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        Sheff is disillusioned with journalism and, with plans to travel overseas, chucks in his job. But first he goes south to Alexandra, where his father is dying. He becomes caught up with his family in the agonising inertia of waiting for approaching death. Slowly he comes to terms with suppressed issues of loss, love, resentment and commitment, and acknowledges he must reach out for new relationships. Sheff’s gradual transformation — sometimes darkly humorous, sometimes disconcerting — is handled with insight and subtlety and is totally convincing.
      
 

        Beautifully written, brilliantly observed and ultimately optimistic, this novel powerfully captures the phase in our lives when little seems to happen while things are changing all the same.
      
 

        ‘New Zealand’s best prose writer’

— Vincent O’Sullivan
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CHAPTER ONE

‘PREGNANT LLAMA DISEMBOWELLED.’ There it was as the front-page headline, and a stark photograph of the animal’s severed hindquarters strung up, shaggy hair hanging unnaturally, in a cluttered garage. ‘Suburban Satanic Rites’ read the caption.
‘Je–sus Christ,’ muttered Sheff. There was no one else to hear, but it was a release nevertheless. He was leaning on the breakfast bar, and he lifted his face and grimaced, not at the heavens he invoked, but the yellowed ceiling with the fly spots grouped near the light fitting. For a few seconds he felt a pulse of anger that jarred him with its intensity, and then he gave a laugh that was part incomprehension, part derision, part cynical acceptance that what you least wish is so often what you receive. ‘Jesus Christ.’
Hadn’t he sorted it the morning before? In the deputy editor’s office. Wayne Henderson lifted his glasses when Sheff came in and rubbed his eyes.
‘You’re not thinking of going with the llama?’ Sheff had said. ‘Donna says you’ve got all enthusiastic about it.’
‘She’s done a good piece there.’ In a familiar mannerism, Wayne picked at the dry skin of his lower lip.
‘So she has. Of course she has. She’s a good journo, but the llama’s not a lead for a metropolitan newspaper, for Christ’s sake. Nick’s follow-up on land sales to foreign buyers – that’s what needs to be out there. You know that.’
         
‘Yeah, maybe,’ but Wayne folded his arms, as was his habit when in debate and wishing to appear considered and open to reason. His gaze moved to the window, below which the mall car park swarmed and jostled.
‘And timely, given the select committee hearing,’ said Sheff.
‘Sure, timely enough. It’s just that the llama has that human-interest pull, and they’ve nailed the guy almost right off. Turns out he’s a Rocky Horror exhibit: tattoos, rings, dreadlocks – the lot. Gang connections for sure, Donna reckons. Plenty of quirky stuff could come out in a follow-up to the court case. Then there’s the Satanic practices.’
‘That’s crap. Just some neighbour dazzled by attention, and speculating out loud. The guy wanted barbie meat and didn’t care where, or how, he got it.’
‘You’re probably right, but readers pick up on it, don’t they?’ Wayne countered. ‘The whole rustling and slaughtering thing is so Wild West, and it’s easier to follow and more interesting than the growth of overseas ownership. Who gives a rat’s arse apart from us?’
‘So we make them sit up and pay attention. That’s what we’re supposed to do. Anyway, it’ll be an alpaca,’ said Sheff, just to carry on the dispute. ‘People can’t tell the difference.’
‘No, she checked it out. Definitely a llama.’ Neither of them was sure of the distinction, but it provided a subsidiary bone of contention.
In the car park a large delivery truck blocked a red hatchback from backing out, and the driver, bald spot accentuated by the third-floor perspective, stood arguing with the truckie, who was trying to stall him while a forklift operator unloaded a couple of pallets. The tribulation of others, even total strangers, offers entertainment. Sheff and Wayne let their conversation lapse for a moment, and watched, each with smiles of which they were unaware: Sheff’s pulled wryly to one side, the deputy editor’s oddly open-mouthed. When both truck and car had moved, the journalists resumed their debate without any reference to the distraction.
         
‘It’s all dumbing down,’ said Sheff. ‘Poodles lost in sewers, club-footed ballet dancers, kiss-and-tell revelations, solo mum lottery winners, vegetables shaped like the Holy Virgin, some howling rocker getting married in Zanzibar. All transient, tabloid crap of no use in people’s lives. Jesus Christ.’
‘It’s what people want to read, though, and the first duty of a paper is to stay in business.’ Wayne acted as devil’s advocate more from habit than conviction. He and Sheff had much the same debate several times a month.
‘Yes, and they want to eat McDonald’s every night, shag the neighbour and live off the State all their lives, but why should we encourage them? “Pregnant llama disembowelled” – for fuck’s sake!’
‘Okay, okay.’ Wayne was slightly taken aback by Sheff’s vehemence. ‘Don’t get in a lather. I have to run it past Chris later anyway. If you’re so hot about it, then come in and have your say.’
‘No need, I hope. You both know what I think.’
Sheff had gone out into the reporters’ room, paused at the deputy chief reporter’s desk. ‘I think I’ve successfully further disembowelled the llama.’
‘You’re my hero,’ Raewyn had called after him, without her eyes leaving the screen.
Yet there it was as the front-page lead. The editor had supported Wayne, and promoted oddity over significance. It was the first time in many months that Sheff had failed to persuade Wayne and Chris about such matters. Perhaps that was an omen. Perhaps he was losing his touch.
On his way to the office, Sheff worked on his sense of justifiable grievance, agreeing with himself on every salient point he made. Once there he went immediately to the editor to have a bitch. Chris was wearing a gold and blue tie, and his best suit jacket was on the hanger behind the door. He looked up from refilling a large stapler, smiled, then concentrated again on the task.
‘Something on?’ enquired Sheff. Chris rarely dressed formally at work.
         
‘Oh, it’s the kids’ hospital fund-raising thing at ten. As we’re a sponsor I’d better be there.’
‘I won’t hold you up. I’m not at all happy about the llama, though.’ And Sheff paraded his view much as he had to Wayne the morning before. The editor heard him out patiently, though flipping the tongue end of his banded tie between thumb and forefinger, or passing a hand over sparse fair hair so lacking in texture that it seemed painted on his pale scalp.
‘I know, I know,’ he said afterwards, with defusing and inclusive calmness. ‘The thing is that in the end what the readers want is what we have to give them, otherwise we go under. That’s the brutal truth, and I’ve been given the message pretty clearly. It’s no use getting all po-faced about it. We hold the line where we can, but let’s not kid ourselves. We’re seen as elitist farts. Do you realise that? You and I, we’re reactionaries now, not purists.’
‘What, because we stick up for hard news?’
‘For thinking we’re here to inform and educate, rather than entertain and advertise.’
‘You’re winding me up,’ said Sheff. He was about to give further argument when Chris stood up, and went to the door for his jacket.
‘Yeah, I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘It’s this hospital thing, and we’re meeting at the mayor’s office beforehand. I’d better show willing. Which reminds me,’ he said, although no connection was apparent, ‘how’s your father getting on?’
‘No good, but he’s at home and happier there.’
‘I might even get my photo in the paper handing over the cheque,’ said Chris wryly. ‘Anyway, look, we’re running the foreign land sales as the lead tomorrow. Okay? Nick and you have done a great job on it.’
‘If there isn’t a New Zealand granny on a hijacked tourist bus in Uzbekistan.’
‘The granny every time,’ said the editor, deadpan, and went out leaving Sheff somewhat disarmed.
It was always that way between Chris and Sheff. The editor was only a few years older, and they worked well together, but Chris was more adept at compromise, more political, more suited to business leadership because he understood expediency.
         
Sheff followed Chris out, still with fostered annoyance to express, but increased collegiality. ‘Well, I just hope people realise I was against it,’ he said to the editor’s back.
‘Send round a tweet,’ Chris said without turning.
Sheff went on to his own office, and Raewyn looked up as he passed her desk. ‘Llamas one, Sheff nil,’ she said.
‘Tell me about it.’
‘Better luck next time.’ Her opinion on the headline was the same as his, but surely it wasn’t a bad thing for him to get knocked back occasionally: salutary even, both as chief reporter and a male.
Sheff noticed that her dark, glossy hair was cut shorter, but said nothing, for she didn’t encourage remarks concerning her appearance during the working day. His mood wasn’t improved by the realisation that beneath her banter was a degree of satisfaction that he hadn’t got his way.
‘Oh, and you’ve got food or something on your shirt,’ she said. It was marmalade, partly congealed and with a small whorl of rind resembling a tadpole.
[image: ]

HE HAD A DREAM OF HIS FATHER’S death. A doctor in a green gown came out wearily, murmured a mixture of explanation and condolence, wandered down the corridor with crepe soles squeaking on the polished lino. When Sheff went in, his father was lying at ease on the operating table. He was whole, serene and in the prime of life, as Sheff best remembered him. He wore only blue boxer shorts, and his thick hair was wet, but combed. He looked as if he had showered and been about to dress for the office, when instead he decided to lie down and rest. Sheff regarded him with as much pleasure as grief.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER TWO

AFTER THE LLAMA, Sheff began to think seriously of resigning. Not pique: he’d been in journalism for twenty years, and accepted that you won some, and lost some. What was it in The Big Lebowski? Sometimes you eat the bear, sometimes the bear eats you. He took the editor’s decision personally only in the sense that it showed again how far his own opinion diverged from the popular appetite – and the paper’s policy, driven by corporate expectations with which Chris had to comply.
         
Sheff was impatient with what he did, with what was required of him, with the diminishing reach and resources of newspapers. He no longer felt the sense of challenge and social usefulness that had compensated for the mediocre pay, the hours, the increasing suspicion of the media, the responsibility for the dwindling professionalism of others. He got pissed-off very easily, that was the truth of it. He had seen it sometimes in his colleagues – a malaise that shut down drive and enterprise, and left them with an increasingly corrosive cynicism.
Yet there were the stories he wanted to finish and didn’t trust others to complete, including an investigation into the billing practices of several city law firms. The experience of his own separation and then divorce was the motivation for that piece. Though he carried on with outward application, a part of him was increasingly distanced and dissatisfied: appalled by the thought of spending the future in the same way as he’d spent the past. The awareness was with him during the interviews he carried out, the discussions he had with fellow journalists, the time with friends, and especially when alone. In the midst of communal laughter, to which he contributed, or while standing solitary in a supermarket aisle, he knew nagging disappointment. He woke in the mornings in a mood of minor despondency, rather than expectation of worthwhile endeavour and consequent satisfaction. He sensed in himself a growing immunity to the happiness of others.
         
The decision to toss in his job came during one of his Friday evening sessions with Nick, Raewyn, Lloyd and others from the paper. They were in their accustomed corner of the Ascot bar.
Also usual was the relaxed, trivial end-of-week talk – minor frustrations and successes, the predictable airing of individual prejudices and humours they all recognised from long professional acquaintance. The easy laughter and half attention while the mind wandered. If some spool of an earlier week’s conversation were to be rerun in the present, no inconsistency would be noticed. Such reunion provides the shallow continuity of a theme song.
‘She used to be a top columnist, though, you have to admit.’ Nick was talking of a colleague who had gone to a women’s magazine. ‘She had an edge, Prue, and she kow-towed to no bastard. I admired that. The local government stuff she did was really thoughtful, and she wrote damn well: her copy was hardly ever touched by the subs.’
‘Yeah, but she ran out of gas,’ said Raewyn, ‘as they almost all do. The pressure of coming up with the goods week after bloody week. No one can keep it going indefinitely. The good oil gets used up, and so the hobby horses come out, the same little tricks, capers and gripes. Jesus, now she’s always talking about her family pets. How desperate is that?’
‘It still reads better than most of the crap columns.’
‘But it’s not what it was, and that’s the point,’ said Raewyn. ‘Look, I’m not bagging her so much as saying a weekly column is an absolute bloody killer. No one should be allowed to take it on for more than a two-year contract, max.’
         
She was right, but rather than following the argument, Sheff was admiring her breasts. They weren’t especially on show, as she wore a high-necked green top. Raewyn was square-chinned and slightly overweight, but she did a good deal of gym work, played badminton and her figure wasn’t bad at all. He had attempted to explore it the year before after a mid-winter staff party, and been given some strict limits. ‘Only holds above the belt allowed,’ she’d said, as they stood in the corner of the yacht club balcony. It was the tone rather than the words that discouraged him: calm and friendly after his kisses, rather than breathless and aroused. They had gone to a couple of festival concerts together and a Roger Hall play, but the relationship didn’t advance much from what they had in the office – a slightly competitive respect for each other’s professional ability, and an easy familiarity.
‘Isn’t that right, Sheff?’ she said, after listing the trials of writing a column. He’d twice had that experience, and given up each time before he ran out of issues he cared about enough to give his pieces some bite.
‘It is for most people,’ he agreed. There were notable exceptions, but he wasn’t sufficiently engaged in the conversation to bother quoting them.
‘At least you get a bloody by-line,’ said Nick. He put his empty glass in front of Sheff, and rang the top with his finger as a reminder it was time for a round.
‘Same?’ asked Sheff, looking at each in turn. No one refused.
At the bar, waiting for service, Sheff felt that flat dissatisfaction: a sense of banal confinement. There he was, in predictable company and repetitious conversation, surreptitiously looking at the tits of a colleague who had no wish to be more than a friend. And in his job he was forced to witness the strengthening of the journalistic trends he most despised. ‘Moving time. Moving time,’ he heard himself say.
‘What’s that?’ said the young barman. He had a small strip of manicured beard on the front of his chin, and a quality red and white striped shirt. The two didn’t go well together, giving him the appearance of a circus goat.
         
‘Sorry. Nothing.’
‘You want to watch it, mate, talking to yourself. Next you’ll have a lead, but no dog on the end of it.’
Smart bastard, thought Sheff, but he just gave a smile and his order. It was time for a change though, and the idea soon became conviction. Instead of unsettling him, the decision, arriving naturally and with certainty, cheered him up considerably. He made the two trips to the corner with the drinks, and then interrupted the talk of camper vans to tell his story of interviewing a mayoral candidate. ‘As she went on about fiscal restraint,’ he concluded, ‘I could see through an angle of the french doors her husband pissing on a raised garden of herbs. I didn’t have any of the egg and parsley sandwiches after that.’ The others of the group laughed, and it didn’t occur to him that he’d broken in when Donna had been speaking. He took for granted that his seniority in the office would transfer to their time together beyond work.
Sheff left before the others. Had he been still with them, Lloyd wouldn’t have remarked on how sour he’d become, and increasingly dogmatic, since the divorce, though the thought would have been the same. ‘Well, he’s had a rough spin, hasn’t he?’ said Donna generously.
‘And now his father’s really bad with cancer,’ Nick said.
‘Yeah, but he’s becoming a grumpy, pernickety bastard all the same,’ persisted Lloyd.
‘He’s having a tough time. I feel for him really,’ said Raewyn.
During the weekend Sheff spent some time assessing his financial position. Giving up his job carried risks, and the divorce from Lucy had been financially as well as emotionally damaging. But he’d never considered money a priority, and never had trouble finding work. And there was excitement in contemplating such a major shift: new prospects had been rare in recent years.
He rang Nick on the Sunday evening and talked to him about it. ‘Maybe you’re just feeling down,’ said his friend. ‘I wouldn’t jump ship until you’re sure – not until you’ve something sussed out to go to. I mean we all get pissed-off at times in this business, but you come through it and things aren’t so bad. I wouldn’t throw it in, not when you’ve beavered away to get somewhere.’
         
‘It doesn’t give me a buzz any more.’
‘Yeah, but that’s not just the job, is it? It’s the family stuff, the divorce and everything, your father being crook. You’re having a really bad patch, but you need to think of the rest of your life now. You could walk away from the paper and find yourself worse off in the end. What’s really bugging you, that’s the thing, isn’t it?’
‘Well, crap journalism for one.’
‘You’re not going to change that,’ said Nick.
‘Be nice to be clear of it for a while, though.’
‘All sorts of things are nice, but what the hell would you do? Corporate newsletters, or spin for some political bozo. You know you wouldn’t hack it.’
‘Maybe a complete break,’ said Sheff. ‘Maybe lecturing on a cruise liner, or writing up museum exhibits, or organising duty rosters. Maybe a small business of my own.’
‘Maybe bullshit,’ said Nick, and one of the last things he said during the conversation was that Sheff needed to stop being angry. That comment stayed with Sheff: it was true and it was obvious, but he hadn’t admitted its extent before, or tried to understand the cause. Anger lay not far beneath almost all his other emotions and surfaced when they wore thin. Yet he never thought of himself as an angry man. Anger meant a lack of self-control, and he prided himself on holding to reason in his behaviour. That balance had been remarked on, and also his self-sufficiency. When he thought about his feelings over the last few months he decided that, rather than anger, justifiable impatience had become his first and characteristic response to any difficulty, or to disagreement with his views. Yes, impatience was what Nick intended to suggest, Sheff decided. And all of that, surely, was further proof he needed to make some sea change in his life.
         
Sometimes, too, he experienced passing concern for his health. Nothing serious enough that he would consult a doctor. Small concerns considered singly – occasional nosebleeds, vaguely located and passing stomach pains, drifting, pale fragments in his vision, neck cricks, receding hairline, and sometimes his piss was so dark that he could see the colour spiralling down to the bottom of the bowl. Lucy would have told him that such things were no cause for anxiety, but it’s different when you are alone. Reassuring yourself brings little comfort.
When he talked to the editor a little over a week later, Sheff had already moved from the urgency of the decision to resign, to anticipation of the choices it offered. Chris, however, was taken by surprise. ‘Jesus, Sheff, this is all a bit sudden. It’s not the llama, is it?’ He leant well forward, as if he might find the answer written on his chief reporter’s face.
‘No, nothing like that.’
‘What the heck then? Money? You haven’t been head-hunted by some business outfit?’
‘I haven’t any idea what I’m going to do, but I know I need a break. Something to take the rind off me so that things are fresh again.’
‘I can give you a few weeks off. I could swing that. Have a camel tour in the Gobi, or shack up with a mademoiselle in Paris. No need to throw everything over just because you’re feeling down.’
Sheff knew that part of the editor’s response was selfish: a resignation created one more complication, one more problem to be addressed, but he knew also that Chris was concerned as a colleague.
‘I’m fine, honestly. It’s not some impulse thing. I’ve thought it all out, and leaving’s the best way. I’m at a sort of dead-end. I need to try some other things, for a while at least. This place isn’t to blame. It’s more personal than that somehow.’ All part truth, but he saw nothing to be gained by making Chris feel guilty about aspects of their profession he couldn’t control.
Chris’s PA appeared at the door, but he waved her away, came from behind his desk and sat down in the remaining uncomfortable, armless chair next to Sheff. ‘Have you thought maybe it’s some delayed reaction to all the family stuff?’ he said. ‘You’ve had a hell of a pounding. Or maybe it’s the mid-life crisis thing all the magazines go on about?’
         
‘You think I should read up on it.’
‘Well, you’re bang on the age, aren’t you?’ They both felt more at ease with offhand evasion than personal revelation. They were comfortable on professional ground, but preferred not to probe each other’s emotions. ‘Anyway,’ Chris said, ‘I refuse to accept a resignation for two weeks, and then we’ll talk about it. I really hope you change your mind, but whatever’s best for you. Come and chat about it any time you want to. Right? Ring me at home if you like. Christ, Sheff. Talk about a bombshell.’ From habit he ran his hand over his fine, sparse hair, and the almost yellow strands were pressed close like inlay on a leather cover. ‘You’re making a pretty significant decision here you know,’ he said.
As he went back through the reporters’ room, Sheff had the feeling he was already distanced from his colleagues: that their application and concerns were no longer as important to him. Some emotional tether had been cut and he felt himself both oddly and advantageously set adrift. His own office, even, seemed to have undergone a subtle change, so that he was more aware of its plainness, its signal of laborious intensity. Unable to settle immediately to work, he began to tidy his desk. He forgot the damaged stand of the computer screen, and when he accidentally nudged it with Strunk and White’s Elements of Style, the monitor fell forward with a crash.
         
‘Fuck.’ The division between his office and the larger room was largely glass, but no one out there had noticed what had happened. Sheff sat and watched his workmates for a time, the blank, plastic back of the screen before him. Their space was full of activity, and he was very still in his. ‘Fuck it all,’ he said with deliberation, and noticed how Donna played with her hair while talking on the phone, how Paul hunched at his desk, how people’s faces mirrored their mood although their voices couldn’t be heard. It was a busy place, with constant pressure and deadlines for editions that so quickly were superseded, forgotten, placed beneath the cat’s bowl, used to wrap the peelings, or line garage shelves.
         
Sheff didn’t change his mind. Rather, he became increasingly focused on leaving the paper, yet with no clear idea of what would follow. It was as if by that indecision he issued life a challenge to surprise him with opportunity. He rang Lucy to tell her. Surely it was a necessary consideration that she be aware of his action before hearing of it from others, even though they were no longer together.
‘What’s brought this on?’ she asked. As happened during most of their infrequent phone calls or meetings, he found it difficult to adjust to the diminished importance he had in her life.
‘I just need a complete break for a while. The work hasn’t been giving me much of a lift lately, and I know I’ve been getting a bit stroppy. Nick reckons I’m getting to be a grumpy old bastard.’
‘You okay?’
‘Fine. Just bored and needing a challenge, I suppose.’
‘Don’t sell the house, or anything silly. Don’t start growing a beard and wearing collarless shirts. Well, maybe just the shirts.’
He heard her laugh, and something in the manner of it made him think she wasn’t alone. It was her in-company laugh, higher than when she was spontaneous. Nigel would be with her, his stomach folding slightly over his belt in a soft dewlap, his dark hair combed straight back from his face. He was one of those people for whom rebuttal is the automatic response to comment, as if he feared acquiescence synonymous with subservience. If you remarked on the warmth of the afternoon, he would say it had been better the day before. If you praised the All Black pack, he would respond that there had been a sad falling away of rucking skills. If you commended the diversity of political opinion in Parliament, he would insist that MMP had ruined our democracy. Sheff found it easy to dislike a man who slept with his ex-wife.
         
‘I talked to your folks a few days ago,’ Lucy said. ‘Well, your mother mostly; Warwick was resting. She said things are much the same. They’re hoping Georgie will be able to go down for a while.’
‘I should too, I suppose.’
‘Yes, you should. Anyway, what about money? What are you going to do?’
‘There’s always freelancing, or the journalism school. I’m not worried. I haven’t been spending much.’
‘Well, you know your own mind,’ and then she began telling him about some ornaments his mother had given her, and that he was welcome to collect them, otherwise she would donate them to charity. ‘It’s the cleaning,’ she said. ‘Never-ending. That’s the trouble with brass and silver. Don’t say anything to Belize, though, I don’t want to hurt her feelings. I should’ve left them at the house.’ She must have come across them after all these months and wanted the storage space they occupied.
Why should he expect Lucy to consider his decision to leave the paper of particular consequence? She was no longer bound to have her life influenced by what he did. She talked more often to his mother than to him. He tried to recall the things Belize had passed on to her, no doubt accompanying each with an account of the family provenance that was their chief value. No sharp memory of any individual piece came to mind, but he did see them grouped on a folded sheet on the dining room floor, and his mother wearing a blue apron, and busy with cloths, Brasso and Silvo, all the while listening to the radio.
‘Anyway,’ he told Lucy as the conversation thinned out, ‘I just thought you should know what I’ve decided.’
‘Okay then. Thanks for telling me. I hope it all works out for you,’ she said. ‘Oh, by the way, Mary Ransumeen died. I meant to tell you. I sent a card for both us. It seemed simpler that way, as we hardly know the family.’
‘I assumed she went years ago.’ Mrs Ransumeen was a deaf, old woman who had been their neighbour when they were happy and lived in Whanganui. She shouted at blackbirds, had a painting by Tony Fomison that Sheff coveted, gardened in dressing gown and slippers, and Lucy had been kind to her.
         
‘She was ninety-seven,’ Lucy said. Sheff had no comment. ‘Anyway, I sent a card.’
‘Good. Good. Ninety-seven, eh?’
‘Yes, quite an age. Bye then. Thanks for the call. Good luck and keep in touch,’ said Lucy.
How matter of fact the voice he still associated with intimacies, and yet how clear the image and strong the emotion from their first meeting. With something of a hangover he had gone to the council offices to interview Mr Bean about proposed changes to the city bus services. They called him that afterwards because of the resemblance, close physically, but in no other aspect. Mr Bean was all business and not at all droll. Behind him at her own desk, Lucy had feigned absorption in her papers.
It was her legs that Sheff had noticed first. No longer than other women’s legs, but shapely, with the Achilles tendons clear above her flat shoes, then smooth knees and a glimpse of thigh. Using shorthand, Sheff had no difficulty in recording all he needed about terminals, lanes, advanced computer ticketing and imported Korean chassis. His gaze went often to Lucy, and whenever she looked his way he gave a little eyebrow hike of appreciation. Her hair was fair and short, she had a large, round forehead, and she wore several loose silver bangles that jangled on the desk.
Mr Bean answered Sheff’s final queries with competence, and offered no small talk to follow, but when Sheff thanked him and was about to go, Bean jerked his head in Lucy’s direction and said drily, ‘Her name’s Lucy Orr.’
Sheff passed her desk with no more than a smile, but when back at the paper he rang the council and asked to speak to her. ‘Mr Bean told me your name,’ he said, and she laughed. She could hardly comment with the man himself sitting not far away. She laughed too when he asked her, ‘Lucy Orr what?’ though she must have had that proffered as a witticism many times. It’s a good sign when a woman laughs at something she has heard before.
         
Was it a happy marriage? Sheff thought it was, but the only close comparison he had was the relationship of his parents, and a child’s view is almost completely self-centred. The unions of his friends were too incompletely observed to be evaluated with confidence. For Lucy and Sheff, however, marriage was a game of two halves, as the sports commentators say. The first years carefree and persistently enjoyable, or seeming so in retrospect once baby Charlotte was dead; the time after that and before they split surely the worst in their lives. That at least they could agree on.
Lucy and he had been apart for more than two years, yet without realising it he still awaited an explanation, as if the divorce was something imposed from the outside and for which he bore little responsibility. Of course they’d talked about it, initially with the alternating vehemence of defence, or attack, and later with resignation that at times bore the guises of understanding and sympathy. Sheff had even agreed to counselling, though he was able to predict platitude before it was delivered, and lacked faith in generalisation.
During the second session he noticed that Stuart, the counsellor, nodded his head affirmatively when Lucy spoke, but when Sheff was talking had the distracting habit of tightening his mouth so that the tendons rose like whip cords beneath the slack skin of his neck, and then he would relax, open his mouth with a barely audible sigh of disenchantment like a Galapagos lizard. His bias was so obvious that Sheff felt a juvenile resentment, and assuaged it by working a hole in the ochre fabric of the office chair with his car keys. Was he to have the most personal aspects of his marriage laid out for mundane comment and specious advice from this man – an old prick pushing seventy with a reptilian neck and a scatter of dandruff on his shoulders? It was almost unbearable for Sheff, and Lucy knew it, but he continued to go with her for as long as he was able, so that she couldn’t claim he refused to make an effort to save their marriage.
         
Stuart talked of openness, healing, acceptance, good intentions, unconditional positive regard, the putting aside of bitterness and the adoption of calm self-scrutiny, while Sheff sat beside Lucy and grieved for the ineffable understanding and trust that is the fragrance of love, and that is never restored by the intervention of others. They had cried and hugged, had managed occasionally a sort of desultory sex, they had gone out with groups of people in the hopeless determination to forget, but the death of their baby was also the death of their marriage. Maybe that was illogical, but it was certainly irrevocable.
He’d walked out when Stuart began to probe concerning Charlotte’s death. He just gave one last jag at the chair fabric with his keys, and then got up and went, despite Lucy’s hand on his arm. There was no way he could bear Stuart saying his daughter’s name, talking unctuously about something completely beyond his comprehension. No one could know how he and Lucy felt about Charlotte, because no one else had loved her as they did.
When he’d reached the bottom of the counsellor’s stairs, entry to the street was blocked by a fiddle-playing busker on a folding stool, a large man with a greasy cascade of hair. Because he was facing the traffic and sawing vigorously, he didn’t realise Sheff was behind and wishing to pass. In taking a high and exaggerated step to get by, Sheff was struck by the busker’s whisking elbow, and lurched forward, stepping on the edge of the violin case open for donations on the footpath. He managed to regain his balance, but the case was flipped, and the many coins and few notes scattered on the footpath. The big man began scrabbling to retrieve them, and was abusive when Sheff tried to help.
Passing shoppers paused because of the minor spectacle, and Sheff realised he was cast in the role of robber of the needy. No explanation would change that, and he walked away, hoping no one had recognised him. ‘It’s my only livelihood,’ whined the busker, quickly turning supplicant before an audience. Sheff didn’t run, or turn to look behind, but he listened for the rush of an accusatory posse. How often does life choose to crown serious vicissitude with minor misfortune, like a bright berry atop whipped unhappiness? Someone behind him was calling him a shit, but he couldn’t hear footsteps.
         
