable. And it does seem like a lot of fuss and bother just for one day. Especially,’ he
        added, lowering his voice, ‘in this house.’

    ‘Hugh!’ called Heather through the door. ‘Could you bring a cloth?
        There’s bloody sherry all over the carpet.’

    ‘I’m beginning to think you’re right,’ Virginia told Hugh. She threw
        him a tea towel, and they walked back into the chaos of the living room.








    On the third day of the New Year, Virginia arrived
        back from lunch at Julia’s to find the house on Kowhai Crescent closed up and quiet. Hugh’s
        car wasn’t in the driveway, and the day’s mail hung out of the letterbox, flopping onto the
        ground when she tried to dislodge a bundle of discount shop circulars. She picked up several
        late Christmas cards addressed to Mr & Mrs Freeman, a newspaper bill, a flyer for a
        lawn-mowing service.

    A plain brown envelope with her name on it.

    Virginia ripped it open with the car keys and read it standing on the
        driveway.

    Coroner’s verdict: Acute septicaemia following
            on perforation of uterus caused by introduction from without, of some instrument to
            cause miscarriage, no evidence whether by deceased or some other person.

    (Private interment. Dearly loved wife.)

    
        Date of burial or cremation: 29 July, 1922.
    

    
        Place of burial or cremation: Waikumete.
    

    Of course, she thought, unlocking the door because the phone was
        ringing, tripping on the doormat, dropping the watermarked page onto the hall carpet. Of
        course. This wasn’t a cul-de-sac at all. She could put the pieces together. Wasn’t that what
        she did for a living? Following paper trails into the past? Making something out of hardly
        anything – a memory, a name, a date. This road led to Waikumete, ten minutes’
        drive away. She grabbed at the telephone and stuck it to her ear, wondering if the cemetery
        office would still be open, if she could still make it in time today.

    (Such a horrible way to die, unimaginable and sordid.)

    Hello, she said, her lips brushing the mouthpiece. Hello?

    Margaret Dean O’Clare.

    Happy New Year, Margaret.

    What? Oh yes. Happy New Year! I’ve got exciting news for you,
        Virginia.

    You’re marrying David Klein?

    Ha! Close, but no cigar. Now, listen to this. O’Clare Country is
        happening. We found the perfect spot and I just met with the architect, because it needs
        extensive renovations. And that’s not all. There’s a new book in the pipeline.

    But I thought …

    Yes, well, one more won’t kill me. And the exciting part of it is:
        it’s a new direction.

    Really?

    We need a book, you see, to help launch the store. It makes a news
        story. New book, new direction, new retail empire. A media event. You see? Joanna says it’ll
        take me up to the next level.

    When you say new direction, what …

    Well, this is the best part. I’m changing scene a little. This book
        will take place in the Delta. My home turf. My hood, as they say: I know that place like the
        back of my hand. And it’s going to be all about a big plantation wedding.

    A wedding?

    Delta Wedding.

    I think …

    I know, I know. You’re thinking it’s been done already.

    By Eudora Welty, actually.

    Honey, that’s ancient history. I mean, no offence to Eudora, but it’s
        time for an update. I’m going contemporary.

    As in present-day?

    It’s the brand new me.

    What does David Klein say?

    He loves it. Just loves it. And Joanna says it’ll be the next
            Steel Magnolias.

    But what about your readers?

    Oh, they’ll follow me anywhere.

    Well, good. But you won’t be needing much research, then. For this
        book.

    Oh, my dear, don’t worry. There’s plenty for you to do. I’m going to
        need stories by the dozen. A book of this kind has to bulge with them. Twists and turns; you
        know the kind of thing. I’m going to be leaning on you more than ever. In fact, it was your
        own little wedding – your sister’s wedding, I mean – that started me
        along this road in the first place. That’s why I called now, you see, to get you thinking.
        Did anything exciting happen at the wedding? Any dramas, scandals? 

    Afraid not.

    No? 

    No.

    No family stories? No aged relatives spilling the beans?

    Not really.

    No?

    No.

    No terrible secrets revealed? Old scores settled? Bride didn’t run off
        with one of the groomsmen?

    Sorry.

    How dull. Good thing I’m not calling this New
            Zealand Wedding! There’s much more dramatic potential in the Delta, you know.
        A skeleton in every closet.

    I’m sure there is.

    Well, keep thinking. Keep your eyes and ears open. See what you can
        dig up for me. Anything at all. This book could go in hundreds of directions, you know. We
        need to come up with some angles, something that’s never been done before.

    I’ll see you when I get back.

    Call me the minute you land. No time to lose. The store has to open
        before Thanksgiving. Signing off!

    Goodbye.

    ‘Says here she was twenty-four,’ said the voice on
        the telephone. ‘Seton, Alice, aged twenty-four. July 29th, 1922. I’ve got the record here.’

    ‘Can you read me those numbers again?’ asked Virginia, grabbing
        another pen and scribbling it across the cover of the
        Listener to see if it worked. 

    ‘Section Z, row five, plot 56.’

    ‘And you said that’s the Non-Conformist part, right? I’ll come over
        now.’

    Virginia drove the long straight road to Waikumete as fast as she
        dared, remembering to slow down for the speed camera on Great North Road (Julia had been
        caught twice). She hadn’t been here since Grandpa Archie’s cremation. There was an odd touch
        of Spanish Mission to the crematorium, she’d always thought – something unsuitably
        creamy and sunny and Californian about it. It looked more like a golf resort, fringed with
        tidy pansies and roses, than a funeral chapel.

    The woman she’d spoken to on the telephone stood at the counter of the
        main office, peering towards the door as though waiting for Virginia to arrive. 

    ‘There’s a map here for you,’ she said, feeling for the glasses
        hanging around her neck. She picked up a pink fluorescent pen and traced a thick route on
        the piece of paper. ‘This is Section Z, all the way up here, and this is how you can drive.
        Through the military graves, see? And past the Jewish section. Keep following the road. It’s
        not sealed past this point.’

    ‘Rain’s made it tricky, driving,’ said a gruff male voice, and
        Virginia turned her head to look; a sandy-haired man in baggy khaki shorts leaned in the
        doorway. His boots were smeared with dried mud. 

    ‘All the way up,’ said Virginia, scrutinising the map. ‘And then I
        find this road here.’

    ‘Path. You can’t drive down it.’

    ‘Then count down the rows,’ said the woman. ‘But graves are hard to
        find up there. We call it Tiger Country, don’t we, Sam?’

    ‘Tiger Country,’ he said, nodding. ‘Better follow me.’

    ‘That’s an idea,’ said the woman. She looked worried, Virginia
        thought, as though the cemetery was full of dangerous gullies and poisonous swamps. ‘Sam’ll
        show you.’

    Outside, Sam (was he a gardener, a sexton?) climbed onto a muddy quad
        bike blocking the roundabout and took off down a shaded lane; he was already whizzing out of
        view by the time Virginia pulled the car away from its parking space. 

    She chased him down a succession of narrow, bumpy roads until the
        asphalt gave way to a muddy track that followed the fenceline along the cemetery’s long
        eastern boundary. The road here was steep and still wet, ridged with tree roots and
        collapsing, unpredictably, into deep diagonal ruts. Sam’s bike zigzagged to avoid the worst
        depressions, but Virginia, in Heather’s shiny Toyota, was less lucky; the car bounced and
        clunked its way over roots and into ditches all the way up the hill.