When he and Lucy argued later concerning his walkout, he couldn’t bear to talk about Charlotte, and tried to tell her of the busker: the blatant posturing and the old-fashioned pointed shoes scuffed grey at the tips, the greasy yet luxuriant hair.
‘What is the matter with you?’ she’d exclaimed. ‘Christ, it’s got nothing at all to do with it. We’re not talking about that, for Christ’s sake. I’m about ready to give up, do you know that? Right on the edge.’ Her voice was both harsh and shrill. He knew the busker was irrelevant, but the incident seemed nevertheless to be a distraction from the intrinsic malevolence that had come into their world. You couldn’t let go in talking of terrible things, or they tore you to pieces. You couldn’t add someone else’s grief to your own, and not be crushed by the accumulation.
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SOMETIMES, WHEN HE WAS CARRYING his daughter to comfort her, she would fall asleep with her head on his shoulder and an arm over his back. As he moved quietly about the house he would feel the even puff of her breath on his neck, and the relaxed weight of her small body against his own.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER THREE

SHEFF’S FAREWELL PARTY was at the squash club lounge in Epsom: a new room that overlooked a secondary street, and faced a supplier of plumbing and bathroom fixtures. It was only a fifteen-minute walk from his home, and he could drink more if he didn’t drive. Most people were there when he arrived, and at nine o’clock Chris gave his speech, and also the gift from the paper. Sheff would have left it unopened, but others noisily insisted he display the present to which they had contributed. A framed Hotere lithograph of considerable value. Their generosity affected Sheff more than he’d expected. Strengths get taken for granted and petty failings magnified in the necessary association of colleagues, and he ensured his speech was positive as well as light-hearted. Nothing maudlin, nothing confessional, nothing prolonged, he’d told himself during its preparation. It was just another work-do for most. One more change of personnel that might provide opportunity for some, but was inconsequential to the majority.
The wine was reasonable. Sheff had suffered some awful plonk at staff functions. He thanked Chris as they stood together at the large window.
‘Raewyn jacked it up for us,’ the editor said. ‘She got onto a website that had decent stuff direct from the Waiheke winery.’ In the mild summer darkness the security lights within the trade shop were a subdued glow, glossing the pale and seductive curves of baths, basins and toilet bowls. A jogger passed below with easy strides and offset elbows, his yellow singlet clear for a few seconds beneath a street light.
         
‘Yes, but you have to sign it off.’ The white and red lights of passing traffic seemed to stream slightly as if viewed in time-lapse photography.
‘I’m brassed off that you’re going at all.’ Chris meant it, despite his smile.
‘No one’s indispensable – the gaps soon close.’
‘But we had the team about right, and now you’ve mucked it up. Anyway, I hope whatever you do turns out to be a good choice. I’ve sometimes thought of buggering off myself, but with Noreen and three kids I can’t take too many risks. Newspapers seem all about accounting now, don’t they, rather than journalism?’
‘It’s a death struggle with the web,’ said Sheff. The jogger must have reached his turning point not far out of sight, because he passed beneath again, the running style maintained.
‘Or a forced marriage,’ said the editor. ‘Where the advertising goeth, there goeth we. Hard copy is becoming the dinosaur and may end the same way.’ He wasn’t down about it, however. He had climbed high enough in the organisation to have reasonable security no matter how the industry adjusted, and he enjoyed a party. ‘What we’ve promised ourselves,’ he said, ‘is a Mediterranean cruise next June – Santorini, Rhodes, Crete, Sicily, pretty much the whole shooting box.’
‘Good on you.’ Sheff imagined him in a deckchair, hat brim to his chin, while Noreen arranged an itinerary for the next island from her Lonely Planet guide and a heap of brochures.
Chris started to turn from the window, but then swung back. ‘Ah, yes,’ he said. ‘I knew there was something else. The McInnes Foundation Journalism Award people rang yesterday. They wanted my endorsement of you as a judge this year, and as they pay handsomely I accepted on your behalf. Not quite like winning the $15,000 prize, but then you’ve had that already. Anyway, they’ll be in touch. Okay?’
The McInnes award was specifically for investigative journalism, and commemorated a woman reporter of no great ability, but very wealthy family. Sheff had received the award three years before for a series of articles on price-fixing in electricity supply, and the prize money had been spent on a living-room renovation that Lucy was delighted with, but had little opportunity to enjoy.
         
‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘They have a pretty good awards dinner.’
‘Most likely I’ll see you there, but make sure you keep in touch before that. Don’t just drop out on us.’ Chris smoothed his thinning, close-lying hair as if to reassure himself some remained. ‘Well, better mingle, I suppose,’ he said.
Sheff’s farewell party was so like those he had attended for other people, that at times during the night he forgot it was in his honour, and was momentarily surprised when singled out. The company, conversations and occurrences were interchangeable, the wives and husbands of his colleagues materialising as if from a conjuror’s hat, Wayne’s laughter becoming louder as the night progressed, some exploratory sexual tension arising among those unattached, and the amiable, but nevertheless conscious, relaxation of hierarchy.
People endorsed his decision to take a break. Good on you, go for it, I admire you for it, you’ll find it the best thing you ever did, they told him. Reinvent yourself, take a breather and smell the roses, they said. A change is as good as a holiday, nothing like a new challenge, you only live once, I’ve been seriously thinking of a lifestyle switch myself, they said. People tend to encourage daring in others if it has no risk of adverse consequence to themselves.
A sonorous dentist, married to Tania who worked in advertising and also did a gardening column, cornered Sheff by the kitchen slide and gave him life advice. Sheff’s one strong recollection of Tania was of amazingly pale legs with mole spots like currants in rolled dough. ‘You’re on the button, Jeff. Absolutely right decision,’ her husband said.
‘Sheff,’ said Sheff. On their first date Lucy had told him that he should have his own restaurant. Her way of reminding him that he, too, had a name that could be played on.
         
‘There’s these times, aren’t there, watersheds and crossroads, when the die is cast in the lap of the gods. Carpe diem and all that, and you’ve got to have the guts to have a go. You don’t want to die wondering. What is it exactly that you want to do?’
‘I’m just stale and need something different for a bit. That’s all really.’ Sheff noticed the greying hair like a herb posy at the V of the dentist’s black shirt. It occurred to him that there were few women dentists, yet they had successfully stormed law and medicine. Women recognised that material gain was insufficient recompense for a lifetime in people’s mouths.
‘It’s good to move on, don’t you think? Test the waters,’ Sheff volunteered. He understood he was in a conversation of platitudes.
‘Absolutely. Couldn’t agree more, Jeff. Live for the day. March to your own drummer. Follow your dream. Anything’s possible if you believe.’
But it’s not, thought Sheff. It irritated him, that sort of claptrap, and it did harm. High aspiration and the determined pursuit of it was one thing: unrealistic dreams were quite different.
For all people there are unattainable things, and they need to accept that and concentrate on the best of what is possible. ‘Sheff,’ he said. ‘It’s Sheff. Good to see you again,’ and he edged past the dentist and headed off towards Nick, Raewyn and Lloyd, who had found chrome and bright vinyl chairs, and the four of them became the core of a familiar laager where the conversation went on with customary ease. Sheff played his part, yet was able to watch all with some detachment. He was unlikely ever to be with these people again as a group, and that more than any of the speeches brought home to him the significance of the decision he had made. No matter what friendships continued, the relationships of the workplace, often closer by necessity than those with family, would be lost.
He was forty-four. Almost certainly more than halfway through his life. He had no child, no partner, no burning zeal for any cause, and now no job. On the other hand, he told himself, he had a home, money in the bank, a profession, and his health was okay as far as he knew – apart from a few niggles, including a knee that made popping noises sometimes when he went up stairs, and an ingrown nail on his left big toe. So he was finely poised between anxiety and anticipation. As he listened to Lloyd sharing an anecdote about a Green Party election rally, he had a sense of being outside himself: levitating under the ceiling of the squash club lounge, feeling the music and the increasingly raucous conversations pulsing up, and being able to see his group bent towards each other on their tubular chairs. Raewyn, solid, yet attractive, well able and accustomed to looking after herself in men’s company. Lloyd, younger than the others, in the grip of a snide and wary ambition. Gangling Nick, surprisingly well dressed, whose happy family life was the balance for anything that might go awry elsewhere.
         
Sheff could see himself just as clearly: tallish, a slight belly as the result of a sedentary life, and fair hair, still a mop at the top and back, but somewhat oddly receded from the brow, as if yanked back a couple of inches. He seldom considered his own appearance, and was mildly surprised if he saw himself in a mirror, or keeping pace in a shop window. It was the recognition of an inalienable external companion rather than anything essential: a carapace familiar to those on the outside, but of little significance to his concept of self. Women would have a very different attitude, he supposed.
He did see his own reflection soon afterwards, briefly, as he entered the lavatory and took one of the three cubicles, but he wasn’t left alone with his thoughts. He had barely closed the door when someone else came in, heels clicking, and took the next space. ‘I know you’re in there, and I apologise in advance.’ It was a woman’s voice that Sheff didn’t recognise. ‘The women’s loo is full and I can’t wait,’ the voice said. ‘I’ve had some damn bug since this morning. I want you to be a good boy and sing.’
‘Pardon?’
         
‘Sing. Sing anything at all just to cover any noise. I can’t sing in case someone else comes in and it’s even more embarrassing. Please, just sing, right now.’
For a moment Sheff felt songs were absent in the world, but then he began on ‘Jingle Bells’, repeating the one verse that was all he knew and becoming louder and more confident with each round. ‘Okay, you can stop now,’ the woman called, and the lavatory was quiet again except for a subdued hiss from the urinals. ‘Thank you. I appreciate it. Just give me a minute to make my escape,’ and Sheff heard the cubicle door, the washbasin tap, the click of heels and then the outer door. He’d got into the swing of ‘Jingle Bells’ and sang it a couple more times under his breath before going out to wash his hands.
When he came back into the main room he looked about to see if the woman was watching for his entrance, and obvious because of it, but everyone seemed quite at ease and occupied. Sheff felt admiration for the woman, someone with presence of mind and willing to take a gamble in an emergency.
He didn’t hang on until the party’s last gasp, didn’t want to appear reluctant for the farewell to finish. The residual core of drinkers and dancers gave him a rowdy send-off, then turned back to their entertainments. ‘Hey, Sheff, don’t forget your present,’ called Callum. A junior reporter whose grammar and punctuation were so poor that Sheff wished he’d never sanctioned his appointment. Raewyn told him not to be a stranger, Lloyd stood up to shake his hand, Nick, knowing as a friend they would be in touch, raised an arm. Sheff gave an exaggerated bow at the door for the benefit of those who glanced his way, and so nine years on the one paper were brought to an end. No trumpets, but at least almost all the staff had taken the trouble to come.
The lithograph was awkward to carry, the frame too big to tuck comfortably under his arm. He’d walked only two blocks when heavy rain began, drops like pellets that beat a tattoo on roofs, and pavement, and were cold on his head. For a few minutes he continued to hurry through it, reminding himself that the art work was glassed and bubble-wrapped beneath the paper, but his light shoes were quickly sodden and the water ran down his neck with an unpleasant trickle and tickle. A corner dairy offered one of the few overhangs, and he stopped there, stood in the small alcove formed by the doorway.
         
Although shut, the shop was dimly lit, and Sheff could see, just inside the door, the advertising easel board that stood on the footpath during shop hours. He’d passed it many times without regard, and never entered the premises. Now, for want of alternative, he gave attention to it, and the displays beyond in the miasmal, phosphorescent glow. ‘Open Seven Days Late’ it said, which had a teasing ambiguity, and ‘Milk, Bread, Chips and Pies’. Above the freezers were posters of a wondrous array of ice creams and ice blocks – Paddle Pops, Magnum Temptation, Cookie Crumble, Super Fru, Bubble O’Bill, Goody Goody Gum Drop.
In neighbourly familiarity the proprietors had painted their names on the window close to the entrance. Wilf and Beth Fergusson. He had seen Wilf once, cleaning the outside window with a long-handled squeegee. His peach-downy cheeks, and his mouth drawn open slightly by concentration and the upward tilt of his head. Sheff couldn’t recall having seen Beth, but imagined her a Jack Sprat wife: cadaverous and laconic in contrast to her husband and the rhyme. They would now be in bed together, not clasped, but presenting curved backs as they faced away to sleep.
Sheff wished himself in bed, or still at his farewell party, rather than sheltering beneath the Fergussons’ overhang, the rain still loud upon it. Because he was looking into the dairy interior, he didn’t notice a man approaching, until he spoke, with easy informality. ‘Pissing down, eh?’ The guy came close to Sheff, peered through the glass for a moment to see if there was life within. ‘Fair pissing down,’ he said, nodding in self-affirmation. Sheff could smell the booze on him.
‘A downpour all right,’ said Sheff. They listened to the rain and watched it bouncing on the slick roadway in the glancing street light. The water chortled in the gutter and bore oddments of litter bobbing away.
         
‘Been here long?’
‘No.’
‘What you got there then?’ He was a small man wearing a Swanndri, and tight jeans too long for him, so that they concertinaed above his pale sneakers and were tatty at the heel. He wiped rain from his face, but retained a satisfied smile arising from alcohol rather than any fulfilling experience or achievement.
‘A picture,’ said Sheff.
‘A pictcha. Jesus.’ He seemed astounded, and then yawned twice. Half an hour ago Sheff had been at his farewell among well-dressed colleagues, most of them anyway, and with good wine and food, and now he was huddled in a shopfront beside a man with teeth missing and a Swanndri. And a man open to the call of nature, for without further conversation he stepped closer to the road, but still under cover, unzipped, and arched piss into the already running gutter. It seemed to go on for a long time, the rain and piss falling noisily together on the wet street. The relief of it made him philosophical. ‘It’s a bloody strange thing,’ he said, before turning back towards Sheff, ‘but quite often I piss more than ever I’ve drunk. How the hell do you figure that?’ Sheff made no reply.
‘Got a cell phone?’ asked the small guy.
‘Not with me, no.’
‘Bummer. Could have called a bloody taxi.’
‘It may ease off any time,’ said Sheff.
‘What you up to then?’
‘Just a function.’ The more familiar his companion became, the more Sheff felt himself withdraw, even physically, as the man pressed close, his face raised with a gap-toothed grin, alcoholic breath unavoidable.
‘Just a function,’ he repeated, accentuating the formality of Sheff’s voice. ‘Let’s see this bloody pictcha anyway,’ and he took hold of an edge of the frame and began to strip off the wrapping, swaying a little with the effort.
         
‘Leave it,’ said Sheff.
The small tug-of-war continued briefly, and then they both stopped. For a moment the reason escaped them, and then they realised the drumming of the rain had ceased. Neither of them referred to it. ‘Arsehole,’ said the small guy in abrupt change of mood.
‘Shithead,’ replied Sheff, and he hitched the litho firmly under his arm and began walking.
‘Fuckwit.’
‘Weirdo.’
‘Motherfucker.’ He hadn’t followed Sheff, and remained at the dairy, raising his voice in each exchange as Sheff receded. He started to laugh. ‘Cocksucker.’
‘Useless bastard,’ called Sheff, and he too started to laugh. Jesus, he thought, you never know, do you? The Swanndri guy was plastered, and the next day would remember nothing of their meeting. They might walk past each other in a week or two with no recognition: stand quite privately together in a cinema queue, or Thai takeaway.
By the time he reached home, the rain was a fine drizzle that drifted as pale halos around the street lights, and elsewhere gave fluidity to the darkness. Sheff took off his wet shoes, jacket and trousers, and in shirt, underpants and dressing gown stood at the bench to make himself coffee. His farewell present was propped on a kitchen chair, and bubble-wrap showed in places where the wet paper had collapsed in the drunk guy’s grasp. ‘Jesus,’ said Sheff, still bemused by the oddity of the experience. Talking to himself had become a common habit since his separation, and quite unrecognised. It gave him a sense of comradeship. ‘You never know what the hell, do you?’ he said.
Before going to bed he checked his emails, grumbling to himself at the delay in connecting to Thunderbird. The computers at his work were much more efficient. And when he did get access, no undeserved reward or opportunity awaited him, no individual commendation for his professional contribution, no arch, suggestive endearments from someone who missed him. Just the false glee of a prancing message congratulating him on being the 10,000th site visitor, a monthly power bill, and the invitation to become the Facebook friend of a woman called Alana who was quite unknown to him.
         
A little after four he woke because his nose was running, and when he touched it his fingers became sticky. He turned on the bedside light, saw the bright, arterial blood on his hand and pillow. The flow wasn’t great, and stopped almost immediately. He hadn’t had a nosebleed for some time, and could think of no reason for one. He snorted cold water in the basin, and took off the pillow case and left it soaking. Afterwards he sat for a time in bed with his head forward, not wanting to lie down until he was sure the bleeding had stopped. With deliberation he breathed through his nose, and counted forty inhalations. There was no more bleeding, and he lay down and turned out the light. He wasn’t greatly alarmed by what had happened. It occurred to him that there were so many biological systems and structures in the body, that it was surprising failures weren’t more common. There must be thousands of things that could go wrong, and a lot of them without initial symptoms. He ran through a list of such afflictions, but not dwelling on any lest that tempt fate. You could be eating a burger, laughing at television, making love, and at just that unsuspecting moment death begins, makes an irreversible decision that will be realised in time. How much wine had he drunk at the farewell? Not so much that his nose would bleed, surely. Maybe being caught in the rain after the heat of the squash club rooms, and the small, drunk guy grappling for the lithograph, had brought it on.
Something niggled at the back of his mind, and then he had it. The woman who had hustled into the men’s toilets and exhorted him to sing to cover her embarrassment. Why hadn’t she just let it all go and then waited until he left? Had she feared he might wait outside the loos to see who emerged? He was too tired to come to any conclusion.
As he fell asleep he entered a dream of a childhood not his own: running alone in uncouth clothes across frigid steppe, or prairie, with absolute, but inexplicable purpose, and bird cries above him, beseeching and wavering in the wind.
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HIS FATHER DETESTED AND DESPISED CRUELTY of any kind. It was almost always the cause of his rare anger. They used to have white leghorns in a netting run close to the orchard fence. One of Sheff’s boyhood tasks was to mix the mash and scraps for them each morning. The dominant hen kept pecking a lowly one until it lay with a bare and bloodied neck, unable to flee, or defend itself. Warwick strode in and said, ‘I’ve told you and told you, and you’ve taken no damn notice. So be it,’ and he took the aggressor dangling by its yellow legs, wings ajar, to the block and cut its head off cleanly. He ate his share of it with satisfaction. There were moral nuances perhaps, but Sheff had sided with his father.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER FOUR

IN THE MORNING Sheff felt fine, and had forgotten his nosebleed until he saw the pillow case in the washbasin. The incident at the dairy in the rain seemed just as remote: as if imagined, rather than true experience, slipping away like his dream of solitary escape in a foreign infancy. After breakfast he admired the lithograph again, the dark palette and stark symbols. He spent time holding it against the walls to find the best place to hang it. Even after more than two years it was strange to be making such a decision without Lucy’s opinion, and final arbitration. Strange, too, that he was at home and without an office to go to, people to interview, or stories to research. For the first time in many years, his life had an open-ended aspect, and he found that both invigorating and slightly unsettling. How odd not to have any place he should be, at a time specified and for a purpose premeditated.
He rang his parents in Alexandra to ask after his father. ‘I had my farewell from the paper last night,’ he told his mother.
‘Oh yes, I hope that went well. I’m sure they were sorry to lose you. We’ve been talking about you. It’ll be a big change, I imagine. You’ll be able to come down and spend some time with us then, I hope? It’s been months since we’ve seen anything of you.’
‘Well, I haven’t sorted myself out yet.’
‘Georgie’s been, and you know how busy she is,’ said Belize. Sheff was accustomed to his sister being held up as exemplar.
‘I will try. How is he?’ A fatuous enquiry. How is anyone with cancer of the liver and multiple secondary lesions?
         
‘I’ll take the phone through in a minute,’ said Belize, ‘but no, it’s not good at all, I’m afraid. Every test confirms the worst. He doesn’t want to be in the hospital, or hospice, of course, but I worry I can’t give him the sort of care he needs. Dr North’s very good, and a nurse comes to see him regularly, but it’s not the same. People ring, but often he doesn’t want to see them, and that can be embarrassing.’
‘Does he get out?’
‘We have a drive sometimes now the weather’s warmer,’ said Belize, ‘but he just stares and doesn’t say much.’
‘It’s tough on you. I will try to get down. I’m thinking of going overseas for a bit, but I won’t do that before seeing you.’
‘That’s good. We still get the paper sent to us and read your pieces. I suppose it will be strange for you for a while not to be working there. Anyway, here he is.’ She had been moving through the house as she talked, and soon Sheff could hear his father laboriously clearing his throat as he prepared to speak.
‘How are you keeping?’ Sheff asked him.
‘A man of leisure. I sit here and watch television, or fall asleep and dream. The dreams are superior in all respects. I hadn’t realised how awful daytime television is. Occasionally a decent golf tournament on SKY, or something on the history channel, but most of it utter rubbish.’ It was typical of Warwick that he didn’t initially complain of his condition, but his speech had a sort of squeezed huskiness that Sheff hated to hear, for it wasn’t truly his father’s voice. He would be sitting propped by pillows, with the small, flat-screen television on a stool at the foot of his bed. His loose hands with their mottled, crepe skin would be palm down on the blanket, and the thin hair of his crown standing up awry. The brown lawn would show outside his bedroom window, then the roses and the wire fence before the neglected lines of fruit trees, a mid-distance neighbouring house and, farther back, over the broad river and then the town, the sinuous hump of the Dunstan Range with Leaning Rock like a nipple at its highest point. Sheff saw it all and absolutely, although he sat in his study in Auckland and talked to his father about giving up his job. For a moment also he had the strong, dry fragrance of Central Otago, compounded of thyme, briar, tussock, even the schist tors themselves.
         
‘I’ve decided to take some time out,’ said Sheff. ‘I’m going to have a breather and see something more of the world.’
‘Well, journalism’s all about options, isn’t it?’ Warwick said. ‘When you want a job again you’re free to go anywhere you like.’ It referred to his own incapacity as much as Sheff’s lack of encumbrance. ‘We had a call from Lucy.’ In his illness, Warwick ignored his son’s separation and spoke as if Sheff and Lucy were still together.
‘She told me,’ said Sheff. ‘She’s always been very fond of you. Just about all her time now is spent organising those day-trips from the cruise ships. It’s become quite a thing. She’s got the contacts and she’s so good at detail. It would drive me nuts – all those old folks sleeping on the bus, or crying out for a toilet stop.’
‘Oldies often have money, though.’ Sheff’s father retained an accountant’s practicality even when money was of no use to him. ‘Anyway, is she there for a chat?’
‘She’s got her own place now. You know that.’
‘Of course. Of course. I’m pumped so full of stuff I don’t know if I’m Arthur or Martha.’ Sheff could tell from his tone that he was embarrassed at his forgetfulness and the insensitivity of it.
‘That’s okay. You get some rest and I’ll ring again in a few days.’
‘I haven’t been too bad lately,’ his father said. It was obviously a lie, but he wished for a positive end to their conversation.
Sheff’s mother came back to talk, at first some triviality concerning relatives until she reached the kitchen and so beyond Warwick’s hearing. She went on about blood tests, painkillers, weight loss and mood swings. Sheff had heard much of it before, but knew Belize found relief in expressing everything in detail. The least he could do was to be a good listener, and so he encouraged the full recital while unwittingly pulling faces of discomfort as he heard of his father’s decline. ‘He’s so lucky you’re there for him, Mum,’ he said.
         
Barely had Belize gone, when the phone rang. Sheff half expected that his mother was phoning back to continue the recital of Warwick’s deterioration, but it was a woman named Rosemary, calling on behalf of the McInnes Foundation about the judging of the investigative journalism award. He was one of three judges, she said. The others were Annabel Powell representing newspaper proprietors, and Dr Gordy Howell of the media studies department at Victoria University. Surely Rosemary was confused with the surnames, but when Sheff queried the similarity she confirmed it, and saw nothing at all unusual in it. ‘Powell and Howell,’ she said with careful enunciation and a trace of haughtiness. ‘Perhaps my diction is at fault.’
‘Not at all,’ he said. ‘It’s just they’re almost the same, aren’t they?’
‘I’d like to arrange a suitable time for the three of you to have a first meeting, and then subsequent opportunities can be agreed on among yourselves,’ Rosemary said, dismissing the rhyming coincidence.
‘The sooner the better for me,’ said Sheff. Fewer obligations in his future suited him if he wished to see his parents and then travel overseas. While Rosemary stressed that the panel need not confine itself to nominated candidates, and covered what she called the ‘processes’, although she promised to send them in written form also, Sheff remained captivated with the possibilities suggested by the surnames of his fellow judges. Cowell and Dowell he persuaded himself he had come across, and Jowell, Lowell, Towell and Vowell families surely deserved to exist. The Bowell and Fowell surnames were more problematic. He wandered in search of the telephone book, and leafed through it as Rosemary talked on.
‘So is all that sufficiently clear?’ asked Rosemary eventually.
‘Absolutely,’ said Sheff.
‘There will be a contract with the other material coming by post. Oh, and the foundation has appointed Dr Howell as panel convenor.’
‘Eminently suitable,’ said Sheff, who had never heard of Dr Howell, had no prejudice against his appointment, but was weary of Rosemary’s affectation. He wanted to ask her how much he would be paid as judge, but thought it too mercenary, and instead commended the foundation on its support of journalistic standards. God knows there was a need.
         
After the call he paid some bills online and checked emails, deleting the communication that he had won $100,000 in a lottery to which he’d not contributed. Nothing of threat, and nothing of delight. Most of life was spent in such a way. For lunch he decided on tinned sweetcorn on toast and a dark ale. The slice of toast became stuck, and when Sheff on impulse poked at it with a knife without turning off the element, there was a sudden flash and painful kick on his elbow. The smoke alarm went off, beeping persistently. ‘Shut up,’ he ordered, but it went on until he stood on a chair and blew on it. ‘Now shut up,’ he said. His hair felt strangely charged, and when he looked in the mirror he could see strands oscillating from his scalp. He held his hand out to check if it was steady, and was reassured. No harm done, and he ate the toast and corn, drank his dark ale while he skimmed the newspaper with a professional eye. His reaction was almost totally critical, proving that electric shock therapy had no effect on his professional opinions. The toaster was buggered, though, and would have to be replaced. The lunch would be an expensive one. ‘You silly, silly bastard,’ he said reprovingly. He hadn’t reached the stage of answering, but that too might come with more time spent by himself.
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HIS FATHER LIKED TO READ, but not much fiction. He preferred to have real people presented, especially politicians and military commanders. Weighty books with glossy dust jackets on Montgomery, Wavell, Dowding, Patton and Zhukov. Warwick believed that human character is most truly revealed under pressure. He didn’t belong to a library. He said that if a book is worth reading, it’s worth buying and keeping. He was too busy to read simply to pass the time.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER FIVE

‘COME IN BY ALL MEANS,’ said Michael. ‘I’d like to catch up. I heard you’d left the paper. Not tomorrow morning, though, and most of my lectures are early afternoon. Apart from that I’m pretty much here all this week.’ His voice on the phone held the same quick warmth that Sheff knew from their time teaching on the journalism course together, and he looked forward to talking with Michael again. In a busy life friends tended to be those people you met up with in the course of your work and, if those circumstances altered, you drifted apart. Friendship required conscious and sometimes inconvenient effort. With a twinge of guilt, Sheff realised that he hadn’t bothered to keep in regular touch with Michael, and was now contacting him when there might be some advantage in doing so.
As befitted its academic status within the university, the School of Journalism had its home in a modest, thirty-year-old ‘temporary’ building on campus. It lay single-storeyed in the shadow of lofty buildings with equally lofty pretensions, and had an allocation of only one staff park that Sheff knew would be taken. He left his car on the street, and enjoyed his stroll through the grounds. He wondered about an investigative piece on the changing nature of universities, especially the decline of standards and the rise of staff workloads that reduced the opportunity for research and academic publication. He disliked journalism that was deliberately alarmist, but there was justifiable concern there surely. From habit he framed a few paragraph points in his mind as he walked.
         