    Sam was waiting for her at the top of a wide mown pathway that
        plummeted down another slope and into a dense cluster of trees.

    ‘Tiger Country,’ he said, grinning, gesturing at the pathways of the
        Non-Conformist section to the left of the mown thoroughfare.

    Virginia had driven past Waikumete cemetery hundreds, possibly
        thousands, of times in her life; it was opposite the garden centre, one of their most
        frequent but least favourite destinations as children (in those days Heather had grown
        roses, which never blossomed in the profusions she expected; she wasn’t very diligent about
        pruning). Sweeping past on the Great North Road, Waikumete looked big enough, that was true.
        But it always seemed reasonably well tended and ordered, a picturesque place of trees and
        tidy graves, a civilised, sombre parkland suitable for Sunday ambles and regular,
        respectful, flower-bearing visits.

    Up here in Tiger Country it didn’t look like a cemetery at all.

    There was barely a grave in sight. Thickets of determined, anarchic
        bush grew in huge square segments, their parameters fixed by intersecting pathways of
        freshly cut grass.

    ‘Out of hand, up here,’ said Sam. He strode down the main path,
        counting off each pathway to his left. ‘Let’s look at that paper again. Row five. Yup.’

    ‘And now we want grave number 56,’ said Virginia, ‘ which I think is
        …’

    ‘This one,’ said Sam, stamping his foot onto a mound of scrub. ‘You’re
        lucky it’s at the end.’

    ‘You’re sure this is it?’ she asked. 

    Sam nodded. 

    They stood looking at the point at which the two pathways met. A wild
        garden of weeds and bush stretched for yards away from them, taller than Sam in places.
        Virginia could glimpse an occasional mossy, tilted gravestone poking through tall grass or a
        web of vines. A straggly tree grew across three plots in the middle of the row. Here at the
        right angle (row five, plot 56), no stone was visible. Virginia had to crouch to see an inch
        or two of concrete base buried under a mattress of weeds.

     ‘You’re lucky,’ Sam said again. ‘It’s a corner plot.’ He pointed to
        the mown pathways. ‘Impossible to get to it, otherwise. And this lot should come right off.’

    He reached down and dug his fingers into the wedged weeds. The sandy
        hairs on his legs stood on end.

    ‘Jasmine, this.’ 

    Sam pulled at the thick crust of green and it peeled back in one
        labyrinthine slab, revealing stark, smooth concrete underneath. He shook the mat of vines
        out like a picnic blanket and threw it onto the grass.

    Virginia knelt on the grave’s wide rim, leaning forward to part the
        grass covering the place where the headstone should have been.

    ‘Doesn’t look like there was ever a headstone,’ Sam said. ‘Excuse me.’

    He plunged his hands deep into the grass above the grave, elbows
        disappearing into the weeds. 

    ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘A lot of them don’t have markers. Not up here.’

     ‘Well,’ said Virginia, disappointed. She’d been hoping, she supposed,
        to see her grandfather’s name etched into old stone, hiding away there in Waikumete all
        these years. ‘Thanks for looking.’

    ‘Few hours work, I’d say, to clear the rest of this away. You’ll need
        the right tools, and maybe a bloke to help you.’ 

    ‘Do you think so?’ said Virginia, wondering who she could ask. There’d
        be too much explaining to do with her father, and Richard was out of the question. One of
        her brothers, perhaps, if they could be bothered. If she could be bothered asking.

    ‘Leave you then,’ said Sam, and he trudged back up the pathway to the
        quad bike, wiping his dirty hands across his T-shirt. 

    ‘Thanks for helping me find it,’ Virginia called, listening to the
        bike humming like a sewing machine on its way back down the dirt road. Once he was out of
        sight, all she could hear was the rolling burr of cicadas; all she could see was thick,
        scratchy bush. The sheer extent of it was overwhelming. She was an intruder here, tugging at
        vines, trampling over gravesites, trying to uncover something that hadn’t asked to be
        uncovered.

    (Virginia Ngātea Seton: no relation.)

    Having lain still and buried under its tangled coverlet of green for
        more than seventy years, the concrete rectangle looked blank and clean, almost new, like a
        book accidentally dropped in a field of long grass. It had nothing to say.

    Thanks for helping me find it, she’d said. Found, though it was never
        lost, really – just unknown to her. A plot with no headstone, unmarked,
        unremarkable. The grave of a woman whose name she hadn’t known a week ago, whose existence
        was just a story (brief, unfinished) slipped to her mother like a folded note as an aside,
        twenty years ago.

    Nobody had given this Alice Seton a gravestone. Maybe nobody ever came
        here to see her after she was buried; Waikumete was a long way away in those days. And there
        was the way Alice died, too: the shame of it, and the sadness. Her grandfather ill
        – risen from an operation only the week before, the newspaper clipping said, but
        perhaps that was a lie, a convenient story that explained away a sickbed, a sickness.

    Heart sickness.

    There was nobody left to ask, nobody to tell. Everyone dead, as
        Heather had said, because no one in the family had been alive in 1922, not even Joe Blair.
        In Virginia’s bag there was a death certificate (name, date, cause of death, place of
        burial), but the rest of the story was conjecture, an educated guess, an act of imagination.
        There was nothing more she could know about her grandfather and this lost first wife, this
        dearly loved Alice Seton, rotting deep below her feet under a stern concrete ledge. 

    The road led to Waikumete, and then it stopped.

    There were things Margery could tell them, these
        grown-up grandchildren of hers: Virginia who still liked to do everything alone, Rob who
        liked to do everything his way. Not just the things they’d expect to hear from her about
        getting married (because they both appeared to be living in strange, casual arrangements) or
        throwing their money away on rent.

    She could tell them about the place she grew up, Falkirk, where the
        days always seemed to be in a bad temper, and the skies were as grey as the houses, and she
        could feel the damp through her shoe leather on the way to work (a shop girl at twelve, the
        ribbons still in her hair) or standing in the queue outside the butcher’s, a ration book in
        her pocket.

    Tell them about Edinburgh, where she’d wanted, quite badly, to live at
        one time, because everything was grander and larger there: the deep gully in its centre
        where the train steamed in, the craggy hill, the castle, the Georgian terraces, Princes
        Street, the Royal Mile, the floral clock. Views and stairs and bridges: that was Edinburgh.
        You didn’t mind the rain there, it made the cobblestones glisten. Archie never agreed with
        her; said rain was rain, the same everywhere. But she would have liked to live in a place
        like that, a city of palaces and tea rooms. Nothing like here: a city of beaches and
        motorways. Was this what they’d been expecting, when they got on the boat? Was this what
        Archie wanted?

    I’d like to go to Edinburgh, they said (Rob, Virginia, one of them),
        and Margery wished she had money to give them so they could travel everywhere, see
        everything, find the place that suited them best. People got stuck in places, that’s what
        she’d always thought. People got the lives they ended up with rather than the lives they
        chose, the lives they deserved. The lives they desired.

    Tell me, Nana, Virginia was saying. Tell me what it was like, the
        place you left behind.

    (Was that Virginia?)

    Tell me what it was like, they said, but Margery wasn’t one for
        describing things, and places were even worse. That’s why people sent postcards rather than
        letters when they went on holiday. That’s why people talked about the weather and houses and
        names of things, because what you felt about a place couldn’t be put into words.

    What more was there to tell these grandchildren who thought they knew
        everything?

    Would you go back, if you had the chance? That’s what they wanted to
        know, what they seemed to be asking her.

    (What was it like, the place you left behind …)

    Home was the place you lived now, the place you lived then, the place
        you came from, the place you went to. The place you want to be at the end of the day, when
        your feet are tired and you want something hot for dinner. The place where you never lived,
        the place you dreamed about. The place you saw in the movies, more familiar than your own
        country. The place you remember which doesn’t really exist.

    She wanted to tell them that the world was full of beautiful places
        where it rained a lot, and that this was just one of them. 

    They’d called in at Nana’s to borrow her gardening
        tools and apparently woken her up from a nap. She was disoriented, a little confused,
        Virginia thought. Her head felt like it was full of gravel, Nana said, and she didn’t seem
        to know who they were at first. 

    So they’d stayed for a while, Rob rummaging in the laundry cupboard
        for hedge clippers and secateurs while Virginia opened some windows, put the kettle on and
        made them all a cup of tea. 

    They sat in the crowded little lounge (two-piece suite, coal-effect
        fire, china cabinet, magazine rack) and talked about Edinburgh; Rob and Lia were planning a
        working holiday in Britain, were thinking of leaving around Easter and giving it a try for
        six months or a year. Nana talked on about palaces and bridges; she wasn’t really listening,
        Virginia thought.

    ‘We should be going,’ said Virginia. ‘We’ll bring the tools back in a
        few hours.’

    That’s when Margery told them she hadn’t been out of the house for two
        days.

    ‘I haven’t felt like it,’ she said. ‘Your mother got some shopping in
        for me, and my neighbour, Mrs Sugden, she drops in with the post.’

    ‘Nana, you need some fresh air,’ said Rob, putting his cup down.

    ‘Oh, Nana,’ said Virginia. She and Rob exchanged glances. ‘We were
        just … Look, do you fancy a run out?’

    ‘We’re going to Waikumete,’ said Rob.

    ‘Well,’ said Margery, blinking; she seemed to be waking up. 

    ‘Waikumete cemetery,’ said Virginia.

    ‘That sounds very nice,’ said Margery. ‘Have you got a flask?’ 

    Virginia said she’d put the kettle on again.

    The three of them drove to Waikumete and up into Tiger Country, Rob
        wincing every time the car juddered over an exposed tree root.

    ‘Years since I’ve been here,’ said Margery, gazing out the window.

    ‘What did you do with Grandpa’s ashes, in the end?’ asked Virginia.
        ‘Watch out, Rob – there’s a dip here.’

    ‘They’re in the china cabinet,’ said Margery. ‘Inside the Juliet jug.
        He wouldn’t have liked being scattered about everywhere.’

    Virginia told Rob where to stop, and they helped Margery out of the
        car. The sky over the cemetery was hazy and sand coloured. The sun seared down on the
        browning bush; the whirr of cicadas sounded like hot oil hissing in a pan. 

    ‘Feels like we’re the only people here,’ said Margery.

    They settled her on a deck chair under a tree, close to where they’d
        be working. Rob stood, hands on hips, staring at the gravesite in disbelief.

    ‘This is a job for the professionals, Jinx,’ he said. ‘It’s a jungle.’

    ‘You said you’d help.’

    ‘I will help. I’m just pointing out
        …’

    ‘The obvious. Look, pretend we’re pioneers,’ she said, pulling on a
        pair of Margery’s gardening gloves. ‘Or farmers.’

    ‘I’m not six years old,’ said Rob. ‘We don’t have to play
        let’s-pretend.’

    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, biting her lip. She’d been surprised when Rob
        said he’d help clear the grave. He stood there now looking irritable and impatient, the way
        he used to if she and Julia excluded him from a game. ‘Sorry,’ she said again. ‘Come on,
        let’s make a start.’

    They cut away the long grass surrounding the grave, and hacked back
        encroaching bushes and weeds from the other sites. Rob tried to dig out a small but stubborn
        shrub that had taken root at the head of the grave. Margery watched them from her sloping
        seat, fanning herself with a sun hat and calling out an occasional opinion or observation.

    ‘You’re holding those shears like they’re a pair of scissors,’ she
        told Virginia. ‘Your mother’s taught you nothing. Come here, I’ll show you.’

    ‘Tell me who this is again,’ said Rob, out of breath, his face red
        from the heat and exertion. ‘Under all this mess. I wish I’d put on boots.’

    ‘Granddad’s first wife. Her name was Alice Seton.’

    ‘Fancy that,’ said Margery. She took a sip of weak tea from the flask
        lid.

    ‘She died from peritonitis,’ said Virginia, ‘brought on by an abortion
        that went wrong. They’d only been married a few months, I think. That’s all I know, really.
        I’ve got the death certificate, nothing else.’

    ‘Why would she have an abortion if she was married?’ asked Rob.

    ‘Plenty did,’ said Margery, looking away. ‘You’d be surprised.’

    Rob shook his head and dug in with the spade. Perspiration leaked down
        Virginia’s backbone; a drop of sweat curved into her mouth. The grass between the blades of
        the shears was tough and stalky, and she kept scraping against concrete by mistake.
        Uprooting it by hand, even with the gloves on, was almost impossible. The grave seemed sunk
        in a dense net of weeds.

    ‘Now I come to think about it.’ Margery’s wavery voice floated through
        the still, heavy air towards them. ‘Hattie said something about it once.’

    ‘The time Auntie Hattie mentioned it to Mum? After Granny died?’

    ‘No, not after your Granny’s funeral. After your Granddad’s. Hattie
        whispered something to me; we were in the old house on Glasgow Street. We were making
        sandwiches, or at least I was: she was standing by the radiogram, and I was by the kitchen
        window, looking out at the wash house. I remember it, just like that.’

    Virginia laid the hedge clippers on the grass and walked towards
        Margery’s chair.

    ‘Hattie said she was glad he’d gone first, before your Granny. That
        was it. She said she couldn’t bear to see him widowed again. He’d had a breakdown the first
        time – in bed for months. She said her mother had to feed him like a baby.
        Terrible thing to see.’

    Margery frowned, shaking her head; Virginia crouched next to the
        deckchair, her hand over her grandmother’s.

    ‘He had no idea, she said. No idea his wife was pregnant. Funny thing,
        isn’t it, what you forget. I haven’t thought about any of this for years. She was a funny
        woman, Hattie. I never warmed to her.’

    ‘I don’t really remember her,’ said Rob. He’d stopped digging to pull
        his T-shirt off. ‘I can barely remember Granny and Granddad.’

    ‘Pity,’ said Margery. ‘They were lovely people. There, don’t cry,
        love. Would you like a cup of tea?’

    ‘No thanks, Nana.’ Virginia rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand.
        Her neck prickled with heat. ‘We’ve got to get this grave cleared.’

    ‘Come on then, Jinx,’ said Rob. He wiped the T-shirt over his sweaty
        chest. ‘I need you to cut this back, over here. It keeps hitting me in the face. We should
        have brought Tim and some of his mates.’

    ‘You’ve missed a bit,’ said Margery. ‘You’ll need to dig that out,
        Robert.’