How beautiful in their youth, and aware of their youth and beauty, were many of the women students who roamed the place, and how scruffy and undeserving of their company and favours were the males who accompanied them, or trailed behind. How much better Sheff would be as partner to such women were he twenty years old once more. And why, when he’d been that age, had he wasted so much life on sport and beer, rather than seeking the reward of women’s company, which of course was defined at that age as sex? The question quickly supplanted that of university performance, and as he walked he conjured the names and images of all the girls to whom he’d made love as a student. A disappointingly brief list, and even some of those encounters had ended badly.
The father of one girl had come to Sheff’s door and threatened him, while his flatmates inside overheard all of it with a delight they often revisited in his presence. After nearly twenty-five years the humiliation of it still occasioned a frisson of horror. ‘I’ll tear your gonads out with my teeth next time, you little prick,’ the father had said. A big man: a building contractor from Silverdale, who had swelled in the doorway until he blocked the sun.
And there had been long-haired Sandra, who fell asleep beneath him after the capping party while by minimum exertion he prolonged the joy of coitus, thus showing her own stimulus had been somewhat less than his own. A deflating experience for the masculine ego, though as far as he knew she’d shown sufficient compassion not to tell others of it.
‘The ivory towers are no more,’ said Michael, after he’d answered Sheff’s knock. ‘Bums on seats. Especially foreign bums, because they pay well.’ Long, chin-heavy face, long, lank hair, and a smile of genuine welcome. His office was that of a squalid muddler: books, dead flies, newspapers, files, magazines, running shoes and food pottles scattered, or heaped unsteadily, around his computer, seeming in inexorable encroachment. The room was small even without the clutter, and Sheff could barely find a track to the only other chair.
         
‘I’m happy to do a semester paper or two,’ said Sheff. ‘You’re still doing one on ethics and protocols, I suppose?’
‘I wish I had something to offer. There’s only two of us as it is, and nothing’s secure any more. It’s the three Rs – restructuring, retrenchment and redeployment.’
‘Nothing at all?’
‘Maybe casual tutoring. Nothing more, I’m afraid. It’s a different world – my God, yes.’
Both of them were aware of the irony. Sheff had once been in Michael’s chair, young for the appointment and marked as having unusual promise. He had been largely responsible for Michael being appointed as lecturer, and now in an awkward reversal he sought a favour. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ said Sheff. ‘I just thought I’d keep my hand in while I sorted things out. I’ve about decided to go overseas.’
‘It’s a bugger. I really wish I could do something. Maybe later in the year.’
‘No problem. Anyway, it’s good to keep in touch. You get so bogged down in work, don’t you?’ In the trembling, transparent jaws of a sandwich container close by, he could see the remains of bread, cheese, pork and sallow, degenerating lettuce. The smell was surely yellow. There was name for that conflation, but Sheff couldn’t recall it. Even as he continued the conversation, part of his mind persisted with a word search.
‘Have you got time to come over to the club for drink?’ asked Michael, pleased to move from the professional to the social.
‘Sure. Why not?’ Time was something he now had in good supply. ‘I might pick your brains about the best investigative stuff over the last year,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow I’m getting together with fellow judges to talk about the McInnes award.’
‘Who are the others?’
‘Annabel Powell, and Gordy Howell.’
         
‘Sounds like a vaudeville comedy duo,’ said Michael.
‘Don’t get me started. Annabel will be okay. Know anything about the Howell guy?’
‘Never heard of him. Actually I think the field’s a bit thin this year. I can’t think of any really significant exposé stories. The usual celebrity beat-ups and credit card overruns, but nothing that showed up someone with a real nose.’
Michael was already at the door and putting on his jacket. The elbow sweep dislodged a cardboard box on which the words ‘business expenses/tax’ in fading felt-pen had been crossed out and ‘assessment moderation’ added. He took no corrective action, yet paused, and his face became passive as something crossed his mind. ‘I suppose there’s Robert Malcolm’s stuff on overseas tertiary students. Raging institutional avarice and irresponsibility, eh?’
‘True.’ But Sheff wasn’t pleased to have Malcolm’s worth endorsed. He knew him quite well, disliked his manner, and had an unacknowledged inclination to hinder any success due him. Once at a seminar Malcolm had pointed out a flaw in Sheff’s presentation on the use of overseas press agencies. It wasn’t the correction that rankled so much as the collective laugh that had followed it.
There were few people in the staff club, and no one that Sheff recognised apart from emeritus Prof. Wickham, who was almost a fixture. He was a mineralogist who had no family, and who had occupied the same chair on every occasion Sheff visited the lounge bar, despite no longer having a nominal one within the university. Wickham faced the window so greetings were unnecessary, and despite the clearly displayed notice that prohibited animals on the premises, his black cocker spaniel lay at his feet like a discarded overcoat.
Michael bought two dark ales, and he and Sheff began an easy conversation about places they would revisit on any trip overseas. Both had studied abroad; both had long held ideas for articles that necessitated a return to Europe. ‘The exchange rate’s a killer, though, isn’t it?’ said Michael. ‘In the main tourist centres you get an absolute bloody hammering. For the price of a meal out in Paris you could buy a second-hand car here.’
         
‘I’m hoping to get off the beaten track more: Poland, perhaps. And I’ve always wanted to go to Corsica. Wonderful wilderness walks there, I’m told.’ Sheff had done few of the main New Zealand tracks, but saw himself striding high in the untamed hills above Corte, facing a stern wind and physical challenge. Increasingly he liked to place himself other than where he was.
Soon, however, their talk turned to their profession: the career trajectories of their peers, the decline of both standards and readership, the financial stringency that resulted in second-class, second-hand, telephone-based reportage. An old mentor had succumbed to alcoholism at last, and spent his time singing along to Italian opera. A contemporary of limited ability had become a fabulously well-paid presenter on regional television in Florida. A promiscuous woman of good humour and natural talent had been killed when her hang-glider crashed in Queenstown. The vicissitudes of other people’s lives provide for envy, commiseration and self-congratulation.
As they left the bar, Sheff and Michael passed close to the old mineralogist, who seemed in the process of petrification himself. Wickham paid no attention to them, but the black spaniel sprang to its feet, trotted past Michael, soundlessly bit hard at Sheff’s ankle and then returned to the chair. Sheff’s leg was only mildly scathed, but the fabric of his second-best trousers was torn. It was all over so quickly that the dog was back unperturbed at the professor’s feet before Sheff had the chance to retaliate.
‘The bugger’s ripped my trousers,’ said Sheff accusingly.
The professor remained turned away.
‘Hey, your dog bit me,’ said Sheff more loudly, leaning in.
‘Eh?’
‘Your dog bit me.’
‘He’s called Obsidian,’ said the professor fondly.
‘He’s torn them.’
         
‘What’s that?’
‘The dog ripped my trouser leg, see?’ Sheff raised his voice, and his foot in a clumsy pose as if about to begin a line dance.
‘Are you a member here?’ said the old man.
‘Oh, come on,’ said Michael, ‘we might as well go. He doesn’t know what you’re on about.’
Sheff had an urge to give the spaniel, if not Wickham himself, a damn good kick up the arse, but he knew that wasn’t a mature reaction, and hardly appropriate in the lounge bar of the university staff club. It was all right for the professor, too senile to be cognisant, and Michael, who saw amusement in it all, but Sheff was angry. Lately he felt he was experiencing more than his share of life’s passing irritations. ‘Old Wickham’s well past it,’ he said bitterly as he and Michael left, ‘and that bloody dog shouldn’t be in here in the first place. It’s as batty as he is. I should write and complain.’
‘Good idea.’ Despite their friendship, Michael would dine out on the incident for some time, with appropriate and increasing exaggeration. ‘Anyway, look,’ he said as they paused before parting at the old lecture hall, ‘I’ll let you know if anything at all turns up. And damn good to see you. Keep in touch.’
Michael had enjoyed the break from his office, but Sheff wandered off with one trouser cuff flapping at his ankle. A woman would be able to sew it up again, but he no longer had a wife, or partner, and that was a greater grievance. And what about the dog’s filthy teeth: he could get some terrible infection. At the thought, his ankle began to throb. Dettol perhaps. He would bathe it in Dettol.
In the evening Sheff poached himself three eggs with an incompetence that resulted in three wizened yolks on his toast, and the whites a residual swirl in the pot. The telephone rang while he was having ginger biscuits, brandy and coffee for dessert.
‘Hello. Sheff here.’ A pause.
‘I know where you live, dude.’ It was a coarse, accusatory voice, male and not one he recognised, and certainly lacking Prof. Wickham’s enunciation.
         
‘So?’ said Sheff. He knew no one who used the word ‘dude’.
‘I’ve been watching you, mate.’
‘And what’s the reason for that?’
‘Never you fucken mind. Just remember not to step out of line again, or you’ll cop it for real. Okay?’
‘I think you’ve got the wrong number,’ said Sheff. ‘No P, no tinnies, and not much money here. Just a journo having tea. Sorry about that.’
‘Don’t jerk us around again, or you’ll be sorry. That’s all. Don’t pull any of that shit again on us.’
‘What shit?’
‘You won’t get another warning.’ He sounded as if he’d said about all he was going to, but Sheff ended the call without waiting for a conclusion. There was a story there somewhere, but he had no wish to be part of it. The aspect of randomness seemed to be growing in his life, chinks appearing through which quizzical and enigmatic apparitions could be glimpsed. His ankle throbbed a little, and he wondered if somewhere in the house there was a bottle of Dettol, and if he was right in thinking it had medicinal qualities.
Later he watched a television documentary about the reintroduction of wolves into Yellowstone Park, and was cheered by the scenes of winter through which animals fled, or pursued others. They were creatures without ennui, or prevarication. They were unleashed in a passion to kill, or to escape, that was almost beautiful in its committed desperation. Snow floated in the dark sky and lay gleaming on the branches of fir trees. The wolves and deer were part of an elegant yet ferocious ballet of life and death. Sheff enjoyed the passing thought that Wickham’s mutt would not survive a week in such an environment, would be torn to pieces by those feral cousins, its black hide shredded like trouser material. He dreamt that night of clean winds, forests and elemental forces, and woke with all of it receding like a mist before the sun. 
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CHARLOTTE HATED BEING IMPRISONED IN THE COT, would rattle the cage and shriek. If no one came she would settle to gnawing at the top rail. Sometimes when Sheff looked in covertly, she was there, a little beaver, using her front teeth, all she had, to get through the paint and into the wood. He was concerned, but Lucy said it was special baby-proof paint with no toxicity at all. Afterwards he could still run his fingers over the bare patch, and feel the indentations that were the sign of their child’s industrious fury.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER SIX

THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON he wore his best trousers, and met with the other McInnes award judges at Annabel’s apartment in a low-rise complex in Mount Eden, looking out to the park. Before he’d married, Sheff used to jog in the park in the evenings several times a week, and he was reminded of that and his present lack of fitness. Annabel he’d met several times at functions: for fourteen months they had the same employer, though her expertise was management rather than front-line journalism. She had a soft, slightly spreading body that she kept contained in stylish business clothes, and something of an Australian accent she’d picked up while working for several years in Sydney. She was no mug, despite her obliging manner.
Gordy Howell’s plane was delayed and he arrived rather late for the meeting. Sheff judged him to be about his own age. Gordy was short, but with the large, even-featured and benevolent face of an academic accustomed to being paid attention. A face close-shaven and with a slight glisten of lotion.
The meeting was a professional situation familiar to all three, and they showed a polite deference to one other’s views in the initial discussion. Sheff could see his colleagues had done their homework, and their shortlist candidates were much as his own. Annabel had checked the list of previous winners, and was concerned with the gender and ethnic imbalance; Gordy talked of the ‘wider implications’ of a selection. ‘What message will we be sending the industry?’ he asked. ‘We need to keep in mind that it’s a banner award for journalism.’
         
‘Just the best piece of investigative writing will do it for me,’ said Sheff.
He believed it, but knew he would probably betray the standard. Robert Malcolm’s articles were superior, but Sheff was open to argument that would justify passing him over. So it must be at even the highest levels of selection, he supposed, selfish and venial considerations disguised as judicious decisions. Popes and tennis club chairmen alike chosen by convocations motivated by self-interest and prejudice rather than the merits of the candidates. ‘I do find occasionally a certain complacency in Robert’s stuff,’ Sheff heard himself saying. ‘There’s a pervasive tone almost of self-congratulation, but the intelligence is there. No doubt about that.’ It was an ambiguous floater to sound out his companions without committing himself.
‘All else being equal,’ said Gordy, ‘I consider it quite legitimate to bear in mind the overall body of work as well as the specific articles for which candidates have been selected.’
‘And there’s always the danger of being influenced by the status, or lack thereof, of the medium in which the material appears,’ said Annabel. ‘If the best stuff is in a women’s fitness magazine, are we brave enough to say so?’
‘Anyway,’ said Gordy, ‘can we agree that our aim today is to nut out a shortlist?’
That wasn’t a difficult task, because it allowed all of them to ensure that at least their candidate of first choice survived, and without showing their hand completely as to the other selections. They ended with coffee, and a list of four that they would mull over before a second meeting to make the final decision. Gordy would surely come down for Robert Malcolm, but Sheff thought if he supported the one woman on the shortlist, then he and Annabel would be united.
Annabel knew Sheff had resigned from the paper, and asked him about it when business had lapsed. Both she and Gordy claimed to be jealous of the freedom he’d been rash enough to establish, but were glad of their own security. Gordy began a humorous account of his department’s battle against the bureaucrats within the university. It was at once self-deprecating yet suggestive of his own role as a champion of disinterested scholarship. Sheff was attentive for a time, as much to the performance as the story, but gradually his gaze and thoughts turned to the park not far away, the open space, the various tones of green, the large trees diminishing in perspective. He remembered running there, sometimes with winter darkness bowling in and his sweat chilled, more often with low sun and warm breeze, and people cutting by on the lower cycle paths. Those recollections became somehow conflated with the scenes from Yellowstone he had witnessed the night before, until he too was pursued through the mountain forest and across high meadows plumed by geysers. He was so lost there that he was unable to respond intelligently when Annabel asked for his opinion on Gordy’s monologue.
         
‘But you were lecturing for while, weren’t you?’ she said. ‘You must know what it’s like?’
‘Journalists tend to come and go in the system. Hardly any of us see it as a full career thing, and so try to avoid being sucked into internal politics,’ Sheff said. ‘And it’s a very small department – no cliques, no threat to the major players.’
‘Still, you know what I’m on about then,’ said Gordy. ‘The university is a strange world, isn’t it?’ He went on to say more about his experience there, but with slightly less bravura and dogmatism after realising Sheff himself had some experience of academic life.
Both Annabel and Gordy were intelligent, interesting people, making an effort to be agreeable. A few years before, Sheff would have responded in kind. Now he was aware of a variety of impatience, even withdrawal, within himself that he disliked, but was unable to suppress. In the attempt he encouraged Gordy to further mockery of bureaucratic formalism, and laughed with Annabel at the response. Nothing of their real lives was being shared: they were merely passing time in one other’s obliging company. Sheff had experienced relationships that meant so much more, but they had become painful to revisit.
         
He left soon after, and walked into the park. Gordy remained, waiting to be picked up by a friend with whom he was to stay the night. Nothing had been said about the names, Sheff realised. Nothing about Powell and Howell. Perhaps the two of them stood at Annabel’s window and watched him heading off through the trees on the green slope, using him as a topic of conversation as they got to know each other better. Maybe they were already forming a majority opinion as to the next winner of the McInnes Foundation award. If so, Sheff didn’t really give a bugger. He was wondering if he’d done a stupid thing by tossing in his job.
Three young guys were practising with their short irons, probably in defiance of park regulations. Sheff was reminded of his father’s new voice of illness as it had been on the phone. Golf had been his father’s game: such a predictable choice for an accountant, but there was fascination behind the selection, not just the pragmatic wisdom of making and maintaining business contacts. Some of Sheff’s enduring memories of boyhood had a connection with golf, even in such mundane ways as helping Warwick clean his clubs and gear, and listening to the anecdotes of the round as his father recounted them to his mother. David Lessing trying to get away from the clubhouse without paying for drinks after his once-in-a-lifetime hole-in-one. Susan Pethridge slicing a drive that drew blood on the face of the inspector of police on a parallel fairway. Moss Grainger found buttock-bare in the women’s toilets with a woman locally famous for making ceramic goblins. ‘I kid you not,’ Warwick had said to Belize, ‘such was the rapture of their rutting that they carried on even after discovery. Instinct – how gloriously powerful it is.’
‘It’s not really funny, though. Both of them are married,’ Belize had said.
         
‘Oh, but it is. It is,’ replied Warwick, and all the time he carried on wiping down his clubs with a damp cloth.
He had a small, stiff brush with which he scrupulously cleaned the grooves in the faces of his irons. He had heavy-soled, two-tone golf shoes that were also cleaned after each round and put heel-out in the same place on a shelf in the garage, above the bag and the trundler. Even the white, dimpled balls were wiped and checked for scars. There was a ritualistic aspect to Warwick’s nature that showed itself more clearly in his love of golf than in any other part of his life.
His father’s devotion to the sport had attracted Sheff to the game, and as a teenager he took it up. They had sometimes played together, but it hadn’t worked out as they hoped. Sheff had too little regard for the niceties. He wore jeans on the course, agitated to play through more leisurely foursomes ahead, and was noisy on the greens. Without discussion, or formal decision, they found it easier not to play much together in competition. Watching on television was quite different. They spent companionable hours physically located on the sofa, yet vicariously at tournaments around the world, while Belize and Georgie moved in one dimension around them. ‘Head down. That’s the thing,’ Warwick would say. ‘Don’t look up till the ball’s been struck.’ And, ‘Concentrate on your own game and disregard other people’s. Much of it’s played in your head.’
Maybe, even as Sheff walked on Mount Eden, his father had sufficient remission from his cancer to allow him to watch the sport on television, or reminisce with Belize concerning his own experiences and acquaintances. If not that, then perhaps the morphine fantasy allowed him to hit farther than ever before and with wondrous accuracy, so that in such visions he accomplished all the ambitions he had relinquished as a player in life.
Sheff did a long circuit, and by the time he returned to his car he felt relaxed. The mood was not to last. The engine wouldn’t start despite the battery having plenty of charge. He wasn’t good with mechanical things, and had a suspicion that, like dogs, they could sense fear and ignorance in their handlers. The obvious thing to do was go back to Annabel’s apartment and ring for assistance: she might already be observing his predicament with amused concern. Yet Sheff resisted logic because of the slight loss of face involved. He knew there was a garage a couple of blocks away, and set off briskly to ensure he could be there before closing time. It was all a pain in the arse, and somehow typical of his present life in which Murphy’s Law was supreme. The garage was farther than he’d realised when driving, and it was after five o’clock when he reached it. He went straight to the workshop where one mechanic was already cleaning up, and the other in confidential talk with the owner of a red Mazda Six on the hoist. Before Sheff was close enough to speak, the solitary worker was called in to join the technical discussion. The three men seemed to close ranks, excluding Sheff. He kept a polite distance for a time, but with growing impatience as his presence was ignored. Edging closer, he tried to attract the attention of at least one of the service men, but even when he was almost at their shoulders he was apparently invisible to them. Sheff even raised his palm in a small apologetic gesture for interruption. Nothing. He imagined himself taking a cosh from his pocket and bringing it down with force on the head of the senior employee: the satisfying thud of it, the tremor of the man’s cartilaginous, butterfly ears, the startled attention of the others.
         
‘Excuse me,’ Sheff said politely. All three turned reluctantly to regard him. ‘It’s just that my car’s stuck a few streets back and won’t start. I know you must be almost knocking off.’ The Mazda owner emphasised his precedence by turning back and immediately asking about the cost of brake linings. The older mechanic, unperturbed by his hypothetical coshing, caught his mate’s eye and cocked his head towards Sheff. The young guy took a few steps to be in the sun at the wide workshop door, and motioned to Sheff to follow. He was confident and relaxed within his own jurisdiction, and even Sheff was aware that he was handsome in a slim-hipped, Mafia sort of way: dark hair and eyes, sharp features. The collar of his overalls was turned up, and a grey rag was draped on his shoulder with the casual elegance of a Milanese scarf. Sheff had seldom seen someone whose appearance was so uncharacteristic of his occupation, and would have been intrigued by it in other circumstances.
         
‘Is it a jump-start thing?’ the mechanic asked.
‘Pardon?’
‘Is the battery flat? Did she turn over?’
‘Turned over fine, but still wouldn’t start,’ said Sheff. ‘I didn’t like to keep on until the battery died.’
‘So where’s the car?’ the matinee idol asked, and when Sheff told him, he pursed his lips in exaggerated concern, and said they wouldn’t try to tow it in from there during rush hour. ‘Best I drop you home, mate, and you give us a ring tomorrow morning and we’ll let you know the damage. There’ll be an after-hours fee for towing, unless you want to leave it there all night?’
‘Better bring it in before dark,’ said Sheff. The way his luck was, a rugby squad would trampoline on the car’s roof under a full moon if it were left on the road.
So the afternoon that began with the panel to choose the nation’s most prestigious journalism award, ended with the likelihood of a hefty repair bill and a ride home in the garage runabout, with the Mafia-smooth mechanic making lascivious comments about the women they passed. Sheff and he never exchanged names. The car keys were all the surety the mechanic needed, and when he’d dropped Sheff at his gate, he accelerated away without a glance behind. Life is short, yet so much of it inescapably wadded with the disconnected and inconsequential.
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HIS FATHER ENJOYED COLLECTING CONES for winter. It had nothing to do with saving money: he was quite happy to part out for the best dry firewood each year. He liked the heft, the shape, the subtle colours, and the satisfaction of flipping them into just the right spot on the open fire where they would incandesce almost immediately. He would pick them up during strolls and picnics, jostle one in his hand as he walked. He disliked those with vicious, thin spikes. His favourite was the rare variety as big as pineapples, and he knew the places where they could be found, even going out to an island in Lake Tekapo especially to retrieve some. The best of those he considered too attractive to be consumed, and he would use them as ornaments in the summer grate.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER SEVEN

SHEFF HAD DELIBERATELY kept away from the paper after his resignation. Often he’d witnessed ex-staffers turning up, ostensibly just in passing, but obviously adrift, nonplussed, in their retirement, or voluntary exclusion. The more perceptive of them quickly realised how superfluous they were to the busy workplace, and didn’t return. Others, with increasingly less appreciated bonhomie, continued to appear, to loiter, while their former colleagues paid scant attention, or carried on with their tasks regardless.
The editor rang Sheff at home not long after his visit to the journalism school. ‘What are you doing with yourself?’ he said, knowing well enough after talking to Nick and others that Sheff was doing very little, that there was no work for him at the university, that he’d set up no enterprise of his own, that he hadn’t yet departed on his vaunted overseas sojourn. As a means of bolstering Sheff’s esteem, Chris complained about the workload at the paper, the extent to which Sheff’s presence as chief reporter was missed, how much he himself longed for a change of lifestyle. Sheff recognised the ploy, but appreciated the motives behind it.
‘I’ve looked into a couple of opportunities, but nothing worked out,’ he said. ‘The thing is I don’t want to be full-time, or be tied into a routine.’
‘Still heading overseas?’
‘Yes, I think so. After a bit of time with family perhaps. Europe most likely. I haven’t been for years, and I’ve never been able to set my own itinerary before – never had time to poke around the less obvious places.’
         
He’d been to the northern hemisphere three times: a four months’ journalism scholarship in Bristol, a year’s exchange at the Daily Progress, Charlottesville, Virginia, and a bus tour of Europe with Lucy four years ago. A kaleidoscopic thirty-seven days visiting the postcard centres of that part of the world, and a Hong Kong stopover on the way home.
         
‘If you want to come in on Wednesday morning, I might have something for you that could fit in with that,’ Chris said.
A pelting rain came in from the harbour that morning, cloud lowered the sky, and even in the time it took Sheff to run across the car park to the newspaper offices, he became so wet that his hair was plastered down, accentuating the pale dome of his forehead, and his light trousers caught at his knees. At the door to editorial he stood for a moment to get his breath before entering.
Everything was as he remembered it when he went inside, yet foreign also, because he belonged there no longer. Once he’d been part of it all, with relationships established by position and common purpose. As a visitor, shorn of both, he felt it quite changed. Although everything physical was in place, it seemed diminished, distanced, because no emotional tie remained.
Nick was out on interviews, and Raewyn, instead of being at her usual desk, sat in Sheff’s glassed office.
‘It’s not confirmed yet,’ she said, after waving him in. ‘You know the protocols, and I reckon nobody’s in any special hurry because they can save money until it’s all sorted.’
‘They’re just bloody slow. You’re a shoo-in. They just want to see you doing the job for a few weeks, I reckon, and save some money, as you say. I’m chuffed, I really am.’ And he meant it. Yet it was strange to see her at his desk, with a pot-plant flowering yellow, and her blue, patent-leather bag before her. Where were his own heaped documents, work diary, the magnetised frog, and the paua shell he had used as a paperweight? He had several times requested a new screen, and saw that his departure had triggered its arrival.
         
‘Do you want a towel or something? You look like a drowned rat,’ Raewyn said.
‘No, I’m fine. Just the front of my trousers and my shoes. And it’s not that cold.’
There was a time, not so long after his separation, when as well as admiring her skills as a journalist he’d hoped to make love to her, perhaps even live with her, but she had made it plain she wasn’t interested. She said it was fatal to have relationships with people you worked with – a general principle that made her refusal less personal. He appreciated the tact while not being taken in. And there she was, brisk, friendly and somewhat distracted by the pressures of the job that not long ago had been his. ‘So why are you in?’ she said.
‘Couldn’t keep away from you.’
‘Come to see what sort of a mess we’re making?’
‘A chat with Chris, actually. He probably thinks I’m bored silly.’
‘And are you?’
‘Not at all. I’ll head off overseas for a while.’
‘Good on you,’ said Raewyn. They talked for a bit about places each had been to, or wanted to visit, then Sheff went out, knowing how busy she was. He’d never seen her play badminton, but knew she was a bit of a star. He imagined her on the court, compact and nimble, leaping for a high shot with her racquet arm extended, pale, but muscular. There had been boyfriends, but no regular partner as far as he knew. Maybe she was too ambitious and independent to wish to be tied to any one man. Maybe she was disappointed with those on offer. He gave himself some small credit for not offering her advice concerning her new responsibility, or seeking favour by mentioning that he’d suggested her for the promotion. He had suffered people who couldn’t pass the baton without unsolicited instruction as to its use.
As he went back through the reporters’ room Sheff was surprised, after several weeks away, how hot it was, and Chris’s office was little better. How could he have put up with the fug of the place for years without noticing?
         
‘Good to see you,’ said Chris. ‘Been up to much?’ He pushed back in his chair to show that he wished to give Sheff full attention.
‘Bugger-all, and that’s the joy of it. Reading, watching sport on SKY, I’ve even ventured out armed into the section. I’ve discovered plants and paving I never knew existed. And I’ve taken some hidings on the squash court, but improved nevertheless.’
‘You’re looking okay. What’s top of the list in Europe?’
‘France and Italy certainly, maybe Scandinavia, and I’m thinking of other places. With the cost and time of getting over there, it’s no use going for less than five or six weeks.’
‘It won’t be cheap, though, will it?’ said Chris.
Money. That’s what he wanted to talk about. He had an offer for Sheff to send back some articles for the paper. Travel impressions, contrasts with home, whimsical characters: he would leave choices up to him. Not so many pieces that Sheff would feel his holiday imperilled, but enough to bring in some cash if the need was there. Chris made no big thing of it, but Sheff knew there wasn’t a large budget for freelance work; the proprietors expected the staff to provide the paper’s content. ‘I can’t promise to publish everything,’ said Chris. ‘And not a lot of boring stuff about economics and politics, for God’s sake.’
‘So something out of character?’
‘Exactly,’ said Chris.
‘I might think of something right away. I’ve just had a repair bill of 750 bucks for the car.’ Sheff’s tone was light-hearted, his comment more a criticism of the mercenary nature of all occupations except journalism, than an admission of hardship.
‘Bummer,’ said Chris. ‘Well, why not? If you come up with something catchy I’m happy to look at it. You know that.’ It was an expression of goodwill that Sheff appreciated, although he showed it only in the strength of his handshake when they parted later. He wondered, however, about Chris’s private opinion of the choice he’d made. The editor, at a morning meeting with Raewyn and Wayne, might say he wondered what had got into Sheff, why the hell he felt he had to resign, and that things seemed to be unravelling in his life. Each of them might give a summation of his motivations, his personality and his future. Together they might casually agree he deserved better than he’d received, or they might be more critical.
         