    ‘I can see that, Nana, and I’ll do it as soon as Virginia finishes her
        smoko.’

    ‘All right, all right,’ said Virginia, putting on her gardening gloves
        again and trudging up the pathway towards him.

    It was nearly six by the time they finished; the sun glared at them
        through the treetops. The grave looked bald and ugly without its bramble cover. Virginia
        poured weed killer around the edges. Rob helped Margery to her feet.

    ‘You’ve done a good job there,’ she said. ‘Good workers, the pair of
        you. Now what you need is a headstone.’

    ‘I was going to order one,’ said Virginia. She felt nervous about
        saying it, as though she was crossing some line, acting too independently. ‘I rang the
        stonemason’s this morning, but they can’t do it for a few weeks, anyway. I need to find out
        her birth date, so they can put it on the stone.’

    ‘Can you do that?’

    ‘Yes, quite easily, now that everything’s open again. I just have to
        give them the inscription and tell them where the grave is. They said that Sam, who works
        here, will make sure they get the right spot.’

    ‘I can come and check on it, if you like,’ said Rob. ‘I can bring Tim,
        and we can cut this back a bit more. Put down some more weed killer.’

    ‘Yes, please,’ said Virginia.

    ‘You’ll have to keep up with it, mind,’ said Margery. ‘Otherwise the
        jungle will take over again. What will the headstone say?’

    ‘Well, I was thinking, you know, just her name, Alice Seton, with the
        dates of her birth and death. And something else, like dearly loved wife of John Seton.
        That’s what it said in the death notice.’

    ‘Yes,’ said Margery, leaning one hand against the car; she was out of
        breath. ‘And rest in peace.’

    ‘That’s a good idea,’ said Rob. He loaded the deck chair and spade and
        hedge clippers into the boot.

    ‘He’d like that,’ said Margery. ‘Your Granddad.’

    ‘Do you think so?’ asked Virginia.

    ‘Don’t you start crying again,’ said Rob, not unkindly. ‘Come on,
        everyone in. It’s after six. You’ll be wasting away from hunger by now, Nana. And you’re
        missing the news.’

    ‘I can miss the news for once,’ said Margery. ‘This has been a very
        pleasant run out. Very nice afternoon. Some people find cemeteries depressing, but I think
        they’re like lovely parks. This part of it excepted, of course. It’s a disgrace. The
        families should be ashamed of themselves.’

    ‘Other sections are kept up by the churches, Sam told me,’ said
        Virginia, fastening her seatbelt. The car smelled of sweat and cut grass. Rob began a very
        careful three-point turn. ‘But this is the Non-conformist area. ‘

    ‘Something to be said for organised religion, then,’ said Rob. The car
        clunked against a clay ridge and he mouthed a silent curse into the rear-view mirror. 

    ‘There certainly is,’ said Margery, looking though the window, down
        the steep, grassy pathway. ‘What does your father say about all this, Virginia? He must be
        pleased you’re taking an interest.’

    ‘I haven’t mentioned it to him, actually,’ said Virginia. ‘I suppose I
        could.’

    Rob peered at her over the top of his sunglasses. ‘You’re weird, you
        know that? Did you really think you could do all this by yourself?’

    Virginia shrugged.

    ‘That’s what families are for,’ said Margery firmly. ‘I hope you don’t
        let my grave go to rack and ruin like that poor woman’s.’

    ‘I thought you were going to be cremated, Nana,’ said Rob. ‘I was
        going to scatter your ashes from the Forth of Firth.’

    ‘The Firth of Forth!’

    ‘Bagpipes playing,’ said Virginia, smiling at Margery over her
        shoulder. ‘Something like “Scotland the Brave”, perhaps.’

    ‘I’ll wear a kilt,’ said Rob. ‘And recite some Burns. Isn’t that what
        you’d like, Nana? Roll a haggis over your ashes and throw the whole lot over the bridge?’

    ‘You’ll do no such thing,’ said Margery. She leaned forward to tap Rob
        on the back of the head. ‘And if you do, I’ll haunt you. You too, miss, wherever you are.
        You’re not too old to believe in ghosts.’

    ‘More of them about every year,’ said Rob, accelerating up the long
        hill, away from Waikumete. 

    Virginia gave him a sideways smile, flicking down her visor to block
        the bright orange sun. 

    Jim would miss Virginia, though he would never say
        that to her. She wouldn’t expect him to. There were some things that didn’t need to be said,
        in his opinion – a long list of things. That’s why he’d moved up here, he
        supposed, to his tree house, his raft floating on a bushy sea: he’d wanted a quiet life.

    Virginia was like him in some ways, though he had his lively moments;
        he’d been a bit of a joker, like Tim, when he was younger, and sometimes he recognised that
        glint in Alice’s eyes when she was galloping around the deck, dancing and showing off,
        wanting to be watched and applauded and adored. 

    But Virginia never seemed comfortable in the spotlight. She was
        talking more these days, asking more questions. He’d enjoyed their long conversation about
        family history; he only wished he’d been able to remember more. 

    She was surprisingly sentimental about a lot of things. She’d seemed
        almost angry about the house on Glasgow Street, as though he and Lizzie had been traitors to
        sell the place. She couldn’t possibly remember it that clearly after all these years. It was
        only a house, after all: a cold house, dark on one side and exposed on the other, with that
        long, creaking hallway they used to call Antarctica, the wash house falling to pieces out
        the back. It would have taken endless amounts of money to fix the place up, and they hadn’t
        any money back then – not him, not Lizzie. 

    There was a sadness, an emptiness about it too, especially after June
        died. It had been his home once, but they couldn’t just reinvent the place. All the fresh
        paint and wallpaper in the world wouldn’t cover up the past. It would seem almost
        disrespectful to his parents (the lives they’d led, the things they’d loved) to try and live
        over them. That was how it struck him at the time, anyway.

    And he’d needed the money.

    She wasn’t content trying to climb fences, though, his Virginia: she’d
        been looking for dead bodies as well, exploring ancient history. She had some story to tell
        him about his father’s first wife and a grave in Waikumete. He wasn’t sure what she wanted
        from him: approval or permission.

    ‘Just because I haven’t done it doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be done,’ he
        said.

    ‘But you wouldn’t?’ Her voice was
        sharp; he felt like he’d said the wrong thing.

    ‘Not wouldn’t, just haven’t. What I meant was, it’s good that you’re
        doing it,’ he said. ‘Not waiting around for someone else to do it. There’s no point in
        that.’

    ‘There’s nothing much to be “doing”, really.’ Virginia picked at a
        loose thread in her shorts. ‘Just finding a grave of someone who isn’t part of our family.
        Someone no one remembers.’

    ‘Well, maybe now they will,’ said Jim, but that didn’t seem to be
        enough.

    ‘I guess,’ she said.

    ‘Leeander would like to go there for a visit. I’m sure of it.’

    ‘She hates to miss out on anything.’ 

     ‘And the whole Alice Seton thing. It’s hard to believe.’

    ‘Very weird. You better warn her, though – it’s wild up
        there. And there are insects.’

    ‘Closest she’ll ever get to camping,’ said Jim, and they exchanged
        quick smiles; he felt the tension between them ease. ‘I’ll take photos and send them to you.
        Notes from the field trip.’

    ‘Nana wants me to research her side of the family now,’ Virginia told
        him. ‘She says there’s lots of holes to fill in. We were in the public library all yesterday
        afternoon, going through the British records. We’re sending off to Liverpool for a stack of
        birth certificates. It costs a fortune.’

    ‘That should keep her busy,’ said Jim, relieved that this conversation
        seemed to be over and that another conversation could take its place. Reminiscing he
        enjoyed; there wasn’t any point to digging things up. The past was something they could only
        ever talk around, and today there were more important things to discuss, like who was taking
        Virginia to the airport tomorrow, and what she’d like to have for dinner tonight.

    Alice didn’t want Virginia to go. She liked having a
        second older sister around, especially one who was interested in everything she said and
        did, a sister who’d never seen any of her dances or heard any of her songs or listened to
        any of her stories before.

    They spent the first Sunday of the year rearranging Alice’s bedroom
        and hanging up the new lime-green chiffon curtains.

     Do you have any New Year’s Resolutions? Alice wanted to know.

    I think so, said Virginia.

    I’ve got three, said Alice. Would you like to hear them?

    I would, said Virginia.

    Well, the first one I’ve done already, said Alice. It was to rearrange
        my room so the bed’s under the window and the cupboard’s here and there’s room for the
        cushions in the corner.

    So, two more, said Virginia.

    Start a secret club, said Alice. And read a new book every week.

    Those sound good, said Virginia.

    How many have you got, said Alice.

    Let me think, said Virginia. Maybe three, the same as you.

    Tell me what they are, said Alice.

    Number one, said Virginia. Leave my job.

    Hmm, said Alice.

    Number two, said Virginia. Get my friend Arthur out of his shop and
        into the fresh air.

    Sounds pretty easy, said Alice.

    Easier said than done, said Virginia. 

    Is he a vampire, said Alice.

    Possibly, said Virginia. I just want him to go on holiday with me.

    Where, said Alice. Here?

    First somewhere else, closer to home, said Virginia. Then here,
        another time.

    Number three, said Alice.

    Number three, said Virginia. And not unrelated to number two. Come
        home more often.

    I’d like that, said Alice.

    So would I, said Virginia.

    You could stay here next time, said Alice. The whole time. Mum won’t
        mind. She likes you now. She says you’re the best of the lot.

    Well, said Virginia. I don’t know what to say.

    They lay together on the bed, watching the sheer curtains puff in the
        breeze, and Alice rubbed her bare feet up and down her sister’s leg.

    Virginia didn’t mind.

    You know the place you live, said Alice. What’s it called again?

    Self-imposed exile, said Virginia.

    Really, said Alice.

    No, not really, said Virginia. New Orleans. A place called New
        Orleans. You should come and visit me there; you’d like it a lot. You could go on a
        steamboat down the Mississippi, and eat beignet, and look for alligators in the swamps.

    Yes, I think I will, said Alice.

    Then Virginia had to get up and ring Tania, their cousin. She said she
        had a story that she wanted Tania to hear.

    Alice wanted to hear the story first, but Virginia said it belonged to
        Tania.

    It was something Virginia remembered on the way home
        from the shopping trip to Mt Eden, and now she wanted to give it to Tania, file it away
        somewhere else for safekeeping. It floated into her head as she drove past Balmoral and
        Sandringham and Mt Albert (wondering why there wasn’t a Windsor or an Osborne, all the
        Queen’s houses, all the Queen’s men), and she couldn’t quite place the chain of associations
        that led to that faint and fragmented place in her memory, how she’d gone from buying a
        copper-bottomed frying pan and drinking a bowl of coffee to remembering one thing, one day,
        such a very long time ago.

    It was possibly her earliest memory, she told Tania (who sounded
        interested but bewildered on the other end of the phone), the day they buried
        Ngātea. Virginia was three years old, so she could only remember shards of it, a
        few shapeless pieces that she’d collected like beach glass and kept hidden away. 

    The day was dark and wet, with driving rain that popped as it hit
        umbrellas; the sky was full of falling water and sharp points, and even though she was
        outside Virginia had felt enclosed. And they were outside a long time, walking up a hill,
        climbing and slipping over tussock grass, and all there’d been to see was heavy rain, heavy
        coats. She didn’t remember the grave, but she remembered the day.

    The second piece of the memory was inside a hall, everyone sitting on
        chairs that faced each other, listening to rain drum the roof. Someone was speaking, on and
        on, and the sound of the words and the sound of the rain were indistinguishable; both were
        weighted and monotonous. Virginia couldn’t see anything but cracked wooden chair backs.
        She’d been told to be very, very quiet. Beyond the thud of rain and voices there was a stiff
        silence, thicker than any of the winter coats, poured like glue throughout the hall: they
        were all stuck there, mute and sombre, waiting to be released.

    The order of events had long been a grey jumble in her mind, so where
        the third part of the memory fitted within the day wasn’t clear. 

    She was walking with her grandmother and father, in the midst of a
        pressing crowd of people, when she heard the sound. It was a wailing, like bagpipes, but
        human, warm and chilling at the same time. The voices hung in the air and swooped down,
        washing over each other in surges and trailing away in long, lingering moans.

    She saw wailing kuia dressed in black, circlets of waxy green leaves
        in their hair and clusters of leaves in their hands, and together they made one sobbing,
        lilting sound. Her grandmother stepped forward, immediately enclosed in black, in green, in
        the soaring sadness. The women rocked together. Virginia couldn’t see her grandmother’s
        face.

    What’s wrong with Granny, she wanted to know, and she remembered both
        the words and the feeling precisely, the fear that her grandmother had disappeared into
        another, bleaker place a few footsteps out of reach down the path.

    She’s very sad, her father whispered to her (and their faces were
        close; Jim must have gathered her up). She’s very sad, because her sister has died.

    This was all Virginia remembered of the day. Three pieces that
        couldn’t be put together; a handful of moments. But it was more, she knew, than Tania could
        recall. She’d been too small, and it was too long ago. 

    Auntie Ngātea’s tangi was her first. Virginia had never
        heard the karanga before that day. Although its sound eventually became one of the familiar
        rituals of her childhood, she couldn’t forget the sadness, the startling strangeness, of
        that first call, summoning them all – her grandmother, her father, herself
        – into that other world, a Māori world, so different from the place they
        spent their everyday lives.

    Virginia could close her eyes and conjure up the ringing song of the
        karanga, searching and potent. The sound of it stayed with her wherever she went.

    There was no doubt about it: they were a curious
        bunch, those Seton kids. Just when Leeander thought she had them all figured out, something
        happened, quite out of the blue, that made her think again.

    Not that Leeander was easily taken aback – not like poor old
        Heather, staggering through life looking blowsy and frazzled, over-reacting to everything
        and never on quite the same page as everyone else. Leeander thought of herself as more the
        woman of the world, sophisticated and worldly in the glamorous sense. But today, she had to
        admit, she’d been surprised. 

    Miss Virginia Ngātea Seton, standing on the stairwell,
        gazing at the family photographs on the wall, had paid her a compliment.

    ‘It’s really great, this,’ she said. ‘You’ve done a good job,
        Leeander, getting everything up here. I didn’t know some of these pictures even existed.’

    ‘Thank you,’ said Leeander. She felt almost shy. She wasn’t used to
        getting thanked for anything by Jim’s children. 