On Sheff’s way back through the reporters’ room he stopped to talk to former colleagues. People were friendly, but he knew that for most he was no longer of significance, no more an influence on their tasks, moods and prospects. It was now Raewyn who allocated their rounds and evaluated their copy. He left a note on Nick’s desk accusing him of slacking off, and saying he would be in touch. How hot it was, despite the dampness of his clothes. The long room flickering with computer screens, active with movement, and noisy with telephone conversations and chat among reporters. He talked a bit with Donna and Lloyd, who were more interested in telling him of a stand-off between the union and the paper than in his doings. ‘Hey, take it easy, okay,’ said Lloyd as they parted. When Sheff glanced back from the door they had become engrossed in that discussion again. And why not? People were spun off from busy workplaces all the time, and those left closed ranks with common purpose. He hadn’t once bothered to contact his predecessor after he took over the job. He’d been too busy, and too selfish.
He stood by the car park with time to spare. The rain was over, and he watched the people passing, a few skipping as they went to avoid the puddles. How very ordinary most of them were, and apparently ungrateful for being alive, while he had a commission from a city newspaper and an overseas trip to plan. Yet below that acknowledgement was a dragging dissatisfaction. What the fuck did any of it matter?
He shouldn’t have paused for that unremarkable rumination: a seagull muted expertly on him, then wheeled away overhead in noisy triumph. The loose excrement soaked quickly into his shirt, still damp from the earlier rain. It both startled and angered him, but even before taking out his handkerchief, he looked furtively about to see whether the humiliation had been witnessed. No one in sight paid him any attention, and yet, life being what it is, he was convinced that at some window above him a casual observer had been rewarded, would reel back laughing from the glass.
         
In a deliberate exercise in self-control, Sheff uttered not one swear word as he carried on to his car, instead whistling and graciously waving a woman driver on at the exit although he had the right of way. ‘Not at all, madam. Not at all,’ he said aloud to himself in response to her smile. He was agreeably surprised that there was hardly any smell at all. Would there be germs in bird shit though? Parasites splashed into his face and already working their way into the bloodstream? He saw them as in a television commercial: sperm-shaped and resolute in their malice. A wash with Dettol might be a sensible precaution.
In the evening Sheff rang his sister, Georgie, in Wellington.
‘How’s things?’
‘Things are fine except I’m too busy and haven’t found the ideal man to marry yet.’
‘Well, you’re getting on a bit, and anyway I don’t think guys want to marry a doctor. It’s offputting to have a woman know so much about one’s biological workings.’
‘So that’s it? Because I’m brainy I can’t have a lover.’
‘You could marry another doctor,’ said Sheff, and then he told her that he’d left the paper and was planning a trip overseas. ‘Most other times I’ve had to concentrate on study, or interviews and research. This trip I’ll smell the flowers, sit in terracotta village squares, eat goat cheese and imitate the locals.’
‘Mum told me. You’re a lucky bugger,’ said Georgie. ‘I guess journalism’s one of those jobs you can put down and take up again without trouble – the skill set doesn’t change. It’s more difficult in medicine to take a break. Anyway, good on you. A trip will be marvellous. There’s Dad, of course.’
         
‘Dad?’
‘Well, let’s face it, he’s not going to get better. You know that. You should at least go down there before heading off anywhere.’
‘Yes, I intend to, but he’s just the same, isn’t he?’
‘Well, he could die soon,’ she said, ‘and you haven’t been to see them for months, Mum says.’
‘I ring pretty regularly.’
‘It’s not the same, though. They want to see you,’ Georgie said. Sheff knew she was right, but didn’t enjoy being instructed.
‘What’s he like?’
‘Sick and sad. What do you expect.’
‘I suppose that’s what I’m afraid of, and there’s nothing you can do except sit around.’
‘But it’s not about you, is it? It’s what Dad might get out of it.’
‘Okay. Okay.’ Did he need a younger sister to be reminding him of his family duty? It was a tendency in Georgie that irritated him. ‘I can’t believe it’s happening. Don’t want it to happen,’ he said, surprising them both, so that there was a long pause, and then he said, ‘I think that’s stopping me thinking much about him being so sick, but you’re right of course. I should go.’
‘Of course you should.’
‘Is there anything especially harmful in seagull shit, do you know?’
‘Seagull shit?’
‘Yeah.’
‘I imagine not, unless you swallow a heap of it. What brought this on?’
‘Nothing really,’ said Sheff. ‘It’s just I got shat on today and it splattered a bit.’
‘Have a good wash and forget it,’ said Georgie briskly.
The call finished soon afterwards. Brother and sister were well intentioned, but neither had much knowledge of the other’s life, and since he’d left home they had always lived in different places, even other countries: Georgie had spent two years at Western General Hospital in Edinburgh. As children they hadn’t been close; both had their own group of friends and divergent interests. As adults any deepening of feeling was thwarted by separation and busy occupations, but brother and sister they remained, and his awareness of that had grown since his separation from Lucy, and then his father’s illness. No one except Georgie shared his knowledge of their mother and father, a family life memorable only because it was their own.
         
Sheff worked in his section most of the next day. The energy he displayed in lawn-mowing, pruning and weeding wasn’t the expression of any enjoyment, but his fierce almost desperate resolve to atone for months of neglect. For Sheff, gardening wasn’t a love affair, but an act of war. The docks and twitch had flourished, while the flowers pined. Of the legitimate plants, only the climbing roses were luxuriant, sending arms even into the shrubs and tree branches, and tearing at his hands as he cut them back. Lucy always wore gloves, but when he fossicked them out from the garage bench they were too small for him. The paraphernalia of gardening bore witness more to Lucy’s interests than his own. Sprays, potting mixes, packets of granular plant food, plastic planters, garden tools, and on the windowsill dry pods for seed, small sarcophagi, were all relics of her industry. So much of his home still bore trivial yet painful testimony to a partnership, a happiness that lay as sunset in the past.
The scratches, the heat and his general dislike of gardening added to his bad humour, and he swore at the plants as he worked. He was more blasphemous when alone than in conversation, for he considered swearing was a sign of lack of ingenuity in the use of language. Yet even the most delicate of blossoms were little buggers, and the plum tree suckers that came up like fingers from the grave were devious bastards. He was in full voice at oxalis growing cunningly in the protection of a lavender bush when Janice Wallace, supervisor of the local crèche, appeared at the fence to admonish him.
         
‘It’s not at all necessary,’ she said firmly. ‘It doesn’t make anything easier you know, and what if I had my granddaughter here?’ Just her top half was visible above the wooden fence: an erect torso and a Thatcherite face held in place by a stake of a nose. But Sheff knew she was a good sort, if somewhat conservative. Knew also he was in the wrong, and disliked excessive obscenity in others.
‘Yeah, I’m sorry, Janice. I keep getting scratched and it’s made me mad.’
‘Because you’re going at it like a bull at a gate,’ she said. ‘A little bit, often. That’s the gardener’s motto. Less than an hour a day’s enough for almost any garden, and then your sympathy for the plants doesn’t run out. Lucy had the hang of it.’ Her own garden was a simulacrum of the ideal crèche she longed for – rows of obedient, squat and silent small growths. Nothing was permitted to exceed her own height, or her own exuberance.
‘You’re right,’ said Sheff meekly, though mention of his ex-wife’s ability was surely a further criticism of him, and he could have reminded Janice that her dictum of a little bit, often, could be applied in other circumstances as well and might well benefit her mood.
After another half-hour’s slashing to prove he hadn’t been unduly intimidated, and the heaping up of a vast pile of vanquished vegetation to prove diligence, he gave up on the garden and went inside to work on a freelance piece concerning the failure of the railways to attract freight away from the trucking firms. Analysing the deficiencies of others is more satisfying than considering your own.
In the evening he sat at the computer with a beer, listened to Sibelius and made a wish list of places for his overseas trip, and the necessary arrangements to get there. He was twice interrupted by phone calls that had the ultimate intention of selling him something, but by ten he had a provisional itinerary, and had made up his mind to travel via Singapore. It was cheaper and avoided the tiresome security regimes at American airports. The Mediterranean countries were the lure, especially southern France and northern Italy. A pensione with window boxes and orange tiles in a cobbled street, village goose liver pâté in a crockery pot, vin ordinaire from a local market, the whine of scooters and a mutual disregard between himself and locals. Existentialist ennui as an attitude to life.
         
He was almost asleep in the chair when the phone rang again, and he stumbled out to the kitchen to find the phone. Georgie was calling. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked. ‘Is it Dad?’
‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘But I’ve had a great idea. We both need some time with Mum and Dad, so what about a trip down together? I’ve got a few weeks’ accumulated leave, and there’s a South African oncologist who’s willing to cover.’
Sheff stood in the study, unsure of his reaction to Georgie’s suggestion. Through the window of the darkened room he could see daguerreotype silver birches on the roadside buffeted by the wind, and clouds jostling across the moon. ‘Whoa. Hold it,’ he said. ‘I’m not sure …’
‘You said you weren’t working. As well as being with Dad, you and I could have some time, and it would give Mum a real boost. Maybe she could even get away for a couple of days,’ said Georgie. ‘It’ll loosen you up for the longer trip overseas. I won’t cramp your style, if that’s a problem.’
‘It’s not that. I don’t know. I hadn’t thought about actual dates yet. Look, it’s the middle of the night and I can’t get my head around it. Yesterday you said doctors couldn’t take breaks.’ Sheff wandered back into the study and sat down again.
‘That’s why this opportunity’s so great. It’s a sort of mini sabbatical with me still in the loop. I have to tell them within two days to make sure of my replacement. The South African guy. It’s almost impossible to get good people for short reliefs. He’s only out here because he’s thinking of emigrating. Anyway, you mull it over and I’ll ring tomorrow before lunch. Okay? It would be a really good lift for Mum and Dad.’
‘I’ll have to think about it.’
‘Tomorrow midday then,’ she said. ‘I need a break and I want to spend some time with them. It’s ages since we’ve been together as a family except for an occasional Christmas. Who knows how long Dad’s got? We could get a rental from Dunedin – visit some of the old places. I’ll take the photographs. You’re hopeless at that, I bet.’ He was actually, but it had to be an assumption on her part, and he didn’t like being hustled along.
         
‘I don’t know. It’s all a bit sudden, isn’t it?’
‘Well, the chance has just come up. I’ll go anyway, whatever you do.’
‘I do want to see them,’ Sheff admitted. ‘I need to go down.’
‘Okay then,’ she said. ‘Good. I’ll ring tomorrow.’
‘Just before you go.’
‘What?’
‘I had this nosebleed after my farewell do, and there’s been one since. It didn’t last, but I just wondered if drinking might have set it off?’
‘I can’t do an examination over the phone, Sheff, and it’s not my field,’ said Georgie. ‘Unless they’re regular and prolonged I wouldn’t be too worried. Anyway, I’ll ring tomorrow.’
He found it no easier in the morning to find reason to refuse Georgie’s wish for the trip. She had aroused guilt in him that grew stronger. If he didn’t see his father before going overseas, he might never see him again. Her resolve was strong when she rang, and he had no compelling reason to oppose it. ‘It’ll have to be just about right away, because I don’t want to put off the overseas stuff for long,’ he told her.
‘Marvellous. I can’t talk now. I’ve been called in to cover unexpectedly today, but I’ll email you some dates and we’ll get onto it pronto. We can meet in Wellington and fly down together.’
Although he hadn’t seen her for over a year, Georgie was clear in his mind. Nimble, with short, dark hair, and a manner of walking, rising on her toes, that made her appear to bob along. She’d missed out on the Norwegian height genes within the family, but had more than her share of directness. She would be checking her face in the mirror without vanity, taking her large handbag, then driving to the hospital to help people. What the hell would they talk about for days on end, Sheff wondered, once they had exhausted sibling togetherness? He did want to be with his mother and father, though, and maybe having Georgie with him would make things easier for them all. The four compass points of the family, and that would surely be a comfort for Warwick. He’d never asked much from them, and shouldn’t have to when his need was so apparent. ‘Okay,’ said Sheff. ‘You go for what suits you and I’ll fit in. You’re busy, and I’ve got bugger-all ties now.’
         
The decision to go south with Georgie should have encouraged him to complete the tidy-up of the section. From the kitchen window he could see the Everest of garden weeds and cuttings from the day before. But the day was already hot, and he felt disinclined to work. There is a form of idleness that is not relaxation, but the expression of malaise, a disenchantment with life. He remembered it well from university days when, faced with exams in the heat of summer, he and his flatmates sat on the paint-peeling verandah in sullen indolence and drank beer, made loud, sexist comments about passing women. It was a guilty defiance of academic and adult imperatives, assuaged only by having company in it. There had been a sense in that still heat that time itself had wound down, the world becalmed, and that consequence would never come.
Unless he went with Georgie, and then overseas, he might sink into reclusive living: a path beaten through the jungle of his section, yellowed newspapers and junk mail crumpled among the rampant docks and chickweed, the guttering rusted out, the wires of the clothesline trailing in the long grass, and Janice Wallace askance at the boundary fence, alarmed at the fall in property values. Inside would be the reek of the unwashed solitary, the signs of one pot, one plate living, the incessant trickle from the faulty cistern into the discoloured toilet bowl, and a pantry bare of anything more than tins of spaghetti and baked beans with small sausages.
Indulging in self-pity was quite affirming, and cheerfully Sheff set about preparing lunch. 
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HIS FATHER HAD FARTED A LOT, despite being a trim and handsome man. Belize would become angry at his failure to hold it in, though he was scrupulous in company. ‘Do come in, Vicar,’ he would say immediately afterwards, and Sheff and Georgie would snigger despite their mother’s pursed lips. Sheff never heard his mother fart, and couldn’t imagine her doing so. The captain of Sheff’s undistinguished varsity team told him that you could light them, and that the flame was sudden and blue. The fear of blowback kept him from any attempt at verification.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER EIGHT

A PART FROM A FEW EVENINGS with Nick, and competition nights at the squash club, Sheff had done little socialising since leaving the paper. After Lucy there had been no long-term intimate relationships, and he hadn’t been out with a woman for several months. He missed the sex – the flare of it, the triumph and the relief – but even more he missed the naturalness and warmth that is part of a strong friendship between man and woman, the sense of completion in such companionship. For a time he’d experienced such friendship with Raewyn, and he told himself that as they were no longer workmates it could perhaps be that way again.
He rang her at home rather than the office to emphasise it was a personal call. He asked if she would like to go out for a meal and then a movie, but she thought that too much like a date, and instead said she could meet him for a drink after work. They agreed on the usual place, which was close to the office, and more wine bar than restaurant. Sheff was there at six and took a table by the window. After twenty minutes he ordered a shiraz to pass the time while he waited. Raewyn was forty minutes late, but he knew it wasn’t deliberate. She didn’t play those games. When she arrived she apologised, let her blue handbag fall on the table and sat quite still for a while with her eyes closed.
‘That bad?’ he said.
‘Lloyd stuffed up over some council attributions and I’ve spent most of the afternoon trying to butter people up and avoid a stink. I’ve had hardly any time for my own work. Chris is highly not amused. I really should go back in tonight.’
         
They spoke for some time about the paper. Raewyn found relief in unloading on someone who knew exactly what she was on about, but was no longer part of it. Sheff was prepared to be the senior statesman and give advice, but she made no such request. All she wanted was the opportunity to talk it out. What else had he expected his usefulness to be? Why should it occur to her that he was lonely, that he also sought reassurance, that he rather hoped they might end up in bed together?
‘Anyway,’ she said finally, ‘enough of all that. How’s the world with you?’
‘I’m heading south in a few days to see Mum and Dad.’
‘I meant to ask about your father.’
‘He’s getting worse. He’s full of cancer, and nothing much more can be done.’
‘My God, it’s everywhere, isn’t it? My neighbour’s just had a mastectomy, and Donna’s mother is dying with one of those virulent blood cancers. That’s terrible for you. I’m really sorry.’ She contracted her face in a quick grimace of sympathy.
‘I hadn’t heard about Donna. I know what she must be going through.’
‘Here I am bitching about a tough day at the office, and then you think of people who are really up against it, and your own stuff seems pretty inconsequential doesn’t it?’
‘So tonight we should concentrate on having a good time,’ said Sheff. He would ring Donna, he told himself, he would offer sympathy.
He and Raewyn put aside illness and professional frustrations as topics; they shared wedges with assorted dips, they resumed a comradely cheerfulness. Most of their conversation continued to be about journalists and their trade. Raewyn wasn’t pretty, or lissome, or flirtatious, yet for Sheff her apparent disregard for accentuated femininity made her more desirable: emphasised a matter-of-fact sexuality that might be treated in a matter-of-fact masculine way. He noticed, as always, her generous figure, the skirt material tight on her bum, the clear, pale skin of her neck and the smooth muscles there rising from her shoulders. What a good ride she would undoubtedly be, and there would no tears, or importunities, to follow. Just a handshake, perhaps, for a damn good performance mutually accomplished. He smiled at the thought.
         
‘What’s so funny?’ she said.
‘You’ll be a bloody good chief reporter. You’re as level-headed as they come. Even Nick reckons you’re up to speed, and he could’ve been a bit sour about the appointment.’
‘He seems fine with it. I’m hoping Chris will make him deputy, and he’d be good value. I’m pitching for him. We need to set up a sort of in-house training programme, and Nick would be great for that.’
‘Do you want to come back to my place for coffee?’ Sheff asked when she’d finished outlining her plans for improving the skills of her reporting team.
‘I don’t want to be late,’ she said. ‘I’d just settle down and then have to leave again. I should go back to work, but after the wine I’m even more zonked. You can come back with me if you like. Just a quick drink, and then I’ll kick you out.’
She left while Sheff was settling the bill, but he knew the way to her flat. As he drove there he thought not of Raewyn, but of his marriage before Charlotte’s death. How he’d enjoyed leaving the office and coming home to Lucy and talk of trivial things that in themselves bespoke happiness, and so were significant after all: the meal that they were about to have together, some invitation to meet with friends, a mortgage statement showing steady progress in reduction, the phantom dog that kept shitting on their front lawn. How natural their trust and invincibility had seemed, and they had never questioned them.
Raewyn was at her computer when he arrived. She let him in, placed a mug of coffee in his hand, steered him into the living room and went back to the screen. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I just want to check emails to make sure no one’s reneged on what we agreed. I was so bloody deferential and humble you wouldn’t have recognised me, and it wasn’t even my mistake. Anyway, won’t be a moment.’
         
It was an ordinary enough room, tidy and with a red leather suite Sheff thought was new since the last time he’d visited. The curtains weren’t drawn and the neighbouring house and street lights were growing clearer in the dusk. There were three vases of fresh-looking flowers, all different, although he knew the name only of the gladioli. They graced the room, and Sheff wondered why he never thought to have them in his own home. The garden had been neglected since Lucy left, but there were still the more resilient perennials. Why shouldn’t a man pick and arrange flowers with as much pleasure as a woman? Because a woman usually did it for him?
‘So,’ said Raewyn firmly when she came back, as if to emphasise that her attention was now all his. Away from the wine bar it was easier to talk of personal things: whether he had much contact with Lucy, what Raewyn hoped for herself now she had been promoted, if his decision that made that possible had been a foolish one, what the final price might be for childlessness.
‘Come and sit with me,’ he said, and without a break in conversation she came and nudged beside him on the sofa. He put an arm around her shoulders so that his fingers could rest on her breast, could move lightly there and feel the nipple even through fabric and bra.
‘You know the rules,’ she said.
‘Let me feel you with your bra off,’ he said.
‘Anyone could see in the window. We’d look bloody silly.’ Sheff made no reply, but got up, turned off the light and came back to sit close. ‘It’ll just bring you on,’ she said, but nevertheless unbuttoned her blouse and leant forward so that he could unfasten the hooks.
Although Sheff cupped her breast and enjoyed the warm weight in his hand, there was little change in their talk, except that Raewyn spoke rather more and he less. She’d met a guy while at a badminton tournament. A lawyer who worked for the IRD and enjoyed the outdoors. He’d come up from Wellington a couple of times and they had done volunteer work on the national walkway project. She liked him, but through a friend in the capital she found that he was married and had a thirteen-year-old son. ‘It’s such a hassle finding someone honest. I’m too busy for that sort of crap.’
         
‘You’ll find someone.’ The skin of her breast was smooth and taut; the nipple stiffened slightly beneath his fingers. He put his free hand on her knee.
‘Maybe. Anyway, look it’s been fun to catch up, but I really have to get to bed.’
‘I could come,’ he suggested.
‘A kind offer, sir, but you and I are too much alike, and too familiar.’
‘I’m really in the mood,’ said Sheff.
‘Guys always are. You’re just drifting a bit in your life now, but things will look up. Anyway, celibacy isn’t a terminal affliction.’ Only later, recalling her comment, did it occur to Sheff that genetically it could well be.
He did get a friendly kiss at the door, with her top still unbuttoned and her breasts loose in the cups. ‘We’ll keep in touch, won’t we?’ she said. ‘Let me know how things go with your trip south.’
It was a strike out, but he wasn’t surprised, or even greatly disappointed. Their relationship had never been more than a candid friendship. Maybe if he played the hopelessly smitten romantic, things might be different, but he doubted it, and that would involve the dishonesty Raewyn detested. He felt better after sharing with someone who knew about his life: who remembered Lucy and Charlotte when they had been his family, and had some understanding of what had happened, without the need to talk about it any more. Raewyn didn’t love him, or lust for him, but he knew she liked him, and the extent of his gratitude for that surprised him. U2 were on the radio as he drove through the night – ‘But I still haven’t found what I’m looking for’. It seemed just for him.
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HIS FATHER HAD THE FIGURE AND CARRIAGE that suited a suit. The profession too. They were always single-breasted, without waistcoat, and usually lighter in colour than the business suits of others: grey, or charcoal, and sometimes with a pinstripe, if that was making a comeback. When he put his suit on the hanger at the end of the day, Warwick always positioned the jacket evenly, and ran his fingers under the pocket flaps to ensure they were free. He bought good suits, looked after them, wore them for a long time. Buying cheap is a false economy, he’d say.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER NINE

GEORGIE AND SHEFF had their early afternoon rendezvous at the domestic terminal in Wellington. She had a colleague with her who had driven her to the airport: a tall, sallow man she afterwards told Sheff was the chief anaesthetist. His height accentuated Georgie’s lack of it, but Sheff was impressed with the casual travel clothes she wore, and wished he’d thought to dress better. Lightweight dark trousers with deep, zippered thigh pockets, a loose, grey jerkin and Labrador brown suede boots. All of them were obviously new. He was reminded that she had a good deal more money than he did, despite being younger. She looked youthful as well, almost as if she were a graduate, off on her big OE, rather than a forty-two-year-old oncologist visiting the South Island. Her luggage also was a pleasant surprise: just one medium-sized case with a green ribbon to identify it on the carousel.
‘Don’t let her get up to mischief,’ said the anaesthetist pleasantly, as if passing over responsibility. ‘And make sure she comes back – we can’t do without her for long.’
‘How sweet,’ said Georgie, ‘but I might decide to live in a hut with a view of the mountains and watch the hawks circle. It’s home after all. I could be a rural GP and join Search and Rescue.’
‘Just come back safe and sound,’ said her friend, and squeezed her hand quickly while saying goodbye, then loped away.
‘Nice guy,’ said Sheff.
         
‘Used to be an iron man.’
‘Iron man?’ Sheff thought perhaps it was a colloquial term familiar to hospital workers and indicating responsibility for some specialised technical equipment.
‘You know. An iron man. He was fourth or fifth in the Coast to Coast years ago. Still runs to work most days of the week with his clothes in a backpack.’
‘Right. An iron man.’ Sheff tried to picture the guy, but all he could recall was the height, a paleness that seemed to dispute outdoor achievement, the tendons flexing beneath the skin of his hand, the sense of civilised attentiveness. The anaesthetist might attempt a similar reconstruction as he drove home. What for him might be salient recollections of Sheff’s appearance? Loose joints almost to the extent of clumsiness, a retreat of blond hair as of a hood pushed back, so that his naked face and forehead seemed large and slightly protuberant. Maybe a paradoxical expression of resigned impatience. ‘If the police asked you for a description of me, what would you say?’ he asked his sister.
‘What?’
‘Distinctive features. What would you say?’
‘Daft, that’s what I’d say. Let’s get rid of my stuff before we start playing silly buggers.’
‘Good idea,’ said Sheff. He saw himself in the window of the bookshop as they walked to the check-in, and thought, ordinary, maybe even gawky, would be adjectives people would apply to him. He rarely paid attention to how he looked. His luggage was checked through from Auckland, and being unencumbered he should have carried his sister’s case, but she took the initiative. No matter that he was trained as an investigative journalist, considered hard-nosed and used to travelling alone, Georgie became chef de mission, just as Lucy had before her.
People warmed to Georgie on first acquaintance in a way they didn’t to Sheff. A Chinese businessman who imported pewter ware kept up an animated conversation with Georgie long after Sheff, seated between them, had ceased to take part. Mr Yuan-jen’s father had died of cancer of the throat, and the son seemed to gain relief by talking to Georgie about it, and the new treatments available. Georgie was supportive but, although she made no mention of their own father, Sheff found it a gloomy topic. Nothing that Georgie could tell the businessman could possibly be of service now, but her professional knowledge seemed a comfort to him.
         
The man’s polite and restrained grief was something Sheff had no wish to witness, but what he’d said about pewter was interesting, and during the lengthy taxi trip into Dunedin, Sheff made some jottings, aided by his sister’s memory, which, rather to his chagrin, was even better than his own. The ability to retain information was something he was noted for among his colleagues, who themselves were retentive from habit. ‘How come you remember all this stuff?’ he asked, while aware of the meter on the front dash as it rolled up the dollars.
‘I just do,’ she said. ‘Dad’s the same, isn’t he? Everything sticks.’
‘Except the essentials sometimes,’ Sheff said. Warwick had often forgotten to pick them up from arranged meeting spots, or neglected to pass on messages, despite recalling the exact sum paid for Georgie’s orthodontic treatment as a teenager, and the name of every Kiwi premier and prime minister. Who else, for God’s sake, could trot out Frederick Whitaker, or George Waterhouse?
‘Well, what was it the Chinese guy said about the proportion of metals then, if you’re so smart?’
‘I’m just brainier than you, that’s what. Admit it,’ said Georgie. ‘Anyway, what Mr Yuan-jen said was that the US now requires pewter used in serving food to be lead-free and to contain 92 per cent tin, 6.7 antimony and 1.2 copper. You know the Romans poisoned themselves with the lead in pewter?’
‘And the date for the oldest pewter found – 1450 BC, wasn’t it?’ Sheff asked.
‘1450 BC and from an Egyptian tomb,’ said Georgie. ‘What’s it matter anyway?’
         
‘I might do a piece on it.’ He could knock out one of the freelance articles Chris had invited him to contribute. If he could rough something out while it was fresh, less time need be spent on it later.
‘Bronze is mainly copper with a bit of tin?’
‘Who cares?’ said Georgie. The man himself had been her interest, not his livelihood. ‘This is holiday time.’
Sheff continued to make his jottings, but a little self-consciously. He recalled that Mr Yuan-jen had said pewter was largely replaced by the mass production of glass and porcelain tableware towards the end of the eighteenth century. What did he have that was pewter? An elephant from Kuala Lumpur and an engraved mug he’d been presented with from fellow officers when he left the Territorials. He kept pencils and biros in it. Maybe pewter wasn’t interesting enough to be one of his subjects for the paper after all. Not unless he could find out more about the Romans poisoning themselves, or the Egyptians entombing it along with slaves for the afterlife. What was the relevance of pewter to a Taupo woman with three kids and varicose veins, but no job or partner, or to a Southland cow cocky worth millions, but grieving for his rugby-playing youth?
‘Would you read about pewter?’ he asked his sister. ‘In an article I mean. Would you be bothered?’
‘Oh, give it a rest about pewter,’ she said. ‘For Christ’s sake. Are you always like this?’
‘Like what?’
‘Like a nerd. A boring newspaper nerd,’ Georgie said, and Sheff caught the taxi driver’s half-turned smirk, and resisted the wish to make a retort. A couple bickering in public was a spectacle he despised. ‘Anyway,’ said Georgie, ‘you’ve tossed all that in, haven’t you? You don’t have to educate the world.’ Sheff just took in his breath deeply, and watched the green paddocks passing. It was all right for Mr Yuan-jen – a brief flight acquaintanceship and then he was by himself again, and the taxi driver would soon have other passengers to over-charge. Sheff, however, had days, maybe weeks ahead, to spend in his sister’s company.
         
Georgie had booked one room with two single beds in a hotel close to the Octagon. ‘Well, it makes sense, doesn’t it? We’re family and it’s more friendly.’ True enough, but Sheff was surprised nevertheless. Brother and sister they were, but now unaccustomed to being together. And the decision had been of so little consequence to her, that she hadn’t bothered to mention it: an assumption of prerogative that Sheff told himself to ignore. And he repressed the childish inclination to choose a bed, and the equally juvenile irritation when she appropriated the one by the window that would have been his own preference.
They walked for while in the shopping area and the small museum park by the university, and then went to a wine bar in Princes Street for a drink. Georgie had studied in the city and was pleased to be there again, but after a time her reminiscence took her away from Dunedin to the greater namesake of Edinburgh. She had flatted with a woman who came from a wealthy Liverpool family, and who walked in her sleep almost every night. Sheff countered with the tale of an interview he had with Aussie politician Kevin Rudd when he visited after the Christchurch earthquake. It had nothing of intrinsic interest.
Sheff was about to order another drink when a trickle of blood came from his right nostril, bright and thin on the fingers he raised. He remembered the nosebleed in bed a few weeks before: the same bright, arterial blood. ‘Put your head forward and clamp your nose for a bit,’ said Georgie, and she went to the bar and brought back a glass of water and several paper napkins, helped to wipe his face and hands. The bleeding was slight. ‘It’s the Little’s area,’ she said, ‘Lots of capillaries close to the surface. Maybe the dryness in the plane, or the changes in altitude.’
‘I had one after my farewell do from the paper. The first for ages, and then another some days later. Do you think it means anything?’
‘Nothing to worry about unless it happens frequently.’
         
‘And now I have my own travelling physician.’
‘I’m on holiday,’ said Georgie. ‘I’m trying not to read disease in every face I see.’
‘Thanks, though,’ Sheff said.
She dealt with the situation so calmly that others around them were scarcely aware of anything untoward, and after a few minutes he went to the lavatory, washed his face, and then the two of them walked back to the hotel in a soft drizzle that came by stealth upon them. He admired capability, and his sister’s display of it cancelled his earlier annoyance. ‘Sometimes,’ he told her, ‘I can hear liquid sloshing in my stomach. I’m just walking around normally and I hear this water or whatever slapping about in there. It can be quite loud.’
‘Everybody does. It’s nothing to worry about.’
‘A muscle starts twitching in my thigh sometimes when I’m sitting down. It can go on for a couple of minutes.’
‘Just forget it,’ she said with impatience. So he didn’t go on to seek advice concerning the small sores that sometimes appeared in his mouth, or a mole on the back of his left thigh that he could see only in the mirror.
They decided that if the rain continued, they would eat at the hotel, and if the weather cleared they would promenade, as Georgie put it. It turned out to be the latter, although to stroll past Dunedin’s restaurants wasn’t to experience the ambience of Florence, or Paris. ‘I once had a meal on the Boulevard du Montparnasse with a blind woman who could recognise the restaurants she passed by smell,’ Georgie said. Sheff felt a sudden urge to say he’d had a similar experience, but knew he couldn’t justify it.
‘I did see a black girl drop a chocolate from the Eiffel Tower,’ he said, ‘and a homosexual guy hit on me in the Luxembourg Gardens. When I was in Charlottesville I saw a horse fall down stone-dead for no reason during the Thanksgiving Day parade.’
‘Pauline Benoit was her name. She went blind as a child because of the trauma of seeing her father being attacked and killed in the street. She was an excellent musician and critic, and wrote reviews for a well-known classical music magazine.’
         
Sheff had no reminiscence of equal singularity. The girl’s chocolate hadn’t fallen on anybody’s head, the gay guy after being repulsed had offered no startling aphorism, but just walked away, and the horse in Virginia hadn’t crushed anyone, had done nothing spectacular except falling down in death.
‘The sense of smell is the most associative and evocative of all,’ said Georgie, ‘even more than sound, touch, or sight, and often our responses are so subtle, and so instinctive, that we aren’t conscious of the effect. There’s still not a lot known about the role of pheromones.’
‘Who killed the blind woman’s father?’ asked Sheff, interested in spite of himself.
‘I don’t know, but she went blind because of it. She could distinguish between moules and a paella without going inside.’
‘Inside where?’
‘The restaurant.’
‘Oh, right. So she had a sort of perfumer’s nose.’
‘It was compensatory. Her hearing and sense of smell improved when she went blind. She was the sister of a guy I went out with for a while overseas. I never kept in touch, but I remember her better than her brother. I used to be her looking glass. She would stand in front of me before we went into places and make me check her appearance. She said she trusted only a woman to do that. She said men don’t see the same way we do.’
‘I did see a chocolate drop from the Eiffel Tower.’
‘You said.’ There was no curiosity. As a journalist and older brother shouldn’t he have the more bizarre and insightful experiences? There were those deeply personal things, of course, that he was unwilling to unearth even before himself.
‘I never knew you had a French boyfriend when you were overseas,’ he said.
‘He was her half-brother. He studied with me in Scotland. People are such a great mix in Europe. Almost all professional folk speak several languages. It’s expected. With just English sometimes I felt under-educated over there, and I’d never felt like that before. But we’re so isolated here, I guess. Music was another language again for Pauline. Sometimes I think I should have specialised in neurology. The brain’s a fascinating organ. Her other senses became heightened you see. You read anything by Oliver Sacks?’
         
‘I have actually.’
‘There you are then,’ said Georgie as if she had carried an argument. ‘Yes, the Boulevard du Montparnasse. The restaurant was just past a post office and Pauline used to eat there. Why don’t our streets have beautiful names?’
‘What’s the matter with Strugglers Gully Detour,’ said Sheff. ‘And Prohibition Road. That’s got a ring to it.’
‘There’s the Avenue of Forgotten Dreams in Prague.’
‘I know three Coal Pit Roads.’
‘You just don’t get it, do you?’ said Georgie.
An upstairs eatery was their choice, with the prices also elevated. Because of his earlier nosebleed, Sheff chose fish, mild vegetables, and beer rather than wine. Georgie had a curry that was asterisked on the menu as hot, and ate all of it without hesitation, or sign of discomfort.
At a table close by sat an old man. He wore a low cravat of mingled red and black, and his clothes were of obvious quality though dated, and all of them hung on him. He had shrunk perhaps during lengthy ownership, or maybe he wore the clothes of a larger brother since passed on. The tendons of his neck stood within the loose collar, like stems in a vase, patches of stained skin made a palimpsest of his face, and the black velvet jacket was half slipped from his narrow and sloping shoulders. He seemed oblivious to the bustle of people below the big windows, or the more leisurely movement within the restaurant. He was intent on his food and his own thoughts, as if sitting by himself in a suburban dining room with a cat sleeping on another chair.
         
‘This isn’t so bad, is it? I’m looking forward to seeing Mum and Dad tomorrow,’ Georgie said. Sheff knew little of her as an adult, and even his memory of her as a kid sister was embarrassingly incomplete. She’d always seemed to be accumulating accomplishments – ballet, piano, Girl Guides, Duke of Edinburgh Award, school choir, gym or extra maths – rather than hanging about on the fringe of his friendships and activities. Her school blazer had been as impressively adorned as the uniform of a Pentagon general.
The old man in the velvet coat at the next table reminded Sheff of their father. Not in dress at all, but in gauntness and self-absorption. Warwick had become that way at the end of his life, although physically imposing and skilled in company when younger. ‘The old guy reminds me of Dad,’ Sheff said quietly as they waited for their dessert.
‘How’s that?’ asked Georgie. She didn’t turn to glance at the man, but regarded her brother.
‘Just being so loose in his clothes, I suppose, and a sense of inwardness.’
‘Do you think about Dad much?’
‘I wish I’d spent more time with him, especially since he got sick. A lot of stuff was going on with Lucy after the baby died, and then we split, and that’s all I seemed able to feel deeply about. And there was work and everything. Then he got sick. I feel a bit guilty actually. I’m glad you kept on at me to come. You were right.’
‘Do you?’ said Georgie. ‘You feel guilty?’
‘Well, all he and Mum have done, and when they need something in return I’m too busy with my own fucked-up life.’ He surprised himself with the urgent honesty of his feelings, but Georgie didn’t seem taken aback.
‘He likes Lucy. Both of them do, and they wanted you to stay together. She still gets in touch, you know. They still talk. I wouldn’t be surprised if she comes down before too long. Mum and Dad hoped you’d have more children.’
‘They never said anything to me.’
         
‘Of course not,’ she said.
As he and Georgie talked about their parents, the old man got up and left. Upright, he didn’t look at all like their father: smaller and with a gait that suggested he was apprehensive of his own stability. There was still, however, an aura of isolation, of preoccupation. He paid no heed to them as he passed close by their table, and the red and black of his silk cravat caught the light in a momentary shimmer. So out of place were his clothes that he might have stepped off a repertory theatre stage. Whose father and grandfather was he? What life was he almost at the end of, and why did he come alone to an inner-city restaurant wearing velvet that hung on him, and silk at his throat?
It was becoming cold, as is the way in the south after nightfall, when they walked back to the hotel. Georgie made them coffee in their room, then they watched the late news on television. Almost irritatingly well informed and not amenable to instruction, she was able to debate the staples of his profession, whereas he was almost completely ignorant concerning hers.
Having been married, Sheff knew to use the bathroom first and speedily so that his sister could command it for as long as she wished. He thought she’d choose to take her pyjamas in with her, but instead she changed beside her bed without hesitation, talking as she did so of her plan to buy an ex-State house as an investment property. He supposed that for a doctor no mystery, or reserve, remained concerning the body. Before he turned politely away he had a glimpse of her breasts, the nipples and areola dark against her pale skin, and he recalled the pink flush of Lucy’s tits. Colour helps the baby latch on, she’d said.
In bed Georgie continued to watch a History Channel programme on the Aztec civilisation, but Sheff lay turned away and thought of the old man at the restaurant, and how when bent over his meal, but only then, there was something in his demeanour that reminded Sheff of the last time he’d seen his father. A sense of separation from others, an unspoken acknowledgement that departure wasn’t far away.
         
‘Warwick,’ Belize used to tell him, ‘you’re not listening to a word I say,’ and he would give a faint smile, look directly at her and raise his eyebrows to show she then had his full attention. He was unable to absorb himself in the present, and seemed to roam within his mind. Not that Warwick had been ineffectual in the here and now, or lived in dreams. He was an accountant with two partners and several staff. As well as reaching a golf handicap of seven, he was an excellent bridge player and had been a nationally ranked swimmer as a junior. Achievement, however, meant little to him, and there seemed some part of him unexpressed. ‘Your father only camps in life,’ Sheff’s mother once told him. And now Warwick had come to a time in his life bereft of future, the great bulk and the best of the journey over.
Georgie turned off the television and the light, and said goodnight. Sheff lay on his back between the stiff, clean sheets. He always slept on his side, but lying face towards the ceiling was his thinking posture when in bed. His father was still on his mind. Tomorrow he would see him for the first time in seven months. Sheff remembered that visit, his father, already ill, looking at family photographs, his long fingers tapping the images, the skin fine and wrinkled as tissue paper on the backs of his hands, and browned with age rather than sun. ‘It must be strange,’ he’d said, ‘to see yourself during the first years of your life, yet have no recollection of them. We tell you about things you and Georgie said and did, and you’ve no memory of them at all. Your mother and I know more about that time of your life than you do yourself. That’s odd, isn’t it? Our first selves are strangers to us.’
Sheff thought of some of those times he and his father had set aside to be together. During Sheff’s years at university they completed several of the South Island bush walks, and Sheff turned down the opportunity for others. He’d become exasperated with his father’s need to push on, so that often they completed the tracks a day or more before expected, and Sheff’s memories were head-down images of the path before him, rather than quietly observed views and relaxed conversation. His father had been physically capable, yet didn’t particularly extol that as a virtue, and now his body was betraying him and there was nothing he could do.
         
Before Sheff turned on his side to sleep, he recalled his father’s laugh, abrupt and brief, the laugh he had when he was in his prime and Sheff a schoolboy. His father delighted in instances of foolish vanity and disrepute from what he termed ‘the zoo of the world’, and his natural humour was tinged with cynicism, yet he had a love of family and a decency in his treatment of people. Sheff hadn’t given much thought to his parents for years. He had been too absorbed in his own life. But in the Dunedin hotel room, on the way home with Georgie, he lay thinking of his father, and the old man with the sunken cheeks and expensive clothes too big for him in the Indian restaurant. It came to him that it was loneliness he’d glimpsed: the loneliness that people obscured for most of their lives, but which is exposed at the end.
[image: ]

HIS FATHER COULD COOK ONLY ONE DISH. He did so rarely, but with a degree of ostentation otherwise foreign to his nature. A casserole made to a recipe he claimed had been gifted to his family by a French miner. It had quartered onions, mushrooms, corn, both beef and pork, and a good deal of red wine. Sheff and Georgie would watch him cover all the bench space with the ingredients and the paraphernalia of preparation. ‘No use going to so much trouble for just one meal,’ he’d say. ‘The flavour of a casserole grows with each reheating.’ It all went into a capacious, lidded enamel pot. Before Sheff and Georgie outgrew such tomfoolery, he would make incantations as he sprinkled thyme across the surface. Warwick’s casserole was always a hit on the first couple of winter servings. Less so on subsequent days, despite the claim of enrichment.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER TEN

THE RENTAL FIRM’S OFFICE was close to the hotel, and there they were given a lime-green car so small that Sheff had to put the back seat down to get their cases in.
‘Jeez,’ he said.
‘Well, if you’d wanted a limousine you could’ve done the booking yourself.’
‘I just meant it’s a bit poky with the stuff we’ve got, that’s all. Anyway, I’ll drive if you like, at least until we get well clear of the city.’
‘I’ll do it. I don’t want you to feel your ego diminished by driving such a little car.’ Sheff was surprised at the umbrage she took to what he’d intended to be a casual remark. Maybe she wasn’t as even-tempered as he assumed, and so he made no comment whatsoever about her driving habits, although quickly exasperated by them. She was competitive at the lights and truculent at the roundabouts: she wandered from lane to lane, and overestimated the car’s ability to accelerate when, on the spur of the moment, she passed other vehicles.
‘We can take our time,’ said Sheff, forcing a casual voice. ‘Enjoy the country heading into Central.’ Georgie didn’t reply, but had a neck-and-neck race with a plumber’s van, whose driver had a silver ring in his ear, and slid his tongue in and out suggestively.
‘Jesus, steady on.’
‘Oh, shut up,’ said Georgie, and cut in ahead of the van without any acknowledgement.
         
When they were well out of the city he watched the countryside for a while – a landscape green and with heavy river soils. It was different to the north with which he’d become familiar: that semi-tropical country of muddy rivers, mangrove estuaries and the bush always pressing down to reclaim hard-won land. A frog-green place of warmth, wetness, growth and decay, and where the spirit of the Maori was pervasive.
Even at Lawrence he was still not in the landscape of his past, and only when they were passing Ettrick did he feel the hard-edged, arid country of Central Otago begin to form about him: bare hills and the open scents of home. Perhaps he should do a couple of articles on less hackneyed aspects of the place, the sometimes brutal history rather than lakes and golden poplars in the fall, but the journalistic urge seemed to have left him after the brief pewter enthusiasm, and he relaxed back and listened to his sister, who was talking of some cousins he couldn’t place.
‘You remember Julie Leem, of course,’ she said.
‘No.’
‘She used to sit on me when they came to visit.’
‘I remember Russell Leem who arrived once in the Christmas holidays with his parents, and they stayed a few nights. He slept in my room, and I could never find my water pistol afterwards. I’m sure he stole it.’
‘He’s a corporate CEO now in Wellington.’
‘It figures: a born robber. And I remember he turned his nose up at all the vegetables on his plate and no one said a thing, yet we were always made to eat them.’
‘You’re jealous.’
‘That too. He was always whingeing, though, wasn’t he? There was always something wrong. Had Russell been there when Christ rose from the dead, he would’ve complained he left the tomb in a mess.’
He remembered also overhearing Mrs Leem disparaging his mother, but said nothing to Georgie of that. He’d been in the hall as the Leems talked in the guest room. ‘Belize isn’t a woman you can possibly relax with, is she?’ said Mrs Leem. ‘And what sort of a name is that? Belize. My God.’ And then the conciliatory murmur from the husband. Sheff had felt shame for his mother, rather than anger at Mrs Leem. The small burst of that unreasonable shame he could still revisit, the feel of the carpet beneath his bare feet, the exact tone of the woman’s voice, and the heavy smell of small-town dusk, even though he had no recollection of what either Leem looked like, or to which side of the family they belonged. The memory was unbidden and surprisingly strong: Sheff shook his head slightly to dispel it, and concentrated on the passing landscape.
         
They had agreed on brunch in Roxburgh, and when they stopped there Georgie took it upon herself to decide what was best for them. ‘We don’t want slabs of greasy pastry and meat,’ she said. ‘No sausage rolls. Something light and colourful.’
‘Sounds like choosing wallpaper,’ said Sheff.
‘You don’t need a wad of heavy food when you’re sitting in a car all day.’
‘Speak for yourself.’
‘I hate to imagine what you’ve been stuffing down since Lucy left.’
She was walking close beside him, and again he was conscious of the rise and fall of her, as if she rode a persistent and invisible swell. He looked down surreptitiously to see if there was a particular aspect of her gait that would account for it.
Her intelligence, optimism and empathy were all admirable in the abstract. She was full of stimulating opinions, confident and skilled in argument. Nevertheless, there were those female habits that exasperated him – the ready involvement with others when it served no practical purpose, the tendency to talk for the sake of filling silence, the inclination to enter shops even when lacking any intention to buy, and the inordinate time spent in toilets. What could occupy a woman for so long in the lavatory was a mystery to him. Surely it was a mistake to allow mirrors there, as women were encouraged to gaze at themselves. And Georgie seemed normally to have several lines of thought simultaneously, so that sometimes they broke into her conversation as non sequiturs. In the midst of a discussion on Islamic fundamentalism she could abruptly ask if he’d changed his socks.
         
‘I can’t smoulder,’ Georgie told Sheff as they sat in a place so outdated that it could still be described as tea rooms: cream walls, Formica surfaces and custard squares, and a young waitress almost beautiful without showing any awareness of it. What prompted Georgie’s comment about her own lack of allure was a group of three having drinks close to the street. Two women, one man, and by their clothes and insouciance obviously just passing through. The two may well have been sisters, and they seemed in competition for the attentions of their companion, who sat with outstretched legs crossed at the ankles, and watched the few passers-by, turning to make quick comments to the women from time to time. He was consciously handsome and with the arrogant expression of a toreador. The women weren’t pretty, but they were young, and hunting, and sexual awareness was in every movement and expression, maybe in all they said, though Sheff couldn’t hear the conversation.
‘I can’t smoulder and I can’t pout,’ Georgie said resignedly, also an observer.
‘But you could step in and save some guy’s life. That’s a pretty cool introduction.’
‘The cute ones don’t seem to need the kiss of life.’
‘Here I wouldn’t be too sure,’ Sheff said. Had he been by himself he would’ve eaten quickly and left, but Georgie encouraged reminiscence, talking of people they had known from Roxburgh when young, and orchards that had been strung along the roadside and now reduced. Their father’s clients in the district had included a man who had an arm maimed by machine-gun fire in the war: scars and pits along the underside. He used to bring half a hogget as a gift at Christmas time.
In the Kiwi way, there was no service charge and no tip expected. After paying, Sheff complained to Georgie about the exorbitant additional charges in European restaurants, and the rudeness if expectation wasn’t met. ‘Why should the bastards get away with so much double-dipping?’
         
‘You’re such a tight-arse.’
‘Well, I’m not earning, am I?’ Sheff said. Georgie with a doctor’s income and no family to support. No divorce settlement. ‘It’s the principle of it, though,’ he said, trying to save face. ‘There’s a service charge made, but they still expect a tip. You get sick of being ripped off, day after day.’
But Georgie wasn’t listening. She was texting their mother to let her know when to expect them. Another courtesy, another thoughtfulness, that hadn’t occurred to Sheff. ‘She’ll be baking something,’ Georgie said. Yes, she would, and with the fierce impatience with which she tackled all household tasks. Sheff remembered spring cleaning as a time to keep well clear of his mother, as she took on a soiled universe with a mixture of resolution and anger that was non-specific in its expression. She bitterly resented the necessity, but couldn’t live with the tasks undone.
‘You can drive now if you like,’ said Georgie. She had left the car awkwardly close to a large, slab-sided van, and in attempting to clear that, Sheff was oblivious to a white car backing out from the opposite side. They met with a subdued, but definite jolt.
‘Bugger, bugger, bugger.’
‘Never mind,’ said Georgie with complacent sympathy. ‘There can’t be much damage, and these parks can be tricky.’
Sheff got out to be confronted by a young woman in tracksuit pants and slippers. ‘I’ve got a baby in the car,’ she hollered. ‘Don’t you bother to look where you’re going?’
‘Sorry,’ said Sheff. ‘It’s just that we were both backing out at the same time. But there’s hardly even a bumper scratch.’
‘I’ve got a baby in the car,’ the woman exclaimed to a passing couple, who paused on their way to express dismay, look in at the solemn infant and glance accusingly at Sheff.
         
‘Do you want my name and details?’ he said to the baby’s mother. ‘I’m really sorry.’
‘You’ve been very lucky.’ The woman was grudging, as if she somewhat regretted there wasn’t more cause for drama and consequence. She tugged at the bumper of her car, but it remained firm. She traced a deep, weathered scratch with affected surprise as if it had just appeared. ‘Well anyway,’ she said, ‘give us your name and address, and if I find something goes wrong afterwards I’ll have it for the insurance.’ She then looked in at the small child in its backward-facing seat to see if there were dents, or skin off, worth an insurance claim. The baby smiled.
‘Such a beautiful little girl,’ said Georgie, who had joined them, and she bent to the window for a long professional look into the baby’s calm face.
‘You’ve got to be so much more careful with a child,’ the mother said emphatically, as if expressing a new truth.
‘I know,’ said Sheff humbly. She could have no idea how painful it was to have her talk of any threat to a baby.
‘Okay then.’ But she lingered for a time between their two cars, reluctant to let go of unexpected moral authority, peered at the tarmac for liquid spill, placed a slippered foot on the bumper to test if it was secure.
‘I’m sorry,’ said Sheff again. How could he suggest that a woman in slippers with a baby in the car could bear any share of guilt? His culpability was obvious.
‘We’ll let it go at that, then,’ the woman said.
‘We appreciate your understanding,’ said Georgie. ‘My brother will pull back in and let you away first.’ Sheff did so, and the car with its smoky exhaust heaved away from the parking area. ‘Could have happened to anyone.’
‘My own fault,’ said Sheff, but he was aggrieved nevertheless. Georgie had driven badly all morning without incident, and he had a ding the minute he got behind the wheel, and in a park of less than a dozen vehicles, in a town of a few hundred slow-moving people. Jesus. It was just a scratch on the rental, but an obvious one. His pride had suffered the greater injury.
         
‘It’ll all be covered by the firm’s insurance,’ said Georgie in condescending, sisterly support.
‘We should stop and get something to take to Mum,’ she said almost as soon as they had left Roxburgh and were passing the road stalls with the lattice signs advertising fruit and vegetables. And pony poo, honey and pine cones. ‘Don’t go too fast and we’ll keep an eye out, especially for apples. I think Mum and Dad like Braeburn best.’
‘Couldn’t we just buy some when we get to Alex?’
‘No,’ said Georgie uncompromisingly, ‘It’s fresher from the gate, and more natural.’ So Sheff had to slow whenever a stall was sighted. Georgie had the annoying habit of delaying decision until he had almost pulled in, and then wanting to go on. After the last such hesitation there were no more stalls for quite some time, and Sheff was about to allow himself the satisfaction of telling his sister she’d lost the chance because of prevarication, when at the end of a descending left-hand sweep in the road they saw a small stall with a hand-painted advertising board. ‘Just the thing,’ said Georgie, as if the place had been in her mind all along.
They were close enough to the trays for her to remain in the car and give instruction to Sheff as to her choices, while he held up examples of produce. The stall was unmanned, but the prices clearly displayed, and a large honesty tin sat next to the cucumbers. Sheff was digging for change when a farm ute with dogs in the back drew into the gateway, and a tall cocky, all boots, knees and elbows, came over to the stall. Without a word he took the tin from Sheff, and briefly stirred the notes and change with his hand.
‘There should be a hell of a lot more than this,’ he said evenly. ‘Look at all the stuff that’s been taken.’ Sheff refrained from pointing out the impossibility of that. The guy didn’t strike him as someone interested in nuances of language. Instead, Sheff was placating.
         
‘I was just getting change.’
‘Yeah, should be a fucken sight more than what’s here. What have you got?’ and he made a quick mental tally of the contents of Sheff’s plastic bags, while Sheff proffered the two twenty-dollar notes as evidence of his intent to pay. ‘Let’s see what’s in your pockets,’ said the man.
‘No,’ said Sheff. He wasn’t going to be frisked like some kid at a corner dairy.
‘He didn’t take any money,’ called Georgie as she left the car and came over to them.
‘Well, someone’s ripped me off. You can’t trust any bugger these days. I don’t know why I bother to have a stall at all. If you haven’t taken the money, why won’t you prove it?’
‘I haven’t taken money. I’ve told you and that’s the end of it.’
‘So you say.’ He stepped closer to Sheff, and jutted his stubbled chin. The three dogs jumped from the ute and gathered with hackles up around their master’s lanky legs.
‘Do we really look like highway robbers?’ said Georgie. ‘If we’d been into the tin we’d hardly stop at bagging up a few apricots and apples, would we?’ She smiled, took the forty dollars from Sheff’s hand and held it out to the man. Who could maintain belligerence in the face of a small, cheerful woman who bobbed when she walked, and talked with some authority? ‘You okay with that?’ she said.
‘Yeah, I suppose so. I get pissed-off, though, with city people who think everything in the country’s free.’ He took the money and let his arms relax to his sides, the large, worn hands hanging like grappling hooks.
‘Well, no harm done,’ Georgie said. ‘We’d better push on.’ And the two of them went back to the car without further comment from the stall owner, who stood with the dogs around him and rather grimly watched Sheff and his sister leave. Georgie even gave a royal lift of the hand in farewell.
‘Well, that ended up being damn expensive fruit,’ said Sheff. ‘Forty bucks, you realise.’
         
‘Why couldn’t you have just humoured him a bit?’ said Georgie. ‘You could see he was uptight. Why didn’t you just turn your pockets out? You had nothing to hide.’
‘So why should I?’ Sheff was driving too fast, and he made a conscious effort to slow down.
‘How is it that you so often get on the wrong side of people now?’ Georgie said. ‘You’re getting to be so touchy about everything.’
‘Okay, okay, let’s just leave it, shall we? Next stall we come to, you can get out and be accused of being a thief.’
‘You know what it is?’ said Georgie thoughtfully. ‘You just don’t like people, and it shows in your manner. If you don’t watch it you’ll be one of those perpetually grumpy bastards who seem allergic to life. If you don’t like yourself, then you can’t like other people. Have you thought about that?’
Sheff chose not to reply. He didn’t want to say something he would regret, and also, as well as platitude, there was truth in her assessment he preferred not to consider.
Instead he concentrated on the familiar landscape, so limited in palette and vegetation. Orchard country was behind them and the road rose as if on the shoulder blade of a gigantic lion, the hill slopes dry and tawny, the short tussock broken through with layered rock, and rarely house, shed or cultivation to be seen. They were countries foreign to each other, the North and South Islands, separated by attitude as well as latitude – different histories, landforms, climates. Different people.
Neither brother nor sister wished to arrive at their parents’ home at odds with each other, and they drove in a silence that became increasingly easy, watching the dry sweeps of country with occasional grey, lichen-speckled posts and clumps of willow and poplars in the gullies and around the homesteads. And farther back the pulse of steep hills in the heat. A clear sky, dry heat so much less enervating than the humidity of the north. As children they had baked in it summer by summer and become brown as nuts.
         
‘I’ve got a couple of scaly, rough patches on my legs,’ said Sheff. ‘I wondered if they might be from all the sunburn over the years. Maybe you could take a look at them sometime?’
‘Okay, but I wouldn’t think there’s anything amiss. You don’t want to become a hypochondriac. Just have regular check-ups from your GP.’
No further reference was needed to their disagreement. They just moved on as they had always done, without formal reconciliation. Passing disagreement is as natural as harmony within a family. ‘We’re just about there,’ Sheff said. ‘The Munro place is coming up now.’ And not far beyond it was a long paddock with a line of poplars where Clydesdales once grazed, the only ones of the breed that he ever saw in the district. He’d never seen them moving. When he and his friends had biked past, the horses stood eternally in small groups, posed as if they were aware of their physical pre-eminence and the gaze drawn to it.
Alex had grown since their childhood, now stretching out to join them along the final run through the rocks and pines to the bridge, the houses grouped according to the styles and materials typical of the times in which they were built. Some of the most recent and highest on Bridge Hill flaunted plaster walls and Tuscan tints. Nearly forty years ago, his father had bought a small lifestyle block on Earnscleugh Road close to the Clutha, and built a brick house that had been moderately imposing for its time. Now it was just another better home, settled into its surroundings, with the pip fruit and citrus trees neglected and a pony paddock leased to the neighbour.
Sheff felt both familiarity and strangeness as he turned in: everything recognisable, yet the total composition altered by the accumulation of change and the imposition of an adult view. Beneath the indisputable detail of the present reality shimmered a more powerful past, so that a chicken coop was clear on the extension of the garden that now held roses, the tree hut was again visible among the lower branches of the copper beech, and the pebbles under which he had buried snails as a seven-year-old were a button row under the letter box.
         