    ‘And this one here,’ said Virginia, pointing to the old photo of Mere
        Seton and two of her sisters – three great, giggling girls with long noses and
        wide smiles. Leeander had always liked that picture. ‘I remember this from the old house. My
        grandmother had it up on her bedroom wall. It must have been very special to her.’

    ‘That’s Ngātea with her, isn’t it?’ asked Leeander.

    ‘Yes, and my Auntie Pourua. They all look so young and happy. I used
        to be fascinated by this picture when I was little. Granny and I used to look at it
        together, seeing quite different things, I suppose. I could never reconcile that face in the
        photo with the one I knew. She must have had a thousand memories about those days, about her
        brothers and sisters.’

    ‘Well,’ said Leeander, and then, quite suddenly, something came over
        her, a wave of giddy generosity. She reached for the photo and pulled it free from its
        moorings on the wall. ‘Why don’t you take it back with you? You shouldn’t be so far away
        with nothing to remind you of home. You’ll look after it, I know.’

    Virginia looked her in the eyes and smiled.

    ‘No,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘It belongs here. On your wall of
        fame, with everyone else. It’s good that it’s all here, in one place, together.’

    ‘Well,’ faltered Leeander. She wasn’t sure what to do next. Grand
        gestures, especially her own, were rather hard to follow.

    ‘You know what,’ said Virginia, looking quite animated. ‘Would it be
        possible to have a copy made? In fact, a few copies. One for me, and one for Tania
        – you know, Tania French. And another one for Errol Tucker. He’s Auntie Pourua’s
        grandson. It would be nice for someone in his branch of the family to have a copy as well.’

    ‘No problem,’ said Leeander. She’d have the prints made at this little
        place in Ponsonby that specialised in vintage prints; none of this Kodak quick-copy rubbish.
        ‘You know, your father’s got dozens of loose prints stuffed in envelopes somewhere in his
        study. I have no idea who half the people are, but you could borrow them and take a look.
        Let me know if you can identify anyone.’

    ‘OK,’ said Virginia. ‘That sounds good.’

    Leeander fixed the photograph back on the wall.

    ‘There’s something else I wanted to ask you,’ said Virginia, her voice
        quiet and serious now. 

    There was something quite school marm-ish about her elder
        stepdaughter. Leeander felt like she was about to be told off. 

    ‘I wondered if you’d mind looking after something for me? Some
        papers.’

    ‘What kind of papers?’ 

    ‘Just some information about my grandfather’s first wife. The first
        Alice Seton. I have her death certificate here, and a copy of their marriage licence, which
        just arrived today. I’m expecting her birth certificate soon. I’ve asked for it to be sent
        here, if that’s OK. Once I have her birth date, we can get the gravestone organised. But I
        want all the papers to be kept together. Sort of like your pictures on the wall. So everyone
        knows where to find them.’

    ‘Of course,’ said Leeander, even more surprised than she had been five
        minutes ago. ‘Though you could just give them to your father, you know. Or your mother.’

    ‘Well,’ said Virginia slowly. ‘Dad would probably lose them, leave
        them out in the rain or something. And Mum’s never been … well, particularly
        organised. But you seem to be on top of everything. The family historian.’

    ‘I see,’ said Leeander, wondering whether she should protest, demur or
        just grab the compliment and run with it. There was an inch or two to be given, she decided,
        without abandoning any newly won territory. ‘But you’re the real historian in the family.’

    Virginia laughed. ‘I haven’t done anything particularly real for a long time. You’ll look after the documents, won’t
        you? I’ll get them now – they’re in my bag.’

    Leeander felt herself growing a little pink with pleasure. There was
        nothing nicer than being at the centre of things. 

    Virginia clattered up the stairs and returned a minute later with a
        large white envelope. She’d written the words ‘Alice Seton (?–1922)’ on the flap.

    ‘Here you go,’ she said. ‘Let me know when the birth certificate
        arrives. I want to order her headstone.’

    Leeander nodded, holding the envelope open so she could peep inside.
        ‘So your grandmother and I had something in common after all,’ she said. ‘Aside from making
        fabulous cakes.’

    ‘What?’ Virginia leaned against the banister.

    ‘Both second wives,’ whispered Leeander, and she walked back down the
        stairs with her head held high, very pleased with herself indeed.

    Arthur arrived at the airport early so he wouldn’t
        miss her at the gate.

     Virginia looked tanned, he thought, and bright eyed, not as tired as
        he’d expected. She dropped her carry-on bag onto his foot and flung her arms around him,
        squeezing him hard.

    ‘What, I’m your long-lost uncle?’ he said, but he was happy all the
        same, though he’d always looked down on public hugging, despised people who hung out at
        airports shouting and embracing and slobbering like their loved ones had just emerged from
        an alien spaceship instead of a shuttle from Oklahoma City.

    And she seemed glad to be back as well, chatting all the way along the
        highway, beaming up at the Vieux Carre exit sign like it was a welcome home banner. She even
        seemed pleased to see Kingfish’s dirty windows; she rapped on the glass with her knuckles
        and called out hello to the books. He unlocked the wrought-iron gate and Virginia stood
        gazing up and down St Peter’s, as though she’d never seen it before.

    ‘It’s the same as ever,’ said Arthur. Dangling signs, fire hydrants
        and neon; closed shutters and strange noises. Cars hissing past along the damp cobblestones.
        His only view, Arthur thought: a one-way street. He looked at Virginia. Her eyes were
        shining.

    They carried her bags up the stairs to the apartment. He’d tidied the
        place a little, got some juice and milk and coffee; he’d even bought some new towels (beige
        – he was no good at colours) and a shower curtain to replace the one speckled with
        mildew. Still, he felt shy about opening the door, wanting Virginia to notice the changes,
        however slight, and at the same time hoping she’d say nothing, infer nothing, suspect
        nothing.

    He made her a sandwich while she had a shower. She ate it, flicking
        through a catalogue (dozens had arrived during her absence; he’d kept them all) and asking
        him questions, mouth full, wet hair hidden under a twisted towel.

    ‘Nice towel,’ she said, pointing up at it, and he couldn’t help but
        grimace. And then, of course, Virginia thought that she wasn’t meant to use it, apologising
        and pulling it off her head, and he was apologising for making a face (couldn’t explain why
        he had, of course: couldn’t say why the petty act of buying something for his own home made
        him awkward and embarrassed and vulnerable) and the whole thing became ridiculous.

    ‘First thing tomorrow,’ said Virginia. She scrubbed at her hair with
        the towel and yawned.

    ‘What?’ Arthur asked, trying to sound casual. He didn’t want her to
        start looking for a place right away. He didn’t want her to move out at all.

    He’d bought towels.

    ‘I want to throw away all these files and notes and pieces of paper,’
        she announced. ‘Everything in these boxes here. I should have done it before I went, I’m
        sorry. I really want to chuck it all away.’

    ‘Chuck – what is chuck?’

    ‘Chuck means to throw away with gusto,’ said Virginia. ‘Get rid of.
        Expel from living quarters. Trash.’

    ‘Now trash I understand,’ he said. ‘You want to trash all of Miss
        Margaret’s research?’

    Virginia struggled to her feet (she’d been sitting on the sofa,
        crossed-legged) and started gesturing at him like a crazy person, going on about the
        pointlessness of it all.