Their mother’s face was at the living room window as they drew up, and all of her at the door waiting when they reached it. She was taller than Georgie, and her hair was very white and tied back in a way that brought her features into prominence: the high forehead, long face and nose, the pale blue eyes, deep-set. She gave them both a quick, tight hug. ‘Get the stuff from the car later,’ she said. ‘Your father’s up today. He said he didn’t want to be an old sad-sack in bed when you arrived. He’s eaten something too, and been talking on the phone.’
Georgie received the first hug from Belize, and also from her father, who held her longer and patted her back with one hand as he clasped her. Sheff took no slight from that. It was accepted that a daughter be greeted first, and Sheff’s embrace by his father was wholehearted and easy, although even that degree of physical exertion caused Warwick to puff, and stagger slightly. ‘We’ve been looking forward to seeing you,’ he said. ‘How long since we’ve all been here together, eh? Must be ages.’
‘Christmas two years ago,’ answered Georgie. ‘Lucy, too, of course, and I brought Morarji Mehta, who was working with me at the hospital and had nowhere to go for Christmas.’
‘Well, nowhere he’d rather go than be with you,’ said Belize.
‘Oh Mum, there was nothing to it. You can’t leave someone all alone for Christmas Day. He’d barely arrived in the country. Now he’s in private practice in Dublin.’
Sheff remembered Morarji: a quiet guy with dark, lemur eyes, and a giggle to represent his thankfulness. As gifts he’d brought a large box of Turkish delight and a bottle of Napoleon brandy. Things hadn’t been easy between Sheff and Lucy, close to an end, and she and the Indian doctor had talked more together than either of them did with him.
‘Do you hear from him?’ asked Warwick. ‘I quite liked him. For some reason he knew a lot about the Gurkhas. He told me stuff about them in the war, and how the various regiments drew from different tribes, and so each had a special character.’
         
‘For a while I did,’ said Georgie, ‘but then it petered out. Both of us too busy, and I don’t imagine he’ll ever come back here. I suppose he’s still in Dublin.’
It was typical of Warwick that he’d remembered this casual guest in his home, even the detail of an exchange that Dr Morarji Mehta had no doubt long forgotten. And typical that he drove himself to carry on a conversation despite his illness. How thin he was, his teeth seeming to have enlarged, yet the skin of his face drawn tight and pale. He was dying, and that was too terrible a topic to embark on as a family, so they talked about a past Christmas and the visitor with knowledge of the Gurkhas. Sheff excused himself and went to the car to bring in the cases. He needed just that time alone to regain equanimity after seeing his father. For a moment Sheff stood by the car, raised his face and closed his eyes. He had no coherent thoughts, just a surge of affection and sadness that he wanted no one to witness, but he had to go back with the luggage and pretend that there were things to talk about apart from his father’s illness.
‘Georgie’s in her own room and you’re in the spare one,’ Belize said as he came in, and so for a little while longer he could be silent and carry on with the cases through the passage. The end bedroom was smaller than the others, and looked out onto the untidy orchard with the windfalls showing brown flesh wounds from the birds. It was always called the spare room, but his father now slept alone in his son’s bedroom, so Sheff was dispossessed.
He recognised little in his old room when later he went in to see his father resting. His stuff was gone, apart from the kitset desk he’d assembled in his sixth form year. On a chrome trolley his father’s medications clustered, laid on a pale towel beside a small stock of books and a bowl of glistening gem stones. The blue and white striped curtains had been replaced with Venetian blinds, and an armchair sat by the window. It was a homely cell in which Warwick spent both day and night when he was low. It had the faint lived-in smell of antiseptics, food, and the vapours of the unwell.
         
While Warwick was still dressed, they had an early evening meal, sitting four square at the small window table as they had when a family together. Georgie produced a prize-winning riesling that she said was from Sheff and her, though he’d made no contribution. A double thoughtfulness that shamed him. Belize had cooked fish and rice, very plain for Warwick, but to which the rest of them could add a sweet and sour sauce. It appeared the role of the parents to ask questions, and that of Georgie and Sheff to answer them, as if it was assumed that now everything of novelty and promise was in the children’s lives. Georgie’s in particular. Sheff’s resignation from the paper, and ideas for overseas travel, were soon put aside for discussion of his sister’s real estate investment plans and an invitation to join a national oncology research unit. Maybe a mastery in ontology was also assumed, thought Sheff somewhat sourly.
There was nothing pointed in the preference given to Georgie, but Sheff was aware of it. He wasn’t accustomed to being of secondary importance. ‘I’m on the judging panel this year for the McInnes Journalism award,’ he interjected.
‘You’ve won that yourself, haven’t you?’ said Georgie.
‘What’s it for again?’ asked his mother. Even as he explained, Sheff was aware how obvious a ploy for attention it was, how indicative of insecurity, and he became half-hearted in his account. Their attention not held, Georgie and Belize reverted to talk of relative property values in Wellington suburbs, the merits of open-plan living, northern aspects and off-street parking. Warwick drooped somewhat over his largely untouched white fish and rice, and concentrated on breathing. Sheff tried to catch his eye, to share a smile, but his father was lost to them, sunk within himself to conserve energy, or evade pain. A covey of quail quick-stepped across the dry lawn, their cockades black above alert heads. A common sight that drew no attention from the others, but Sheff took it as a small recognition of his arrival.
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ALMOST FROM BIRTH CHARLOTTE had a strong grip. On her first day back from the hospital, even before she could fully focus, she took hold of his index finger and held it tightly. Later, during times when she lay on a blanket to have a kick, Sheff would sit on the floor beside her and put out his finger to be grasped. He took note of which hand she used and told Lucy she was going to be a leftie. He would blow lightly on her face, and she would smile and her eyelashes would flutter.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER ELEVEN

AFTER BREAKFAST NEXT MORNING, Georgie followed Sheff when he went to the bathroom to shave. The mirror was large and the natural light good. His parents’ toothbrushes, one red, one blue, to avoid confusion, stood in a small vase. A Venetian bowl held scented boutique soaps that were never used. The glass was the colour of pale ale, had raised, delicately painted flowers, had been in the same place for as long as he could remember. He spoke of it to his sister, but she had something on her mind that she didn’t wish Belize to hear.
‘The section’s looking a bit sad,’ she said. ‘Dad’s not been able to keep up with it for ages. Do you think you could get the lawns and edges done today, and maybe a sweep around the paths? I’m going to the shops for Mum soon. She needs quite a bit of stuff.’
‘Yes, boss.’ He would have got round to having a tidy-up outside, but it irked him to be instructed by Georgie.
‘Well, I just mention it because Mum won’t like to ask.’
‘I’d planned to take Mum and Dad for a drive,’ he lied.
‘Well, that’s fine. A day won’t make any difference. I only mentioned it because it’s been let go.’
‘No, no, I’ll do the lawn. It’s straggly though it’s burnt-off.’ He switched on the shaver even as Georgie said thanks and, after standing for moment, she turned and left.
‘It’s a bit of a jungle behind the garage too,’ she said from the hall as she went. He knew he’d been unnecessarily offhand, reacting to his small pique at having a task pointed out, at her tendency to manage situations and people. It had to do with her profession, he decided: he had no recollection of her having that disposition when they’d lived together.
         
In their shared childhood he had always assumed seniority, but in adulthood she had attained presence and status. Dr Georgie was accorded significance in the community, and so within the family. He had thought immutable the superiority two years gave him when they were growing up. Irrational though it was, he resented the subtle, telling changes in their relationship. Yet he knew he was in the wrong, and walked out to the car later with Georgie as she left for the shops. ‘Hey,’ he said, ‘you’re quite right. I’ll get stuck into things here, and thanks for bringing the wine for last night. I’m happy to chip in for that.’
‘Forget about it. We must sort out what Dad’s got squirrelled away in those cupboards in the garage. Heaps of Aussie reds, I suppose.’
‘We may need them,’ Sheff said.
He mowed the lawn with a deal of ostentation, cut back a wisteria on his own initiative and accepted his mother’s thanks with no reference to Georgie’s prompting. He went out again and attacked the sprawling photinia hedge on the west side. Its ramification was a sign that Warwick had given up, after many years of severe pruning. When the task was over, Sheff had a blister on the inside of his thumb from the clippers, and pink and green leaf fragments clung to his hair and shirt. He had a shower and came back to talk with his mother, feeling pleased with himself. ‘You need to get someone in, Mum,’ he said. ‘You can’t be looking after the section when you’re nursing Dad.’
‘People have been very good.’
‘But that’s not a long-term thing.’ They were standing by the large kitchen window with a view of the garden, but she’d finished with talk of outward appearances.
‘I want you to make the most of being with your father,’ she said. ‘He won’t say, but he’s been fretting that he wouldn’t have enough time with you both. Whenever you or Georgie rings he talks about nothing else for ages.’ How little indication of that in the conversations Sheff recalled, and they were fewer than he wished.
         
As Sheff talked with his mother, he found himself making a close appraisal of her without knowing why. Within the aura of memory she remained a tall, blonde woman, with energetic movement, clear voice, hair loose about her face, and an inclination to dispute, but now her shoulders were narrow, she had a flat-footed walk, and her cheeks possessed the soft sheen of a thousand moisture cream applications. But her hair was still full and heavy, though pulled back severely, and of a startling whiteness.
‘You could go through his things with him,’ she was saying. ‘You could choose anything that you’d like to take for yourself.’ Her blue eyes were still what drew attention, enhanced even by the leaching out of colour elsewhere on her face. A light blue in which the pupils were dark, contrasting pips. Her personality had surely weathered with time also, so that the sudden flares of impatience and anger, the transitory enthusiasms and impetuous commitment to causes were worn back to a wary protection of family, memory and possessions. ‘The pain’s awful at times,’ she said, ‘and he won’t come out of it. The doctors have as good as told him it’s hopeless. He just wants to talk about the past, and mostly about things that have never been of any importance.’
‘It must be damn tough for you,’ said Sheff, ‘day after day.’
‘You take up pretence. It’s easier that way. We sit there for hours, sometimes saying nothing, sometimes talking for the sake of it, and both of us are thinking about him going, and not having the words for it.’
This ageing woman was his mother. He had once been part of her body, and now he stood quite independently in a life that she had little to do with. He walked past many such women in the supermarket, sat by them in buses and theatres, with impatience overtook them on stairs and footpaths. Surely he should be aware of some dynamic and powerful bond between Belize and himself, but he’d been away a long time, visited seldom, and found some disconnection between his mother now and the memory of a mother so much more important to him. It was a guilty thought, and to assuage it Sheff put his arm clumsily on Belize’s shoulder. ‘He’s lucky. You’ve always looked after him so well,’ he said. She remained looking out of the window and gave a shivering, indrawn breath to compose herself.
         
‘It’s an awful thing, but you can’t wind back the clock,’ she said. They remained rather awkwardly together until Sheff took his arm away.
‘Well anyway, he’s got the very best of care,’ he said, with emphasis to cover the banality of the response. Why was it that he could find original and pertinent sentiments with regard to his work, yet have nothing of true comfort for those closest to him?
The limited empathy over, they set the table for lunch, and were about to start without Georgie when she returned with a woman Sheff didn’t recognise. She was introduced as Jessica Woolfe, Georgie’s friend from as far back as primary school. Sheff remembered her as a straight-haired, thin girl, said to be bright. In womanhood her dark hair still hung without wave or curl, but she’d become far more attractive in a way that was conscious physical appeal restrained. She wore a light skirt and a blue and black striped top.
‘I was just coming out of the post office and there she was,’ said Georgie. ‘God, I don’t suppose we’ve seen each other for a couple of years.’
‘You won’t remember me,’ said Jessica, putting her hand out to Sheff, ‘but I see Belize from time to time.’ She had a small mulberry birthmark low on the left side of her neck that he couldn’t recall from childhood. Perhaps her school clothes had covered it; maybe he’d never bothered to notice. Surely you either had something like that always, or not at all. She and Belize both belonged to the bridge club, and they talked a little of that, and Belize asked her to stay for lunch, but Jessica said she only had half an hour before she needed to be back at work. ‘I’d like to say hello to Mr Davy if he’s up to it – haven’t seen him for ages,’ she said, and so Belize took her through to Warwick’s room.
         
‘Well she’s changed a bit,’ said Sheff when they had gone.
‘But she’s still the same old Jess. We’ve clicked again just like that,’ and Georgie snapped her finger with a power that made him start. ‘We’ve kept in touch a bit, but I haven’t seen her the last few times I’ve been down.’
‘What does she do?’
‘She’s a vet.’
‘Really?’
‘Mum sees her from time to time. It’s no surprise – she always was a pretty bright cookie. Remember Kevin Hutton? Well, that’s who she married, but it didn’t work out. There’s a little girl.’
Belize stayed in with Warwick, but Jessica came back to the kitchen. ‘I don’t want to hold up your lunch,’ she said. Georgie and she talked together so animatedly that Sheff had no opportunity to contribute, nor any invitation. He was surprised by his own awareness of her: not lust so much as a pleasure in her casual attractiveness. His father’s illness aroused his own sense of potency, and appreciation of health, as if some assertion of life and physical pleasure was imperative in the face of weakness and death.
As the two women laughed over some eccentric and useless teacher from their shared past, he admired Jessica’s brown, well-muscled forearms, the sheen of her dark hair, the curve of breasts beneath her striped top. There are some women uncomfortable with the attributes of their gender, and others who wear them as easily as a garland of flowers in their hair. What if he broke in on the conversation to say she was fuckable? What response might there be – from her, from Georgie, from his mother coming back with the tray? He knew the answer, of course: it would be inappropriate, as so much of man’s natural inclination is deemed to be. Probably even resented. Chance, though, would be a fine thing.
         
In his first year at university he’d shared a downstairs flat in a wooden house with a beautiful but leaky slate roof, and a guy with a motorbike would come sometimes in the afternoons to shag the skinny girl upstairs while her two flatmates were at lectures. Sheff would sit with his barren books while overhead was a joyous whirlwind of thumping, humping and urgent cries. So great was his frustration and envy that at times he’d almost felt faint. To see the skinny girl on other occasions, taking her bike from the shed, or coming back from the letter-box, was enough to make him wish to slap her for her lack of consideration. Only when he had a girl of his own could he talk to the skinny lover without considerable grievance for her generosity elsewhere. Twenty-five years had passed, yet any prolonged abstinence still unsettled him. Sexual satisfaction was spice for a life otherwise too bland.
Jessica interested him, and he looked for the opportunity to join her conversation with Georgie. He asked about her job, her family, her commitment to a town from which most young professional people had moved on, and she answered easily, then turned enquiry back on him. ‘And what about you?’ she said. ‘I gather you’re taking a break from journalism. Will you go back to it? I always thought you’d end up as a lawyer.’
‘Why’s that?’
‘You were so argumentative. And you did debating and stuff at school, I remember.’
‘He’s still the same,’ interrupted Georgie. ‘A contrary sod.’
‘Am not.’
‘Am so.’
‘Am not.’ Sheff played along.
‘See,’ said Georgie triumphantly, and got her laugh.
Another thing Sheff remembered from his varsity days was Yardy’s belief that if you could successfully seduce a girl in your imagination, then she was so inclined in life. And Yardy was a womaniser with something of a reputation. It was an instinctive psychic communication, Yardy said: never failed. Sheff and the others had wanted to believe, but the fieldwork didn’t always stack up. Yardy was also convinced that a woman should be mounted once a day for the good of her circulation and the pleasure of her partner. Anyway, although Sheff found it easy to imagine making love to Jessica, he couldn’t concentrate on that and also take an intelligent part in the conversation. No one knew why Yardy was called Yardy: it had no obvious connection to his own name, or any aspect of his rather peculiar character, or events in his past.
         
Georgie, Jessica and his mother began to talk of a Mrs Rose who had come from Nelson and set up a combined florist shop and art gallery in the old store building. How appropriate the surname. Various local watercolour and gouache enthusiasts had rallied to support her and themselves by displaying works there for the tourists. Jessica and Belize enjoyed describing the fierce and petty vanities provoked by artistic pretension.
Jessica left abruptly, aware she was running late for work, and Sheff ate lunch largely in silence, while Georgie and Belize continued talking. Afterwards he left them to it, and went through to his father’s room, his old room, where Warwick half lay, half sat, ensconced among pillows. ‘What are they on about?’ Warwick asked. He had a yellow mug held loosely in both hands on the blankets, and it rose and fell with his breathing although his only exertion was the breathing itself. His mouth was relaxed, partly open, and Sheff noticed again how his teeth seemed to have gained prominence in his face.
‘They’re talking about the new flower and gallery place.’
‘We drove past a few days ago, but I haven’t been inside.’ And he probably never would. ‘I give it a year on novelty value and enthusiasm before it goes under,’ he said. ‘There’s just not enough turnover for that sort of place here, and the woman running it hasn’t any business background whatsoever.’
‘Jessica says the Saturday morning artists are loving it.’
‘Yes, but they’re all wanting to sell, not buy. No, eighteen months at best, unless she’s got money to keep putting in. But Jessica’s veterinary place does very well for her and her partners. There’s no mortgage at all on the premises now. We’ve done their books for years. It’s the sort of business that reflects the real needs of an area like this. Not just cats and dogs – farming’s becoming more of a science every day. It was good to see her.’
         
Why were they talking about such stuff? Sheff and his father rarely saw each other, and surely there wasn’t much time left, yet Warwick still went on about his business and that of others. Was it simply habit, Sheff wondered, or couldn’t he bring himself to talk about the predicament in which he found himself? The past was a more comfortable meeting place, and he’d been strong then. Most of the time they had been happy – close, even, but in an undemonstrative fashion. Warwick wasn’t given to displays of emotion: things done and things sustained were more important. The past was already charted, and so navigation was easier there than in the present, or the future.
‘What’s it like being in my old room?’ Sheff asked.
‘It’s a good room,’ said his father after a pause. ‘Belize didn’t want me to shift, but I was keeping her awake, and Andrew and the nurse come and go all the time now too. She doesn’t need that sort of invasion of her bedroom. All we took out were your books and posters. All we brought in was a La-Z-Boy.’
‘But there’s recessed lighting now too, isn’t there, and Venetians?’
‘Yes, I’d forgotten we did that. All of the rooms are done, and for no other reason than looks. Your mother has a fit of updating from time to time. It’s like spring cleaning, isn’t it? Women get this furious infection and turn things upside down for a few days, and then it passes and you can relax again.’ With deliberation he placed the mug on the trolley beside the bed. ‘We put your stuff in the garage,’ he said, ‘along with all the golfing gear. You don’t play now at all?’
Before Sheff left home, and during the frequent visits over the university years, they had played together. In the end Sheff could outdrive his father, but his short game was never the equal of Warwick’s. ‘I don’t have the time,’ Sheff said, which was true for the years in which he’d been working, but was no longer. He’d lost the inclination, perhaps because he knew there would be the frustration of being unable to play as capably as once he had.
         
Warwick asked no more about it, but lay propped on the pillows. His eyes were half closed, but he wasn’t asleep. He gave a smile, at once apology for not saying more, and pleasure to have Sheff sitting by him. Sheff thought of the times he’d been on the golf course with his father: the parched grass, the radiata pines and macrocarpas lining the fairways, the warning swoop and click of magpies at nesting season, and a tidal drift of scattered cloud across the blue bowl of sky. In winter the frozen stillness with frost white as snow on the shadow side of the trees, and the pond iced over. Nowhere else in his country had he experienced such extremes of season. He could recall few specific conversations of personal significance, or originality, just phatic communication and a sense of ease between them. That had always been his father’s way, because of the appalling vulnerability when inner life is broached. Warwick was happy within the practice of his profession, the marshalled figures and the set categories and regulations objectively applied. All he required of other people was goodwill, reason and a little distance.
So the afternoon eddied, with Sheff sitting in the armchair while his father rested, and in the living room the two women talked effortlessly about things Sheff was too far away to make out. His father’s breathing had a drag to it, as if something far heavier than air was forced in and out, and his cupped left hand twitched suddenly on the covers, like a hooked fish flipping on the dinghy boards.
‘I should sell the clubs,’ his father said after the long, relaxed silence. ‘The whole caboodle in fact. The trundler’s almost new. What do you know about Trade Me? Rodney at work tells me it’s by far the best way of unloading stuff.’
‘I’ve never used it.’
‘Sell it all off if you like, and keep the money. But you don’t get much for second-hand stuff, do you, no matter what you paid for it, or what condition it’s in?’
         
‘I suppose not.’
They were quiet again, Warwick looking at his son, and his expression changing fleetingly as if mirroring the play of all those things he had stored up to say. ‘I need to talk to you and Georgie about my will,’ he said. ‘It’s all straightforward enough, but there’s some investment stuff you can help your mother with. I don’t want her worrying.’
‘You’ll have it all down clearly, Dad. You always do.’
‘She should be secure enough, and she deserves that.’
‘Do you need me to get anything from the office?’ Sheff asked. He wished to be helpful without signalling that a final settling of affairs was surely due. Warwick appeared not to hear, just gave a slow smile as if in response to a joke already known. Quite suddenly the energy for conversation left him, and he lay in a half-sleep.
There was no further need for Sheff to be there, yet the closeness itself was a comfort. If he reached out he could touch his father’s feet through the one blanket. He did so, and for a time let his hand rest there.
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ONCE, AGES AGO, HIS FATHER TOLD HIM that he was claustrophobic and feared to be in any space so confined that he couldn’t freely move his arms. No worry with heights, or open expanses, he said, but a dread of confinement and suffocation. A classmate had burrowed into the tailings and died that way when the tunnel collapsed, he said. Warwick hadn’t been there, but he imagined it was the worst way to go, more terrible even than fire, or drowning, because you couldn’t fight. Sheff hadn’t thought of his father having such a fear, and the revelation impressed him.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER TWELVE

ON HIS GOOD DAYS, Warwick was sometimes taken for a drive by Georgie, or Sheff, maybe both of them and Belize as well. He would sit hunched in the front, held by the seat belt, and seemingly unable to alter his posture, or without the will to do so. Not much more than his head was visible at the window, and his toothy face looked out on all with passive indifference. If some place of connection to his life was remarked on, he would nod and give a dutiful, slow smile, but rarely reply. He tended to become involved in minor, stubborn struggles with inanimate things: the twisted collar of his shirt, the slide lever for the air-conditioning.
Mostly, though, he stayed in his own home, where he was close to the bowl in which he was often sick, and to the medication, only partly effective, to relieve pain. Sometimes he fell into an odd, pitiable sing-song groan. Sheff could hear it during the night, and sometimes during the day they would hear it when in the kitchen, or living room, and one of them would go through to comfort him.
Time seemed to slow and the atmosphere thicken. Sheff felt sometimes as if he were wading through the days with the tide against him. Necessary life – eating, defecating, sleeping, dressing – became distanced and pointless, yet had to go on. The end was with them even before it came.
Lucy rang in the second week and talked to each of them in turn. Warwick was quite buoyed by talking to her, but had a retching fit afterwards. Sheff, the ex-husband, was the last in line and took the phone into his bedroom. ‘He’s not eating much now, and there’s a lot of pain,’ he told her.
         
‘It’s awful. What does the doctor say?’
‘A few weeks at most.’
‘There’s nothing at all they can do?’
‘Treatment now would only knock him about more, and not prolong things much anyway.’
‘It’s so sad, but I’m glad you and Georgie are there for them both.’
‘Georgie’s great with him, daughter and doctor all at once, and she kids him along. But she can’t be away from work much longer. Dad understands that, but it’s hard for both.’
‘I bet he’s chuffed to have you there too. I’m glad you didn’t go overseas right away.’
‘Yes, so am I. That can wait. Anyway, that’s enough of our worries. The world goes on. How are things for you? Lots of wealthy people from the cruise ships still wanting to see the sights?’
‘It’s been pretty steady actually. It’s always a staff thing: getting good drivers and guides and getting them to stay once they’re up to speed.’
‘Nigel okay?’ Sheff was rather pleased with his own tolerance in asking after him. He disliked the man for himself as well as for being Lucy’s new partner, but what was the point in being a sore loser? It was good of Lucy to ring, and she was entitled to keep a friendship with his folks even though she couldn’t bear to live with him. The longer they were apart the more inevitable that seemed.
When the conversation was over, she might mention Warwick’s sickness to Nigel, and Nigel, having never met him, would make some commonplace response and then go on to ask which of his good shirts should be worn to the dinner party that night. Indifference and connection come quickly at one degree of separation. Lucy used to tell Sheff to put the shirts on the bed and later she would choose for him. His total inability to match a tie with her selection had caused her spontaneous, affectionate laughter in the good years.
         
When he came back into the dining room with the phone, both Georgie and Belize allowed a pause for him to say something about Lucy, but as he was silent neither of them prolonged the subject. ‘Nice of her to call’ was all his mother said. Sheff wondered if Lucy had tried to have another child. He was no longer entitled to ask her such personal questions, no longer part of her life. He avoided thinking of her, not because of any defect in her personality, or any of her actions, but because everything of his married life led to, or from, the death of Charlotte.
Thoughts of Jessica were more pleasant. He wanted the company of someone outside the sad household: someone who understood why he’d returned, but who wasn’t a Davy. He decided to ring her. He mentioned it to Georgie, casually so as not to be in any way seeking approval. ‘Well, you don’t know anyone else here much now, and it’s a chance to get out of the house, talk to somebody else. What about some of your own schoolmates?’
‘Moved on, most of them,’ said Sheff.
‘Sure,’ said Jessica, when he rang. ‘Weekends aren’t so good. I’m on call one in three, and during the others I like to be with Emma as often as possible because I don’t see her as much as I should on school days. But I sometimes take Mondays off. We could take a walk around the vast metropolis for old times’ sake, and have a coffee. Would Georgie like to come?’
‘Maybe,’ said Sheff, but had no intention of asking her.
So they met. Monday afternoon. Sheff took his father’s Commodore, noting with a touch of unjustified irritation that it was almost out of petrol. He put in eighty dollars’ worth on his way to Jessica’s place. She retained the family home, a low house of pink summerhill stone set back from the road and behind silver birch trees, with a concrete patio and ranch-slider doors. When she answered his knock she had a phone to her ear, and motioned Sheff inside, then into the living room. She was explaining to someone that a mutual friend had failed to pass on a message. To give her privacy Sheff wandered into the kitchen he could see through the open door.
         
It was no tidier than his own, and had a faint smell of bread and Marmite. On the fridge door were pages of colourful, childish drawings, held by magnetised alphabet letters and a bright ladybird. There was also a small, blue certificate awarded to Emma Hutton of Room Five for showing consideration towards others. Sheff visualised his own fridge, the door entirely blank, and little inside except milk, cheese and beer.
‘Apologies,’ said Jessica, coming to join him. ‘It’s rude of me, but the phone went just before you knocked.’
‘I was looking at your daughter’s drawings,’ he said.
‘Yes, she’s seven. I pick her up from school at three, so we’ll have to be back before then. But the café isn’t far. We can walk if you like.’ Jessica hadn’t gone to a lot of trouble with her appearance. She wore jeans, a white shirt and black sneakers, and her dark hair was held back with a simple band. He admired her lithe movement and the belt neat above her hips. If she wore make-up it wasn’t obvious.
‘Does she look like you?
‘More like her father, most people say. Well you knew him, but then both of us are reasonably tall and dark-haired. She’s quite a bubbly kid, and I don’t think I was ever that.’
‘I imagine it’s been tough on you all?’
‘In what way?’
‘I mean that you’re divorced, yet there’s Emma as the link between you. You can’t just wave goodbye and go your own way. Lucy and I could please ourselves. We’re okay with each other, but there’s nothing binding us now.’
‘Oh, she sees plenty of her dad. We’re all cool about it. What is it they say? An amicable split?’ Yes, it was what they said, but surely in most cases the amicable came after the split and not before.
Sheff remembered her ex-husband, but only as a boy. Kevin Hutton, who had double-jointed thumbs and a shrill whistle as his primary school accomplishments, and at high school was very good at maths and cricket, and had a temper you didn’t wish to arouse. ‘Anyway,’ continued Jessica, ‘let’s go and have this coffee, or it will be time to pick her up.’
         
They walked down the quiet, warm streets to the old part of town, and sat at a wooden table outside the café. When Sheff was a child, mostly people went into such places to eat and drink behind windows and doors. The footpaths were to walk on. No one had ordered espresso or latte, or eaten gnocchi, or pesto. And even now that they did, it was sometimes with a provincial self-consciousness concerning such acquired continental ways.
He saw the town around him with that half-recognition you have when meeting an old friend after many years. Most of the buildings conformed to memory, although shrunk from boyhood’s perception, and with occupancy often changed. The lighting shop now sold computers, the bookstore had become a video parlour, and where he had once sat in the ornate barber’s chair for short-back-and-sides were orchid blooms, bright ceramic pots, artificial greenery and scented lavender and thyme. The brass plate for Prescott, Prescott and Swann still shone; however, Southern Realty’s window continued to display house photographs, Kinnaird’s old stone building was still a dentist’s surgery, and the cramped bric-à-brac and stamp collector’s den, always seeming the most precarious of businesses, was still hanging on.
The town was noticeably busier and more prosperous, which Jessica said was because of the success of viticulture and tourism. ‘That and people starting to get out of the cities to places like this. Funny, isn’t it? Wanaka’s just racing ahead. Even overseas folk. Once the idea was to retire to the city, but now there’s professional people who find it fashionable to do the opposite. There’s even a mini dairy boom based on irrigation, and that’s good for our business, I must say. Cockies use vets a lot more these days – it’s just part of normal farming practice. We hardly saw a cow as kids, did we?’
Sheff enjoyed sitting with her. He was tired of being by himself, or with male companions. It was a relief also to be away from his family; freed briefly from the sad focus there. But it was more than that. He liked being close to her, even though he knew little about her adult life, and hadn’t much bothered with her when she was Georgie’s girlhood friend. As they talked he endeavoured to define for himself what it was that attracted him. It was all there physically. He would have quite happily taken her through the café to a storeroom at the back and made love standing against the shelves. But it was more than that, too. She was at ease, he decided. She was at ease with herself and the world, when so many around her were ill at ease in one way or another.
         
‘What do you deal with most?’ he asked, putting from his mind the storeroom, the tremulous tins on the shelf, the urgent muffled voices, the ultimate crescendo of pleasure.
‘As a vet? Stock mainly, as I said. There’s a lot of artificial insemination and progeny testing. Flock improvement’s all about science now. There’s always town people with pets, of course, but that’s not a significant part of what we do.’
‘Little old ladies with cats and dogs, though, surely.’
‘Birds are the worst. I dislike birds, especially budgies and canaries. They’re buggers to diagnose, and sicken and die so readily. And birds have a dry, unpleasant smell. Have you ever noticed that?’
‘No.’
‘It’s a result of skin parasites and being caged.’
‘Poor buggers.’
‘It’s natural, I suppose, your job influencing how you observe the world. You probably haven’t noticed, but working dogs run at a slight angle to their forward direction. Perhaps that way their legs don’t obstruct each other. You register little things like that.’
Sheff was interested in people’s vocations, and not merely because his profession often required it. How you made a living affected how you saw the world, and how you saw the world affected the manner in which you made a living. In spending so much time with Georgie in recent days he had become aware of how her personality was shaped by her occupation. And now Jessica with a similar concern, except that malpractice, or negligence, surely had less serious repercussions. He imagined he would’ve been very different as a person had he chosen some other career: more committed to things apart from his own pleasure and comfort, and less critical of subterfuge in the manner information was presented to him. ‘I suppose the advantage is that animals can’t talk back,’ he said.
         
‘But they can be stubborn and bloody-minded. And sometimes quite heart-rending, too. Dogs and horses especially. They seem to have grown closer to us emotionally over thousands of years.’
Their coffee came, and Jessica stopped talking while the girl was with them, and when she had gone began a different conversation. ‘How’s your father?’
‘Dying,’ said Sheff, and then because that was so abrupt and sounded uncaring, ‘Nothing much else can be done for him. There are secondary cancers everywhere, and any more treatment would only prolong his suffering.’
‘I didn’t realise he was so bad. He seemed quite cheerful when I came with Georgie.’
‘He makes a hell of an effort for our benefit and anybody who comes, but it’s a sad and brutal struggle.’
‘When I used to come over as a kid, I thought your parents were so cool,’ said Jessica quietly. ‘Belize had label clothes and your dad would come back from work in his suit. They would sit outside and have a glass of wine before dinner. Sometimes your father would go through his private mail there, and I was amazed at how many letters he got – a pile of them at his elbow. We never got much mail at home, and my dad wore a suit only to weddings and funerals. Belize used to give us shortbread and little cartons of juice. Your father had some joke-shop buck teeth. He wore them at one of Georgie’s birthday parties. You must remember that?’
He did. His father slipping away and then coming back into the room with his golfing cap pulled down low and the preposterous teeth with swelling, pink gums, and leading the singing of ‘Happy Birthday’. He recalled it so well perhaps because it wasn’t typical of Warwick, and had been done as a special effort to ensure Georgie’s party was a success. Amusing at the time, but in recollection sad, because it brought to mind Warwick now, his own teeth become a joke quite without humour.
         
Jessica’s talk of their youth returned it to him more clearly. He was in the place of that experience, and the more he revisited it, the more he felt the ache of what they had to go through in the present. The careless family life of boyhood served as backdrop only to emphasise the lurching shadows now about him. ‘Last night he told me that sometimes when he’s lying there for hours, he feels he’s levitating, rising inexorably towards the ceiling. The cocktail of drugs, I suppose,’ he said.
‘The best thing is that he has you and Georgie with him now,’ said Jessica. ‘Anyway, look, I’d better start back in time to pick up Emma.’
So they walked back to the roundabout, and then towards the primary school. And they left the topic of his father behind, and talked of people they’d both known as children. Bunny Yates, Albie Waltenberg, Paul Cary, Reinier Heigler and Christine Smith were all Sheff’s year. ‘Bunny’s done well in the army,’ Jessica said. ‘He was on television talking about a peacekeeping force he led to the Solomons, or maybe it was Papua New Guinea. Paul’s still here. I see something of him because he’s taken over both his family farm and his uncle’s. He’s in a pretty big way. Albie’s back after working for aid agencies overseas for years.’
‘Paul was the athlete of the school, and he pissed the rest of us off because he never trained, but always won.’
‘He still looks trim enough, although he’s completely bald. He’d like to catch up, I imagine. You kicked around together a lot, didn’t you?’
‘I might give him a call,’ said Sheff, but felt no great inclination to do so.
Instead his attention was taken by the magazine billboards propped outside a dairy. Airbrushed faces of female celebrities and breathless headlines of tragedy, pregnancy, alimony, stalkers, sexual eccentricity and feuds. All suggesting significance and revelation that the stories themselves failed to deliver: the brush with death being revealed as the demise of a second cousin, the secret obsession as a fondness for caramel creams. Although Sheff knew that such journalism, like the poor, will always be with us, his professionalism was affronted as ever. ‘Who reads this crap?’ he said.
         
‘I do, sometimes,’ replied Jessica. ‘Everybody does, I guess. It’s the fast food of journalism – only harmful if it becomes your total diet.’
‘I never read it except in waiting rooms when there’s nothing else. The bad punning titles, the iconic this and incredible that, the platitudes. “A nation mourns!” “A community is stunned!” Jesus. I’d shoot any journalist who wrote that. In every conceivable circumstance, including Armageddon, thirty per cent of the people couldn’t give a fuck.’
‘But you’re an elitist snob, aren’t you?’ she said cheerfully. ‘And you should lighten up. Why should you tell people what to read?’
Any honest answer to that would only substantiate her charges, and all he wished was to enjoy the time with her. ‘You’re absolutely right,’ he said, ‘and it sells, so what other virtue does it need?’
But Jessica merely smiled at his sarcasm, and began again to talk of people they’d grown up with. The bell hadn’t gone when they reached the school, and they sat on wooden slatted seats that ran along the side of the classrooms. He remembered the feel of them on his backside from thirty-five years before, although the school was changed in many ways. Surely in his time there the playing areas had been clear expanses of lawn, or asphalt, on which they had created their own challenges and games, and now there was a variety of apparatus – wooden forts on piles, slides, rotating drums, metal corkscrew ascents, monkey bars, a climbing tree with plastic ropes in bright colours. Other parents waited also, mostly women, and more competed for parking places at the peak hour. ‘What happens to Emma when you’re working?’ he asked.
         
‘Sometimes my mother comes, but mostly I pay a woman to look after her at her place until I get back. She’s a good sort. Emma likes her and she’s got a girl in the same class. It works out well usually.’
Sheff had forgotten the pandemonium at the end of a school day. An eruption of kids from classrooms everywhere, running, skipping, shouting, dawdling, propelling skateboards and small wheeled scooters, disappearing in coteries, ambling off alone, or greeting their parents with offhand familiarity. All seemed to have backpacks, the smallest children almost overwhelmed by them, but scuttling along nevertheless. The voices were shrill and echoed among the buildings and over the grassed field and play areas.
Emma was taller than Sheff had expected, and large-featured. Her arms and legs were long, thin and loosely jointed, and she moved like a freshly fashioned and attractive marionette. After a prolonged farewell to her best friend, she greeted her mother and said hello to Sheff when prompted. She took Jessica’s hand as they walked, and talked of her class’s responsibility for the coming school fair. There was little chance for Sheff and Jessica to say anything more to each other, but he took pleasure in seeing how close mother and daughter were, how entirely meshed in each other’s lives. When they reached the house, Jessica as a courtesy asked if he wanted to come in, but it was time to go.
As he drove to his parents’ house, Sheff calculated that had Charlotte lived she would be three years and nine months old. Too young for school, but perhaps already at kindergarten. He and Lucy had very much wanted a baby, and when finally Charlotte was born they lit a red candle to celebrate her first day home, and saluted her with glasses of bubbly. Her hair had been fair and fine, sometimes damp on her forehead as she slept in the cot. Her fingernails were as if made of glass, and she could spread her toes almost as well as she could her fingers. Sheff didn’t allow himself to imagine the life he and Lucy and Charlotte might have had, but stayed sitting in the car for a little while after arriving home, and then went in to the only family he had.
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HE HAD GRIEVANCES, OF COURSE, concerning his parents, even if recognised in retrospect as unjustified. We never quite forgive our mother and father for treating us like the children we were.
         
In the year Sheff started secondary school a small circus came to town. No elephants or high-wire acrobats, just trick cyclists, conjurors and clowns. The tent was more a marquee than a big-top. Sheff and two friends bunked school to watch the circus setting up in the park. Not an arresting sight, or offence, but they were found out and hauled before the headmaster. Paul and Bunny had lengthy letters from their fathers giving excuses and taking responsibility. Warwick’s short note said he’d given no permission, and that he and Sheff would accept what punishment the school considered appropriate. Sheff had forgotten what that was, but not forgiven his father’s objectivity.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER THIRTEEN

HIS FATHER NEEDED be taken to Dunedin hospital for a check by the specialist there. Sheff drove, with Georgie beside him, and Belize sat in the back with Warwick. Despite the reason for the trip they attempted to treat it as an excursion, the road providing novelty for commentary, and also the familiar for reminiscence. Recent memory also. As they passed through Roxburgh, Sheff saw the tea rooms in which he and Georgie had sat, and the parking area where he’d bumped the car that bore a baby, but his sister said nothing of that. How much change there had been since in their relationship; Sheff found it difficult to account for his earlier exasperation.
Dunedin had been the big smoke when Sheff and Georgie were children. Warwick had taken them to the movies, or the beach playground, while Belize shopped, and then they would rendezvous, and after she’d stowed her parcels in the boot, describing each as an essential purchase, they would go to one of those family restaurants, perhaps the railway carriage, that offered beer-battered fish and chips, carpet-bagger steak, pork medallions with apple sauce and kumara mash – perhaps one pasta dish as a nod to continental cuisine.
And on those trips they had often passed the hospital without a thought that one day it would be the single reason for Warwick’s journey. Now no entertainment, shopping or eating out: just the necessity to front for another grim examination and then drive home again without reprieve. Warwick was a private patient, but the specialist and Georgie wanted to take advantage of the hospital’s new, high-tech scanner.
         
He was taken almost immediately. His wife and daughter accompanied him, but Sheff thought that was family enough. He briefly gripped his father’s shoulder before he was led away by the women he loved, one each side and ready to support him.
The out-patients’ waiting room was merely the enlarged side of a wide corridor, and patients, visitors and staff went by in procession, their rank, affiliation and hold on life shown by dress and demeanour. Two back-to-back rows of upright chairs with red vinyl seats, low tables with outdated magazines, and posters on the walls giving the symptoms of more afflictions than people wished to consider at one time. Pamphlets, also, allowing patients to put by their present ills and be informed of those awaiting them, malignant moles, tumour-induced amnesia, tinnitus, cervical cancer, varicose veins, cataracts, bunions and Parkinson’s disease. Sheff was both attracted by such material and apprehensive of it, for following such reading he recognised most of the symptoms not specific to women as present in his own condition.
Almost all those seated were old, at least by Sheff’s reckoning, though one young guy in shorts and a slipper on his left foot sat with such physical complacency that he may as well have had a placard around his neck that read, Sports injury: I will live forever.
         
‘Nah, nah,’ he kept saying with friendly denial into his cell phone. Many people waited as couples, with just the occasional exchange between them regarding the length of time they had been there, or the activities of their absent grandchildren. Each time a nurse came and called up a batch for appointments, those waiting perked up and chatted briefly of how they were thus advanced in the list, or suppressed chagrin that they had been sitting longer than some who received the call.
Behind Sheff, two men who were strangers traded intimacies of their health without exchanging names.
         
‘I suppose you’re here for the old prostrate?’
‘Prostate, yes.’
‘Me too. A bugger, isn’t it. What’s your PSA level?’
‘Well, shot up a bit according to the last blood test, so I’m back here.’ His voice was lower, more guarded, but the topic still drew him in.
‘How many times you up in the night?’
‘A couple or more.’
‘Well, it’ll be at least the old digital today won’t it, if not the machine?’
‘I suppose so.’
‘Good, though it’s not a woman doctor, eh?’
‘No,’ which meant yes.
‘You had a biopsy then?’
‘Yeah, just one.’
‘And pissing blood isn’t fun, is it? It’s the old knife for me. I was going to have the new treatment with radioactive rods, or some damn thing, but it’s not suitable for me evidently, so it’s the knife for sure.’ Rather than apprehension, there was in his voice a sombre pride that he was a more serious case than his companion. Sheff didn’t turn, but later the man responded to the nurse’s call for ‘Mr Lilly please’, with a resounding affirmative and followed her into view. A stubby Harry Secombe man in work clothes, who went with false jauntiness to meet his prognosis, the nature of which wasn’t in doubt for all who had overheard his conversation.
None of these people meant anything to Sheff, yet he wished them well. Even though nothing could save his father, Sheff was glad Warwick had private medical insurance and so could have the best care. And he thought with admiration of Georgie, whose professional time was spent with people who were hurt, angry or afraid, and avid for miracles. How steadfast she’d become, and how understanding.
His reflective calm was disturbed by a woman coming back from the water dispenser, a thin, elderly person with a head hung like a lantern in advance of her body because of osteoporosis. She tripped on Sheff’s foot although it wasn’t outstretched, and fell against him helplessly, too slow in reaction even to put a hand out. Water splashed Sheff’s neck, the woman’s face struck his shoulder, causing her denture to pop out with life of its own and jiggle in his lap. Instinctively Sheff reached to steady the woman, and they ended clasped in mutual embarrassment and disorder. The thrall of boredom in the waiting room was briefly broken. The small consternation brought a clerical assistant from out-patient reception, who took the woman chirping back to her seat, and the teeth away to be rinsed. Once again Sheff had the sense of being the victim of trivial happenstance, yet viewed with suspicion by those around him. He assumed what he hoped was an expression of injured benevolence, and took up a leaflet on rhinoplasty.
         
Georgie returned first, by herself. Sheff got up to join her and, as he passed by the elderly water woman, she steadfastly looked away. He thought of making light of the folly to entertain his sister, but decided she’d take satisfaction in adding the incident to all the other examples she’d stored up of his lack of adroitness in everyday life. ‘How did it go?’ was all he said.
She gave a slight shake of her head, and screwed up her eyes. ‘We’ll get an official report,’ she said, ‘but there’s nothing to give hope, I’m afraid.’ She spoke softly and with no dramatic emphasis, but the words had an almost physical impact so that he had to steady himself, and he became aware of the pulse beat behind his eyes.
‘Oh, Jesus,’ he said.
‘Well, we knew really, didn’t we? Nothing’s changed.’
‘Where are they now?’
‘He needed to go to the loo. I had a private talk to Mr Quincy when Mum took him out. He’ll go over the new scan, but doesn’t think there’s anything else we can do now except try to keep him comfortable.’
‘So did he say how long?’
‘Everyone’s different, but it’s days, weeks at most,’ said Georgie. Conversation still went on around them. The water woman, mouthing on her recently cleansed dentures and still obdurate in refusal to look at him, went unsteadily by.
         
‘Look how stooped that old duck is,’ said Sheff.
‘Kyphosis – dowager’s hump,’ answered his sister without a second glance. Sheff saw Harry Secombe walk sombrely towards the exit after his consultation, but decided not to tell Georgie about his prostate.
Sheff would have asked more about Warwick’s session, but his mother and father came slowly to join them. A girl wearing a smock emptied a small trash bucket into a black polythene bag, an elderly man pulled up his trouser leg and rubbed his ankle, the skin there mottled purple and vermilion with the massed tendrils of tiny veins. A brief laugh from someone unseen and well down the corridor merged with coughing near at hand. Sheff was appalled at their indifference: the lack of respect for his father, who deserved so much more than other people. His father was dying, and the world paid insufficient attention.
As they went carefully back to the car park, Belize gave a reprise of the examination for Sheff’s benefit. She was impressed that Mr Quincy and Georgie knew one another, as if somehow that might ensure a positive outcome. ‘I’ve just met him professionally at conferences, Mum. I don’t know him all that well,’ said Georgie. ‘He was part-time at med school for a while, but not while I was studying. Just stop for a moment, Dad.’ She had noticed that Warwick’s blue shirt-tail lapped over the back of his trousers, and she loosened his belt and tucked the material in, while he stood patiently. He had nothing to add to his wife’s description of the scanner procedure, or examination, nothing to say of the effort he found it to undress and dress, or of the talk with Mr Quincy. He stood as a work horse would while its traces were adjusted, and when Georgie finished and patted his shoulder, he moved off gingerly again.
‘Would you like to go somewhere for a meal?’ Sheff asked.
‘Why not? Why not?’ said Warwick with palpably false bravado. His voice had altered in illness, acquiring a husky remoteness as if, although physically still close at hand, the essential man was floating away. And his speech was subject to unintended and fluttering changes in register.
         
‘I think a light omelette at home would be better. You know you can’t stand much,’ said Belize.
‘You’ve had enough up and about today, haven’t you?’ said Georgie.
Sheff would have argued against the women, but he sensed that his father was in agreement with them, despite wishing to deny his weakness. On the drive home Sheff put on the climate control because of the late afternoon heat, and Warwick soon fell into an uneasy sleep resting against his wife’s shoulder. It was still light, but Sheff remembered those times coming home in the dark many years before. He and Georgie in the back seat of the Triumph 2000, drowsy, but happy with the day. The darkness outside, the customary confinement within, the familiar noise and minor movement, all adding to an unexamined sense of family and security. Warwick and Belize might be talking of friends, or work, or whether they should pave a barbecue area. Or they may have said all they wished, and been at ease with that. Sometimes Warwick had whistled show tunes; he was fond of musicals. He could catch a note on both the outgoing and indrawn breath, and Sheff would lean his head against the window, watch the road unravel in the pale beam of the headlights, and think of not much at all.
‘Your shirt’s wet,’ said Georgie. ‘I noticed it back at the hospital. What’ve you been doing?’ The truth was both complicated and tedious.
‘I spilt a cup of water in the waiting room,’ he said, and that was accurate as far as it went.
‘They’re all different, those dispensers, aren’t they?’ said his mother. ‘And sometimes it’s hard to get the cardboard cups apart. Almost as difficult to open as those tiny pottles of milk you get on planes, and they squirt over you no matter what you do.’ Perhaps it was from his mother that Sheff inherited incompetence in such things.
He went back to thinking of his whistling father in the past. Once when they were playing in an ad hoc foursome, Warwick had been rebuked for the habit by one of the opposition, who was lining up a putt. Warwick was a bit of a stickler for sporting etiquette, and quite put out and apologetic. Sheff imagined that he would have whistled at the office too, while working with the computer, or preparing to see a client, and no one would have objected, for that was his domain. Whistling seemed to have gone out of fashion, along with wearing floppy hats and writing letters.
         
By Speargrass they passed the Painter farm, where Sheff had worked in the holidays at the end of his seventh form year. The sinuous dirt track up to the house and sheds that looked much the same, except even more desperately in need of a coat of paint and with some planks twisting awry as they weathered. Warwick had arranged the job, and allowed Sheff to use the car. Driving there and back had been the best parts of the day, for he’d felt quite grown-up, and would lift a finger from the wheel casually to acknowledge the few other motorists, as was his father’s habit.
Working with old man Painter had been less satisfying. There was often no break for smoko, morning or afternoon, and they rarely had lunch in the house. Sheff remembered a window held open by a wooden spoon, and curtains stained with condensation and bedraggled like worn petticoats. Mr Painter was a widower who seemed to Sheff at seventeen to be as old as the stumps they spent much of their time uprooting. A thin, dark man in a singlet, with heavy wrinkles on his upper arms where the flesh had atrophied despite no let-up in physical work. For the first few days Sheff had shared the old man’s midday meal, mutton sandwiches and cold milk tea from a flask, but then he said his mother was keen to provide, and so she was once he’d asked her.
Painter usually had the stained stub of a roll-your-own in the side of his mouth, sometimes lit and sometimes not, and he could eat without removing it. They must have done all sorts of farming jobs, but in retrospect it seemed to Sheff every day was spent pulling out stumps. Old man Painter had a Farmall tractor with a perforated metal seat perched high, and he would sit swivelled there, watching impatiently while Sheff hacked with an axe around the tree roots and then attached the chains. Painter had been a Bren gunner in the war, but he never talked about that, or much else. Racehorses seemed to be his only interest apart from the farm, and Sheff knew nothing about that.
         
Maybe before Sheff started work there, Warwick had agreed with Painter what the pay would be. It was never mentioned between Sheff and the old man. He was given nothing at the end of the first week, or any week except the seventh, when the farmer came out to the car with him at the conclusion of the last day, and fished a cheque out of his pocket. The sum was more than Sheff expected, given what he knew of the Painter lifestyle. On the back of the cheque the old man had written in pencil the number of days and hours Sheff had worked, the rate, and then calculated the total. The working remained there, as in a piece of primary school arithmetic.
‘Remember the Painter place back there?’ said Sheff. ‘He’ll be well gone by now, the old guy. Remember I had that job there in the holidays?’ But Warwick didn’t reply, and it had too small a place in their past to interest Belize and Georgie. Old man Painter had taken the thin cigarette stub carefully from his mouth in case it had stuck to his lip. He had lit it and drawn a slow lungful. He had handed over the cheque with a due sense of occasion.
‘Well, son,’ he’d said, ‘just don’t spend it all at once.’
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CHARLOTTE HAD RESISTED ANYTHING being put on her feet, and was diligent in removing what was forced on her. Booties were kicked off, and later shoes and socks discarded no matter how cold it was. She would pull her foot close to her face and worry at laces, or Velcro straps, until she had them undone. Sheff had been concerned about it. ‘Why won’t she keep anything on?’ he said.
         

      ‘Because she has such beautiful feet,’ said Lucy.
    
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER FOURTEEN

SHEFF HAD RARELY been as attentive to his father as he was when Warwick was dying. As a child his parents were the magnetic poles of his life, but in adolescence he’d begun to resist the attraction, and in adulthood he largely forgot it in the immediacy of his own affairs. Now he sat for hours with Warwick, taking his turn with Georgie and his mother to fill up the day, and sometimes night. And it was more than just a duty. During the good patches there was time to tease out conversation without concern for practical value. Indulgence is granted to the dying. One hot afternoon when distant thunder rumbled beyond the open window of the sickroom, they talked of first memories.
‘Did you ever meet Elaine Pettigrew?’ asked Warwick, after they had counted down the interval between a lightning flash and the thunder that followed.
‘I don’t think so,’ said Sheff.
‘She was in the office for years.’
‘No, can’t place her.’
‘Well, anyway, she reckoned she could recall events from the time she was in the pushchair. A white dog came and licked her leg, she said, and she remembered the Chinese fruiterer weighing potatoes in scales that hung from the ceiling, and the red face of her newly born brother brought home when she was two. Heaps of stuff, and specifically tied to chronological markers. Whereas I can’t think of much that happened at all before I was five, and not a lot afterwards for a couple of years.’
         
‘I guess your family repeat things about you, and after a while you come to believe that you recall them yourself. That’s part of it,’ said Sheff. ‘Like the story that I went down to the library to see if it was open, found it was and came back home to get the books to return. Conscious memory doesn’t kick in for most of us until we’re at school. The earliest things are often seared in by fear, or oddity, like the dog licking her leg. Imagine how gigantic an ordinary dog would seem to a baby.’
‘So what’s the first thing you can remember?’ his father asked him, shifting his head on the propped pillows so that the tendons flexed like puppet strings beneath the slack skin of his neck.
‘The cupboard under the sink. I could open it and get inside with the pots and tin trays. The water pipes twisted down in the darkness at the back like petrified worms, and there was a smell of damp wood, dishwashing liquid, mould, and the yellow contact on the shelves. Confined spaces give you a sense of security when you’re really little, even if they stink.’
‘Yes, you’d turf everything out and bang on things. You were a little bugger for opening every door, cupboard and drawer you could. You’d get stuck in all sorts of places and howl until you were rescued, and then do it again. Belize always said –’ Instead of finishing his sentence, Warwick stretched his head up and to the side, opened his mouth, held the pose for a moment, then relaxed back.
‘Is it worse today?’ asked Sheff.
‘No worse,’ his father said. ‘It’s okay.’
‘I’m sorry.’ For a moment Sheff felt an urge to cry, but it passed as a gust and he was okay again. If his father could bear approaching death, then a son should be able to witness it without tears. ‘Anyway,’ he said, ‘what’s yours? Your first clear memory, I mean.’
‘The clock falling off.’
‘Off what?’
         
‘Off the kitchen shelf. We had a clock with a large wooden case the colour of chocolate, and my father used to put letters behind it, bills and things that needed attention later, and they gradually pushed the clock closer to the edge. It must have been a summer tea time, because I remember my father’s sleeve was rolled up as he reached to push an envelope behind it. And it was the last straw. The whole bloody thing came crashing down, smashing the glass face and making a hell of a noise, and some of the papers fluttered down. Mum cried out with the shock of it. The case splintered, and the mechanism continued to jangle for a second or two. To me it seemed like the end of the world.’
‘How old were you?’
‘I was on an ordinary kitchen chair, but I had a cushion, so no more than four, I reckon. We left that house before I went to school. Oddly enough, I’ve no recollection of how Dad took it, but I can still hear Mum’s shriek, and the little jangling noise from the wreckage when everything else was still.’
‘Well, it’s a long time ago now, Dad.’
‘Strange, though. I can see exactly how my father’s white shirtsleeve was turned up on his arm that summer evening, yet years of more important stuff since has vanished.’
Dark, massive clouds tumbled before the sun so that the room dimmed suddenly and then lit up again richly, and thunder growled a long way off. And there were wind gusts that flounced the bushes. Sheff went to the window and closed it. ‘How will you remember me?’ his father asked.
‘What do you mean?’
‘My father was a miser. That’s what I recall most of all,’ said Warwick. ‘He was good to us, but he had a pathological fear of poverty. It must have been living through the Depression. He had to work on the roads, and rabbits were the only meat they ever had, he said. He never got over those days no matter what happened. He lived and died a miser. He hated a light on in an empty room, or to buy food for a cat. He never put more fuel in the car than was necessary for the immediate trip. I think he was afraid of evaporation. He would get the very last out of a tin of boot polish until the bottom itself had a shine, and he would force himself to eat a green rind of cheese, or a rotten banana, rather than throw it out.’
         