    ‘No reason to keep it,’ she said. ‘The books are done, written,
        published. Nobody’s ever going to question anything now, are they? Nobody cares, do they?
        I’ve kept all these stupid notes, all these references and … index cards,’ and
        the way she said it, index cards were almost pornographic items. ‘And for what? So they can
        all live in boxes. All these stories and histories, contained. You know, Arthur …’

    The way she said his name made him feel nervous.

    ‘You know, these stories are much, much bigger than anything Margaret
        Dean O’Clare ever did with them.’

    ‘Well, you won’t get any arguments from me on that one.’ He toasted
        her with a bottle of beer. 

    ‘What I’ve been doing, I think,’ she said, ‘is running after things
        and kind of struggling them to the ground. Then watching Margaret step in for the kill.’

    ‘She’s been trying her best to kill off Southern literature for
        years.’

    ‘So I think I need to put it all behind me,’ said Virginia. She was
        sitting down again now, hugging a cushion. She looked very small and diffident all of a
        sudden. ‘I guess I don’t want to be her accomplice any more.’

    ‘Well, good,’ he said, nodding at her. ‘I’ll supply the trash bags. Or
        do you call them “chuck” bags in the southern hemisphere?’

    ‘You know,’ said Virginia. She sloshed back a mouthful of beer. ‘I
        thought we might start on Kingfish next. Have a bit of a tidy. A clean-up, a reorganisation.
        What do you think?’

    ‘One box at a time, baby,’ he said, anxiously holding up a hand. 

    Virginia started laughing at him, rolling around on the sofa, one hand
        covering her mouth, and he wasn’t sure if it was because he’d called her baby, or because
        she could see, perfectly clearly, that his hand was shaking.

    The windows of the house on Coliseum Street sparkled,
        but for the wrong reason: this afternoon the gardener had been sloppy, almost wild, during
        the watering, and sprayed the glass with an arcing shower of droplets. Margaret found the
        whole thing immensely irritating. Now she’d have to speak to someone, and they’d have to
        speak to him (there would be skulking in the azaleas; she could see it now), and then
        someone else would take it upon themselves to clean the offending windows, and there would
        be a good deal of surreptitious squeaking and rubbing out on the piazza, reminding her of
        everything she’d rather ignore.

    Namely, the corporeal world.

    Because Margaret had been thinking about something else today,
        something other than petty everyday concerns. Otherworldly ones, in fact. This Delta Wedding business had seemed such a brilliant idea when
        she (David Klein, whoever) had pulled it out of the hat like a cash rabbit – all
        those delightful possibilities for complementary merchandise: the picture hats, the dried
        bouquets, the recipe book, the wedding favours. But now, in the cold light of another New
        Year, quite alone but for a blank and rather accusing computer screen, she was beginning to
        wonder. Maybe the answer to her literary quest didn’t lie in the contemporary South after
        all. Perhaps it was to be found somewhere higher (and by that she did not mean the
        Appalachians); somewhere skywards, in the realm between the real and the spiritual, the
        visible and the ethereal, the present and the possible.

    She was thinking angels.

    That whole vampire voodoo thing had been done to death – ha!
        – and, anyway, black magic wasn’t really Margaret’s thing. There was something
        trashy about it, sensationalist. Populist. She’d never have to sink that low: she had
        credentials. But even if she wasn’t prepared quite yet to fall on her sword into the open
        coffin, as it were, Margaret could see something rather intriguing in the alabaster
        tombstones of a cemetery. Those enigmatic, hovering angels, wings folded, heads bent, seemed
        to speak to her. 

    And they were quite fashionable right now, it had to be said. Angels
        and cemeteries. Something to do with that little girl on the cover of Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil – not that
        she was an angel, strictly speaking, and not that Margaret had ever read the book itself:
        she preferred her reality in small doses, preferably distilled by Virginia into
        non-medicinal spoonfuls. Margaret did not subscribe to the banal popular view that truth was
        stranger than fiction. She’d always found facts to be a dull brew, boring but necessary,
        like water. Her palate was rather more complex.

    Maybe Virginia, inadvertently, started her on this skywards path.
        Virginia, Virginia. Sitting here this morning, serene and cat-like, announcing her
        resignation without the slightest hint of a reason. Handing over the proofs for Queen of Beauty (very thoroughly attended to, Margaret would
        give her that) and saying all the right things about gratitude, regrets, best wishes and so
        on, but with a transparent lack of conviction. Ready to float off like a balloon, after all
        this time, just like that. The sun must have turned her head.

    Virginia, Virginia. 

    She had a parting gift, though: an odd sort of story from her people
        down there in darkest Polynesia. Margaret wasn’t fond of fables or anything that pointed
        towards too severe a moral, but this story was quite different. It didn’t seem to have any
        point whatsoever.

    The story involved a godlike person named Tāne, some sort of
        primeval ethnic overlord, who (on a Freudian field day) created the world by thrusting his
        earth mother and sky father apart. At some point (because although the story was short,
        Margaret lost track of the order of things), this Tāne tired of all his mundane
        earthly chores, such as flinging constellations into the sky for illumination and fashioning
        himself a wife out of soil. He stepped into a whirlwind and twisted his way up into the sky,
        where, even though Margaret had only heard of seven heavens, he ascended to the twelfth and
        apparently most sacred sphere.

    There, stepping into a great treasure house, he was given three
        baskets of knowledge to take back with him on the long journey back to earth. Margaret asked
        Virginia to write the names down: they sounded harsh and stuttering to her ears. Te Kete
        Aronui, which held the three A’s: architecture, agriculture and the arts. Te Kete Tuauri, a
        more mystical haul – prayers, rites and ceremonies. And Te Kete Tuatea, the most
        intriguing of all, a cauldron of war, magic, spells and history.

    The first basket, Virginia explained, gave humanity practical
        assistance; the second gave spiritual assistance; the third contained the knowledge of evil.
        That all made sense, even though it smacked, in Margaret’s opinion, of the metaphorical.
        Everything we need to know: good, bad and ephemeral. Three bags (sorry, baskets –
        flax baskets) of knowledge. Ho hum.

    But, said Virginia, some people say there was a fourth basket. One
        that Tāne left behind. One still sitting up there in the faraway twelfth heaven,
        out of reach for ever.

    What was in the fourth basket?

    Nobody knows, said Virginia, and she gave this impudent little shrug,
        brushing the question aside. Everything we can never
        know, perhaps.

    Margaret had no idea what she was talking about.

    Virginia was gone five minutes later, eager to hoof her way out the
        door; Margaret could hear her galloping down the front stairs. Off she went, just like that,
        the strange sounds of her story still hanging in the air. It was hardly a satisfactory
        leave-taking. Endings, like doors, needed to close firmly. Events should come full circle.
        There must be resolution, a conclusion, a pay-off. Stories didn’t close with a question.
        After three years and all those books and plots and notes and visas, Margaret thought she
        deserved better than this.

    After Virginia left, Margaret felt fatigued and listless. She lay on
        the Moroccan daybed in the library with her eyes closed, thinking about the twelve heavens
        (twelve steps?) and four baskets, about travelling far into the sky on a breath of wind,
        about returning with gifts and prayers and punishments, about leaving something precious
        behind.

    And at some point, in the midst of all these strange Pacific
        wanderings, she started thinking about angels. That was the way it worked, you see, the
        creative mind – seeking out associations, giving form to flights of fancy. A
        skilful storyteller of her calibre could weave tapestries out of the most humble flax
        basket.

    Angels, cemeteries, heavens.

    Margaret dozed off into a heavy, uncomfortable sort of sleep and was
        woken more than an hour later by the sound of something pelting down on her from on high.
        The noise startled her, whimpering, out of her nap. And suddenly, in that disjointed moment
        of waking up, she could feel something as well as hear it: a sensation of flicking against
        her soft skin, as if something were raining down on her, sharp and scratchy, with a pungent,
        earthy smell. 

    Margaret blinked, trying to adjust her eyes to the light, and there
        right in front of her (she could have sworn) were tens of dozens of flax baskets of
        knowledge dropping all around her, tumbling and twisting as they fell from heaven to earth. 

    She put up a hand to protect herself, and opened her eyes wide. The
        baskets had disappeared, though she could still hear them pattering down. It took a moment
        or two to realise that all she could hear was the spray from the misdirected garden hose,
        the sound of errant water drops, loud as bullets, hitting the windows above her head.

    Virginia couldn’t believe it.

    She had actually talked Arthur into going away, abandoning Kingfish
        for a whole long week in the care of his cousin Boyers, who would probably (said Arthur)
        burn the place to the ground or sell everything at the wrong price or, worst of all, create
        some themed window display to appeal to the bourgeois suburban book club set. 

    They decided to go sooner rather than later, to be back in time for
        the Carnival season tourists.

    ‘Let’s just drive,’ she said. ‘Let’s just drive north, or west. I want
        to go somewhere I’ve never been before.’

    Arthur said that anywhere was fine with him, as long as that didn’t
        mean Mount Rushmore or Texas or Dollywood or Denver or Southern Illinois, or any place with
        more than one casino or any place students went on Spring Break, or anywhere with more
        sports bars than book stores, or anywhere that had a Hooters or anywhere that had a Hall of
        Fame of whatever description, though a Walk of Fame was OK, not too unbearable, though it
        was hardly a recommendation …

    ‘Let’s just go,’ she said.

    ‘You can drive,’ said Arthur, ‘as long as you don’t take the River
        Road.’

    They left New Orleans on a grey Sunday morning when the streets of the
        Quarter were still only half awake. At Baton Rouge, Virginia persuaded Arthur to let her
        leave the highway. Bridget had told her once about a place they could cross the river on a
        car barge. She wanted to feel like Huckleberry Finn, she said, floating on a raft on a
        river. 

    Arthur shrugged his agreement. ‘We’re going the wrong way, though,’ he
        said. ‘You do realise that? Huck and Jim were going downriver. We’re just crossing.’

    ‘Stop being so literal,’ said Virginia. ‘This isn’t an historical
        re-enactment.’

    They had to wait a while for the ferry to come back from the other
        side of the river.

    ‘Do you want to see some photographs I brought from home?’ Virginia
        asked him.

    ‘Wedding photos?’ He sounded suspicious.

    ‘Don’t worry.’ She swivelled to pull her bag from the back seat,
        feeling around for the envelope Leeander had given her. ‘I’ve borrowed these from my
        stepmother.’

    She passed him the sheaf of small black and white prints. 

    ‘Old photos?’ Arthur sat up straight and drew them out one at a time.
        He held each photograph up a few inches from his eyes, squinting. ‘From the twenties, the
        thirties? These are great.’

    ‘Aren’t they?’ She opened the car door to pour the dregs of her
        take-out coffee onto the road.

    ‘Look at that,’ Arthur was saying as she closed the door. ‘Is that an
        Indian?’

    ‘No,’ said Virginia earnestly, glancing over at the print balanced in
        his fingers. ‘Those are some of my Māori relatives.’

    ‘I meant the motorcycle.’

    ‘Oh,’ she said.

    Arthur leaned back his head and started to laugh at her.

    ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled, and he snorted instead of replying, and then
        they were both laughing, laughing so much the windows steamed up. Arthur’s mouth was open
        wide and Virginia could see the milky, ridged triangles of his teeth, his pink suede tongue.
        Tears dribbled down his cheeks; he wiped them away with the back of his hand, wheezing with
        laughter. 

    They were still laughing when the ferry pulled in. They laughed all
        the way from New Roads on one side of the river to St Francisville on the other, all the way
        across the wide, broiled-brown Mississippi river.

    Here’s a story for you, Virginia said to him.

    It was a story that her grandfather had told her, of a journey by sea
        that began in London on the fourth of May, 1863. His grandmother, Catherine Blenheim, still
        a child, was on board; she was travelling with her parents and some family friends. Her
        older brother chose to stay behind.

    Catherine had never seen the sea before.

    The ship was a clipper, built for speed, and it sailed under the
        British flag. There were 300 passengers but only six cabins on board. The Blenheims and
        their friends, the Setons, all travelled in steerage. The journey to New Zealand took three
        months and there were endless dull, cramped, hot days below deck as the ship made its way
        south through the Atlantic.

    But the trip wasn’t completely uneventful. One by one, the cows and
        pigs all died and had to be thrown overboard. An exhausted swallow crashed onto the deck one
        morning; the passengers fed it until it was strong enough to fly away. There were musical
        concerts and a weekly newspaper, which you paid to read; it cost a shilling for every
        quarter of an hour. A boy stowaway was found hiding in a barrel: the captain ordered him to
        be clapped in irons, and he was released only when the passengers collected fourteen pounds
        for his passage.

    They met with two other ships. One was the Arab Steed, which offered to carry mail home to Britain. About eighty miles
        off the coast of Brazil, they had a more dangerous encounter. A ship in the distance fired
        three shots. It was the infamous Alabama, a Confederate
        raider, patrolling the high seas looking for Union ships to ransack and destroy.

    A small boat from the Alabama,
        carrying seven armed men and an officer, approached the ship. Everyone on board was anxious
        and excited. Some people were sure they would all be cast away on a remote island, and
        started packing up their valuables. But once the officer from the Alabama had checked the ship’s papers, and confirmed that the boat was
        British, the visit became more friendly, and all the passengers gathered to cheer the
        Confederate soldiers rowing away.

    In July, travelling south to the roaring forties, the ship sailed
        through heavy gales. A small child died of fever the day of the voyage’s worst storm. The
        passengers’ quarters flooded almost every day, and everyone was damp and cold, all the time. 

    But finally, on the ninth of August, after ninety-five days at sea,
        they sailed through the waters of the Hauraki Gulf and into the Waitemata Harbour. All the
        passengers crammed onto the deck to see the city of Auckland, which Catherine described,
        much later, as small, muddy and busy. They arrived in New Zealand at a bad time, at the
        height of the Māori wars in the Waikato, but, that day, everyone was happy to be
        there at last.

    The Blenheims and the Setons were heading north to a tiny settlement
        called Errington; they went ashore the next day to begin making arrangements. When Catherine
        grew up, she married John Seton, who’d become a farmer. They both died in the flu epidemic
        of 1918 and were buried in Errington cemetery.

    She told John, her grandson, the story of the voyage, and he told
        Virginia, his granddaughter. Catherine wanted them to remember, he said.

    She wanted them to hear the story, pass it on. She wanted them to know
        what it was like to set out on such a great adventure to the other side of the world,
        leaving home, risking everything, travelling thousands of miles across the sea on a ship
        named Queen of Beauty.
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