‘Well, maybe we forget how tough times were in the thirties.’
‘I remember him in the garage with a hammer straightening used nails, and nothing pleased him more than to find a coin on the road, or a fizz bottle to cash in. He tried to resole our shoes himself, and when finally he had to let them go he would strip out the laces to tie up the tomatoes. Jesus.’
‘Well, the Depression, as you say.’
‘He was still the same twenty-five years later – all his life in fact. I made up my mind I wasn’t going to live like that.’
‘And you haven’t,’ said Sheff. ‘You gave us every opportunity. The difference, though, was that you had a professional career in good times. Anyway, I don’t think Grandad was that bad.’
‘You hear about retail therapy now, well, he would get a real buzz from not spending. Nothing gave him greater satisfaction than deferring expenditure, or avoiding it. He was a strange man, but a good father in most ways. Gave up drinking to make sure the bills would be paid.’
‘Yeah, well I need to generate some income myself. I said I’d do some pieces for the paper and I’ve done bugger-all.’
‘What sort of stuff are you looking for?’ asked Warwick.
‘Nothing serious. Chris – he’s the editor – is happy for light one-offs about quirky folk doing quirky things. Articles for complacent weekend readers before they get out the lawn mower, or clean the car.’
‘Well what about modern-day gold-diggers?’
‘What gold-diggers?’
‘The Henare brothers just down the road. They still go out panning and cradling. They know I’m interested in stone polishing and sometimes give me special pieces they’ve come across for the tumbler. They’ve got a good eye. They run possum trap lines as well. There’s a good market for the fur now, and the beggars seem to be everywhere these days.’
         
‘Sounds just the thing,’ said Sheff. ‘Gold and fur – bound to be a story there.’
While they were talking, Georgie put her head through the doorway and raised her eyebrows in enquiry, unseen by Warwick, then went away reassured.
Sheff had a sense that his father was aware their talks were part of a drawn-out and undeclared farewell, but neither of them wished to acknowledge this. Warwick’s responses became slower, he cradled the morphine syringe driver in its carry bag as a child does a comfort toy, and finally fell asleep, his eyes only partly closed, as his son talked of the difficulties faced by newspapers in competition with the internet and junk mail. There was a catch in Warwick’s breath occasionally, as if he were suddenly immersed in cold water, or pressure were applied to a sore spot. How vulnerable he looked, how physically sunken and reduced, with the cartilage of his nose pressed white against the skin, and a caterpillar disarray of tufted eyebrows. He was shrinking day by day, as if as his substance reduced the carapace contracted. Death by rack and reduction, until there might be little to deliver to the grave.
‘Okay, Dad?’ Sheff said, as a check his father wouldn’t notice if he left. Warwick’s left arm lay awkwardly, and Sheff moved it onto the blanket over his father’s chest, noticing that between the skin and bone on the back of the hand were just the dark, raised and twisted veins, and no flesh at all. A growl of thunder startled him, but Warwick was oblivious. Everyone comes to an end, Sheff told himself: rationality to hold himself in. Thirty years or so, if averages held, and it would be his turn. But he had no son and no daughter to usher him out, and that struck him with an unexpected force of disappointment. He was glad Warwick had told him about the clock falling – that first memory of the shattering noise, then the quivering sound of the spring, the shirtsleeve half turned on an arm long at rest that had belonged to Sheff’s grandfather, the miser. He could remember little of his father’s parents apart from the coloured jubes his grandmother would bring on rare visits, and how his grandfather would stand him in the doorway and mark above his head in pencil. ‘You’ll get height from the Claussens,’ he’d said, resting his hand like a cap on Sheff’s fair hair. ‘Norwegian big feet and hands, too.’
         
In the dining room, Georgie and his mother sat together, watching the piled, dark thunder clouds slowly topple, but the lightning had passed. It was uncommon weather for Central. They turned towards Sheff when he came to join them. ‘He’s asleep,’ he told them.
‘Bombed out on the pump,’ said Belize.
‘Not hurting, anyway,’ said Sheff. ‘That’s all that matters.’
‘What were the two of you on about all that time?’ said his mother.
‘Stuff about Grandad mainly. He seemed to enjoy casting back.’
Nothing more was said. Warwick’s restfulness, whether induced or not, had spread to them, and they were all still, if not relaxed. Waiting had become their main occupation. Waiting, yet avoiding talk of the reason for it. The clouds, heat, the juxtaposition of the three of them sitting again in the familiar place.
‘Ah, well,’ murmured Belize.
‘What’s that?’ asked Georgie.
‘Nothing. Nothing at all.’ Although on such a large scale, the clouds seemed to be circling just this one home, and the effect was mildly hypnotic so that Sheff, Georgie and their mother lolled a little in the heat and conversation became elliptical.
‘Did I tell you Simon Pask phoned?’ said Belize after a while. He was Warwick’s partner in the accountancy firm. ‘And did you know Mr Risman died?’ continued Belize.
‘Risman from school?’ asked Georgie.
‘Yes,’ said their mother. ‘After his wife went, he shifted to Tekapo and spent most of his time fishing. They found the dinghy drifting one hot, calm day, but there wasn’t a body.’
         
‘He was so short,’ said Georgie. ‘Smaller than most of us.’
Risman had taught science, and would leave the classroom at least once each period and stand in the corner of the verandah and have a fag, holding it in the cup of his hand so that it wasn’t easily seen. Very occasionally in the summer he came to school in walk shorts and long socks, so that just his knees were exposed, wrinkled and with a tinge of yellow like a parsnip. He wrote on Sheff’s sixth form report that he must try harder, and Warwick had admonished Sheff, who said complacently that he could pass most subjects without swotting. ‘So can the majority in the world,’ Warwick had said mildly. ‘More important to think about what you could manage if you did some work. However, if you want to take pride in being lazy, that’ll have its natural consequences. Your sister seems to have got past that already.’ He’d said little more about Sheff’s report, and gone on to give Georgie brief, considered and justified praise for her own.
At the time Sheff had assumed adolescent indifference, but he worked harder the next year. The scene was plain in his mind: the white tablecloth still spread although clear of dishes, the thin report books with firm, red covers, and a close heat within the room just as it was in the present, though without thunder clouds. Warwick, Belize and Georgie had all been there, but would surely have forgotten long ago. Maybe the report books had been burnt, maybe they lay stained and worn in the top cupboard, in a cardboard box, crammed together with his swimming and life-saving certificates, Georgie’s music and Duke of Edinburgh awards.
So Dinky Risman was drowned, and the summer heat persisted. The thunder seemed over, and with little rain. Sheff was disappointed, for noise and movement might offer some release.
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SOME BABIES HATE WATER, Lucy had told him, but he couldn’t remember their daughter ever crying in the bath. The water intrigued her. She tried to drink it. She was excited at the sight of it. When she sat in the bath with his hand, or Lucy’s, at her back, she would beat the surface with her arms, close her eyes against the splash, and squeal with the pleasure of breaking the world into so many pieces.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER FIFTEEN

ON A STILL, BLUE SATURDAY Sheff and Georgie went to Wanaka with Jessica and Emma. Jessica took her car because she was dropping off a cat that had been treated at her clinic and kept overnight. It was a smallish tabby that languished in a carry-cage on the back seat between Emma and Sheff. ‘Mum said to keep your hands on top so the cage doesn’t rock too much,’ Emma instructed him.
‘Quite right,’ and he did as he was told. ‘We don’t want him being carsick, do we?’ he said.
‘It’s a girl cat.’
‘Oh, okay.’
‘She’s going home again after being in hospital,’ Emma said firmly.
That home was on a side road close to Clyde: a large, wooden house with wrought-iron scrollwork beneath the verandah roof, and knee-high gleaming blue and red ceramic plant pots flanking the steps. Sheff showed willing by getting out and carrying the cage to the front door, where he and Jessica were met by a slim woman already dressed to go out. When complimented on her appearance by Jessica, she said she was about to leave for an exhibition opening at the new gallery. She was eager to comfort her pet, and while Sheff held back the spring door of the cage she lifted the tabby out. Although it had seemed comatose while in the car, the cat responded to the woman’s grip by sinking its claws into Sheff’s hand as it passed. ‘The poor thing’s completely traumatised,’ its elegant owner said. She cradled it while Sheff wound his handkerchief around his hand.
         
‘Are you okay?’ Jessica asked him.
‘It’s fine. Just scratches,’ he said.
‘Do you want to come inside and put something on it?’ the owner said unenthusiastically. ‘I’m off in just a moment myself.’
‘No, it’s nothing,’ said Sheff.
‘Anyway, I’d keep her in the house for a day or two,’ said Jessica. ‘She should be fine now, but let me know if she doesn’t perk up.’
‘I couldn’t bear anything else to happen to her,’ the woman said. ‘She never seems to keep well. Just one thing after another.’ She had the door closed before Jessica and Sheff had reached the bottom of the steps. She was uncharacteristic of the local women, but he made no uncharitable comment to the others.
‘Sorry about that,’ said Jessica when they returned to the car. Emma was briefly interested to see the bright blood on the handkerchief.
‘You made the girl cat angry,’ she said.
‘It always seems to be something with you, Sheff,’ Georgie said.
‘A paradoxical omen. It means the rest of the day is bound to be completely wonderful.’ He was resolved that it would be so, and leant towards Emma to share her book that told of the ballet aspirations of a mouse. He couldn’t help but speculate, however, on the range of bacteria that might exist on the claws of a sick cat, and repressed the wish to ask Jessica about possible infection.
The trip seemed much shorter than he remembered – through the gorge, past the garish giant fruit sculpture at Cromwell and on through the yellow country to Lake Wanaka, with bare hills on the horizon like a jaw of worn teeth. Past the township and then the short drive to Glendhu Bay with pigfern frothing at the road side just as he remembered it. Hundreds of people were already there: in the water, on the narrow, sloped beach of grey grit dappled with quartz, or farther back among the willows, the tower pines, the caravans and house trucks on the grass. Sheff was surprised at the number, but it cheered him to be among so many people whose only concern seemed to be enjoyment.
         
Brother and sister had brought no swimming togs south with them, but they wore shorts and stood in the lapping ripple while Jessica took Emma into deeper water, towed her by her arms, encouraged her to shout and splash. The water was wonderfully clear, and the quartz pebbles lay like shells on the lakebed. How bracing the water, even though it was ripening the scratches on Sheff’s hand. Afterwards they walked the lake line for a time, watching others, meddling with the minimum debris: contorted driftwood, cast lake weed and leaves in curved lines, the odd opaque plastic bottle and one green jandal. Emma found a stick, bone-white from exposure, and trailed it as a tail in the stones. A little apart from the others, Sheff noticed that Georgie, even without shoes, still had the typical rise and fall in her walk, while Jessica’s gait was an easy and even stroll. Her stomach bulged slightly in the one-piece costume, her breasts above tautened the fabric, her thighs were smooth and solid, her expression open and slightly quizzical. A good-looking woman.
They went past the boat-launch site with its warnings of didymo and lagarosiphon, on to quieter reaches. Just beyond the high-water mark they found a measure of shade by a willow, and Sheff spread a rug and the three adults settled there. Emma played in the shingle while covertly watching other children nearby, appraising their possible willingness to let her join their game. Sheff had a floppy hat of Warwick’s, and he lay with it over his face. It had the faint smell of his father, and also the ineffable fragrance of hot sun on fabric that was part of his memory of childhood. With eyes open he could see just a suffused blood glow from the sun, with eyes closed the noises surrounding him seemed to be accentuated – the cheerful voices, the occasional, distanced vehicle, or boat, and behind it all the regular, subdued susurration of the far-stretching lake.
The surroundings brought to mind one of his most powerful memories of his father. They had been at the same beach as a family when Sheff and Georgie were still young and each summer day an epoch. They had sat on a tartan rug by willows, and briars with bright cherry rose-hips. Belize complained of sand blowing into the picnic things, and they were preparing to go home because of the rising wind. Most people had already given up for the day. Sheff, Georgie and Warwick had been swimming. The children were still in their togs, but their father was dressed again and starting to tidy up when the noise on the beach began to change, becoming focused and chorus-like as people crowded together to watch two youngsters struggling well out in the lake after the capsize of their kayak. Two dark heads bobbing when the chop allowed a view, cries, arms briefly flailing to catch attention. People had left the water, but several adults, including a large woman in a yellow sundress, rushed back fully clothed and laboured out, trying to get through the waves.
         
Sheff remembered how his father took time to kick off his shoes, drop his long trousers, before following. Warwick was a good swimmer, and soon he passed all the other would-be rescuers but one, and reached the two boys. He and the other strong swimmer didn’t attempt to drag the boys back through the waves, but remained there, supporting and calming them until a motor boat arrived and the emergency was over.
There was no medal, nothing in the paper, in Sheff’s recollection not even a visit made in gratitude from the boys’ parents, though surely that occurred; but there was the example of his father’s composure and ability to cope, and the oddity of Warwick coming back from the boat wearing just his wet shirt and underpants. They’d taken up the tartan rug and picnic things, and gone back to the car in the same way they always did after such outings, except that his father had no underwear beneath his dry trousers, and no shirt beneath his light, blue jersey. ‘All the kids needed to do was stay calm and stay afloat,’ Warwick had told Belize, and he didn’t talk about it any more. Warwick had acted well, and Sheff was proud of him, but it was all forgotten and lost, and no one on the same lake beach now knew, or cared, anything of it, and the briar seemed to have been eradicated.
         
‘Are you sleeping, lazy bones?’ asked Georgie. She pushed his foot with her own.
‘Trying to.’
‘Jessica was saying that a gold-mining consortium did a lot of testing around the Old Man Range a year or so ago, and the rumour was they found plenty, but were waiting until prices go even higher.’
‘That’s the rumour after every round of exploration wherever it is,’ said Sheff. ‘It’s a lot more exciting than accepting yet another failure.’ He’d covered several such land and seabed drills in various parts of the country. Mainly they were in search of oil and gas. They began with high expectations and much publicity, yet almost all finally petered out, leaving merely industrial conspiracy theories and pub stories of lost opportunity. But Sheff didn’t want to spend time talking about any of that. He pushed the hat back from his face, sat up, and asked Jessica if she was content to live her adult life in the same place she’d spent her childhood. He liked to hear her talking about herself, not just because she was articulate and forthright, but because it conjured up an existence different to his own, and was a distraction from his father’s illness. And when she was talking he could regard her quite openly, without his admiration being apparent.
‘You could’ve had a fashionable practice in Christchurch, or Wellington,’ he told her. ‘Celebrity cats and parliamentary poodles. You’d get called into the zoo when the white tiger went down with appendicitis, or the orang-utangs had ankylosing spondylitis. Fame would attend you.’
‘He doesn’t even know what spondylitis is,’ said Georgie mockingly.
‘Do too. It gets you in the back.’
‘What a waffler,’ said Georgie.
‘I like ongoing programmes to do with larger-scale animal husbandry,’ said Jessica. ‘I’m involved with long-term research on merinos, especially footrot. The use of Tylosin and Linco-Spectin, for example.’
         
‘You’ve got him there,’ said Georgie.
‘Pass,’ said Sheff.
‘Anyway, there was more than my career to think about. Kevin was happy here and Emma’s had the same friends for years. I think it’s tough on kids to go from place to place and have to begin all over again. But journalists are born wanderers, so maybe you think differently.’
‘I’ve been around a bit, but Central’s pretty good country to come back to,’ said Sheff. Some children, shouting as they jumped the ripples, reminded him again of his father’s exploits. ‘Do you remember Dad helping to save those boys here?’ he asked his sister.
‘Of course,’ said Georgie. ‘He swam out and helped hold them up. They would’ve drowned otherwise, it was so rough, and he never talked about it. He never talked about things enough, did he?’
Jessica had heard nothing of Warwick’s mild heroism, and Sheff was happy to let his sister recount it. Georgie had been an independent observer, and her story brought back detail he’d forgotten, or perhaps not registered at all. Yes, the big woman in the yellow dress had caused a secondary emergency, her courage not matched by ability in the water, and having to be retrieved from the waves. And yes, that was true, one of the boys was struck on the head by the rescue boat and was bleeding when they came in. How old would Warwick have been then? Forty-three? Forty-four? Much as Sheff was now, and how able, contained and assured, ready to parry whatever life thrust at him.
Jessica had brought muesli and nut bars and fruit juice as an afternoon snack. Emma ate more, and more rapidly, than the adults, and then was up again and off closer to the lake where she began gathering coloured stones. The women continued an easy conversation, but Jessica faced always towards her daughter. Sheff lay down again and put his father’s hat over his face. He was so still and so fully relaxed that he had no awareness of his body: just the eddying sounds and smells of the beach and the trees, and the deep glow of the sun through the fabric although his eyes were almost closed. Jessica and Georgie talked about genetically modified food. Sheff was lulled by the voices of two people he knew and liked, and he was lying on the beach that had witnessed his father’s competence. He wished Warwick was with them: he wished he could tell him that he recalled the fine thing done, and that even when no one remained who had witnessed, or remembered, it would still be a fine thing. Why wasn’t he with them as once he was, filling a space now just air, dispossessed by time alone?
         
Sheff decided he would talk about it with his father sometime soon, and about the pilot whales that he’d seen run aground on the Far North beach close to Rawene at a different, later time, when, despite Sheff joining with other people to save them, the small whales just kept coming back, in hapless determination to die.
It was so easy to dwell on your mistakes and failures, Sheff decided. Surely it was a healthy thing to revisit instances of good judgement, selflessness and courage, trivial though they may have been. He took a long, lake-scent-laden breath through his father’s hat and sought such an instance in his own life. There was no rich harvest, but after holding his breath for longer than was comfortable, an incident from his third university year occurred to him. A political science paper and a tutor who was always called Polly behind his back. Sheff never knew why; the nickname had been bestowed by earlier students and the justification had departed with them. It hadn’t seemed to have much to do with the tutor’s sexual orientation, although he was mildly effeminate. He was not much older than the group he led, and his earnestness and palpable consideration for others were reason enough for Sheff’s fellow student Adam Michaelson to wish to undermine him. Michaelson took pleasure in putting others down: partly because he enjoyed their discomfort and partly because he imagined he himself rose as a consequence.
The tutorials with Polly took place in a lecture room, because no more appropriate space was available, and the tutor had asked Michaelson to sit in the front rows with the other students after he’d several times ostentatiously sat alone at the back and out of a more intimate voice range. Some weeks later Sheff had a nosebleed on his way to the tutorial, and although he hurriedly tidied himself in the toilets, he was embarrassed by his wet, smeared shirt, and slipped late into a seat well back in the room. Polly had looked up and paused. He seemed about to say something to Sheff, but then gave a small twitch of a smile and carried on with comments about bicameral systems of government. Adam, however, saw the opportunity to bring himself centre stage, and broke in with apparent innocence to ask why Sheffield Davy had special dispensation to remain so far back from the group. Polly had no strong rejoinder, and Adam had scored in front of his peers. Sheff wasn’t responsible for the petty vindictiveness, but wondered if Polly would think he was a partner in it. So after the tutorial he waited a bit, and then went up with his sticky shirt and explanation. ‘I quite understand,’ said Polly. ‘Thank you. Nothing at all to worry about.’
         
Neither of them referred to the exchange again, and it wasn’t the beginning of some special rapprochement between them, but Sheff was glad he hadn’t just slipped away. After graduation Michaelson had moved to Sydney, and all Sheff knew of him there was that he married a Commonwealth games athlete.
What a small thing Sheff’s approach to Polly was in comparison to his father’s feat in the water, and insubstantial against the host of disappointments with his own behaviour, yet he felt muted satisfaction in the recollection, and would have welcomed more instances of character had they floated into his consciousness. But there was just the heavy heat beneath his father’s hat, the image of Polly’s upturned and open-mouthed face caught in the passing instant, and the relaxed voices of Jessica and his sister in the immediate world. ‘It’s not easy,’ Georgie was saying, ‘but I make a real effort to go to the farmers’ market when I can and buy fresh, organic fruit and vegetables. Something’s gone very wrong with a lot of supermarket stuff. No one knows the true origin of much of it. There’s this recent research paper that I can lend you.’
         
Sheff heard the familiar call of paradise duck, and sat up to see male and female in their separate markings wheel overhead and arrow away. He loved to see and hear them: neither flock nor individual birds, close, solitary pairs whose bonding and plumage belie their wailing cries.
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HIS FATHER WASN’T A PARTICULARLY HAIRY MAN, but he didn’t welcome the growth on his torso that came as he got older. ‘Jesus, it’s coming on my back and shoulders now,’ Sheff once heard him complain to Belize. ‘I’m regressing to a damn chimpanzee.’ He was at the long, bathroom mirror and twisting in an effort to see. Belize had replied from the bedroom, saying nobody would notice anyway, but Warwick wanted her to bring in his electric shaver and take the hair off with the trimmer. Sheff had heard them laughing together, and when he came quietly to the door he saw that his mother was crouching down and trimming hair around his father’s cock and bum. It was the intimacy of it that made Sheff retreat. His parents didn’t kiss, or hug, much in public, and as a boy he had little idea of their closeness. He knew people fucked, of course, but even that seemed to have less openness and acceptance than what he’d seen.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER SIXTEEN

SHEFF ARRANGED TO VISIT the Henare brothers as his father suggested. He did so not just because he wanted to earn money, but because he wished to show Chris that he appreciated his offer, and even more because he sought distraction. An exercise in his profession might achieve all three.
Andrew North came to see Warwick at lunchtime on the day of the visit: such an accustomed arrival that no apology was necessary for calling when the family had barely finished eating. Although about to set off for his interview, Sheff waited with Belize while Andrew and Georgie were in the sickroom, so that he could hear their comments afterwards. Professionally it was a delicate situation for both Georgie and the doctor: one being the family physician, the other a specialist in her father’s affliction, though they never showed disagreement in the presence of others. Andrew North was small and courteously formal. He was in his sixties and accustomed to being treated with some deference: in a provincial community a doctor has no social superiors. Belize liked and trusted him, though Sheff considered Georgie would have the more authoritative opinion if there was divergence.
That didn’t seem the case when they returned. Both were concerned at Warwick’s continuing weight loss, and agreed no further treatment would be of use. Andrew refused a cup of coffee, said he had patients to see, and smoothed his fingers in his hands: a sign of his need to move on. Sheff was impressed, however, by the doctor’s concern for Belize. He asked her how she was sleeping, and offered medication if she needed it. He understood that the suffering in the house was not confined to one person. ‘I had best be on my way,’ he said then, and shook hands with each of them despite being such a regular visitor. Sheff walked out with him to his car.
         
‘Would it matter much if Dad had a drink or two?’ he asked.
‘I wouldn’t,’ said Andrew. ‘There’s so little liver and kidney function. Warm water is best.’ He stood on a fresh dog turd by the door of his car, and tried to scrape the worst of it off on the kerb without drawing attention to the action. Sheff was mildly surprised it wasn’t his own situation. ‘It’s such a beneficial thing for Belize and Warwick to have you both here,’ said Andrew before closing the car door, and then lowering the window in case Sheff had more to say. On the passenger’s seat was a frilled box holding a large cake with pink and brown icing, and writing in yellow. A birthday cake, perhaps, or celebration of a wedding anniversary. The writing was turned away and Sheff was unable to read it, but he was reminded that there were laughter and rejoicing in the world, despite his own unhappiness.
‘Thanks for the care you’re giving Dad,’ he said.
‘I’ve known him for years, and just wish we’d had more time together. We met often enough socially, and several times talked of doing a hike together, but nothing came of it. I like him. He wanted me to play golf, but I’ve never had the time. You’ve noticed he wants to talk about things long gone?’
‘Yes.’
‘It’s a common regression, and it gives him relief, escape almost. The past keeps welling up. Anyway –’ and Andrew lifted a hand and smiled to ease his departure and the subject.
Sheff went inside again, but only to collect his camera. He walked to the Henare home despite a barely felt drift of warm drizzle that joined cloud and ground. It was weather to which he’d become accustomed in the north, but was novelty in the summer of Central Otago. A localised luminosity in the sky showed midday was past, and blackbirds were especially active and full of song. The mist was so fine that the droplets stayed entire on his sleeve, giving it a flexing lustre rather than soaking in.
         
The Henare place was in need of paint, but tidy in a minimalist fashion: no garden and the lawn close-clipped to the sides of the buildings, one of which was a relatively modern corrugated-iron workshop as large as the dwelling. Brothers Lee and Hemi came to the door of their home in dark, woollen work socks and, as Sheff could see their boots side by side on the folded sack that served as doormat, he took off his own shoes and left them there before going inside. The room into which he was taken showed the same allegiance to basics. A kitchen-cum-living room with little furniture apart from wooden chairs and a long Formica-topped dining table with a television set on one end. The wooden surfaces were clean and there was no sign of dishes by the sink. Through an open door he could see in another room an old-fashioned upright piano with a guitar case on its top and a clothes drying rack folded on the floor nearby. Both brothers wore unbuttoned shirts, but Hemi had on jeans, and Lee shorts faded to grey by repeated washing and sunlight.
In quiet, unhurried voices they asked after Sheff’s father. They must have been at least Warwick’s age. They seemed surprised that their occupations were of interest to a journalist, but answered his questions readily for his father’s sake, sat unselfconsciously at the long table for a photograph, showed him various grades of river gold flakes in medicine bottles, some small oddly shaped nuggets, took him to the shed to see possum fur, the gold-washing cradle and pans.
‘No, we don’t go over the old tailings,’ said Lee. ‘These days the fine tree roots close to the streams are often the best bet, ’cause they sort of sieve it out. And we’ve got our special spots when there’s been a good flush. And if you brush out the cracks in river rocks sometimes you’ll get lucky.’
Gold and possums were done separately, the brothers explained: either they worked the trap lines, or fossicked for gold. They didn’t want to carry both sets of gear, and often the country best for one occupation was unsuitable for the other. In summer they gave demonstrations of panning at one of the tourist enterprises on the river, salting the gravel to excite the loopies. It was easy money, and the Americans in particular were good tippers. Possums were more work. They were attracted to the orchards, of course, but were there in the hills as well, where they went for briar and crack willow. They hunkered down in the gullies, Lee said.
         
‘What about the meat?’ asked Sheff.
‘In some places they bring it in for pet food, eh,’ said Lee, who seemed to be the spokesman, ‘but there’s no processing here, and it’s easiest to pluck the fur when they’re still warm, rather than humping everything out to the ute.’ Despite his outdoor life, his legs were thin, seeming to have just one long muscle behind the bone, and his knees had circular wrinkles like the growth marks in a cross-section of a branch.
The possum fur was tufted chocolate brown and grey, and the Henares had small, white sacks of it ready to be collected. Lee said prices were okay at the moment, but there was no fortune in it. They did more trapping in years when the return was there, and spent more time on gold when possums didn’t pay. The brothers had lived all their lives close to the land, no matter what other jobs they had, or other places they had lived in. They’d been rabbiters, fencers, truck drivers, fruit pickers, and as young men had played in a dance band in rural halls and sheds. Sheff asked if life was still the same.
‘Nah, it’s all about water now,’ said Hemi, coming into the conversation with some urgency.
‘Water and wine and rich buggers coming in from the cities,’ continued Lee.
Sheff wanted to ask them why they’d never married, whether a lifelong brotherhood was a sufficient compensation for having no other family, but that was surely intrusion beyond the scope of his journalistic intention, and instead he drew them out more about the occupations quite ordinary to them, and strangely historical to city folk. It was a long time since Sheff had been with such people. They had a rough directness of speech, yet a natural and unforced courtesy. They found nothing unusual in their lifestyle and jobs and, apart from Sheff being Warwick’s son, they showed no curiosity concerning him, or the world he knew. The Henares had always been of the one place and saw no restriction in it, were aware of no deficiencies.
         
‘Not so many Maori round here,’ said Sheff. He’d grown accustomed to a Maori presence in the north. ‘Are you Ngai Tahu?’
‘A bit of everything, even German, but mainly Ngapuhi,’ said Lee.
‘A long way from home,’ said Sheff.
‘Home’s always there,’ said Hemi.
‘Well, I hope you find plenty of gold. I never could scrape any out myself.’
‘The gold’s okay. Beats possums most of the time, eh?’ said Lee.
Only when Sheff was leaving did a small, quiet dog join them, give him a cursory sniff as a farewell, and then stand with its masters. The mist had lifted somewhat and the sun was shouldering through. Sheff’s last glance caught the backs of the Henare brothers as they returned to their stark house. They walked carefully to avoid stepping on the long laces of the boots they had slipped on at the doorway to wear out to the shed. The dog remained facing him, relaxed in posture, yet intent on seeing him off before turning away.
Georgie and he had a dog when they were growing up. He hadn’t thought about it for a long time. A border collie, a farm dog, given to them as a pup by one of Warwick’s clients. No doubt Sheff and his sister had been nagging Warwick to get one because of some storybook pooch, or friend who had a pet. They called it Gandhi after the Oscar-winning film that year, but Sheff could recall no connection whatsoever between dog and movie. Passive resistance certainly wasn’t one of the collie’s characteristics, and although it was lovable and loved as a pup, nothing went right afterwards. Gandhi was a boisterous adolescent, and as he received no training, became ungovernable and a general pain in the arse. He barked interminably if locked in his small enclosure, and when released was destructive, interfering and inclined to bite. Gandhi pissed on the lawn causing burnt patches as if small bursts of spray had been haphazardly applied. Georgie had become frightened of him, Sheff bored and negligent in his care, their parents fed-up.
         
The dilemma as to severance was solved when, during a typical sprint after a passing cyclist, Gandhi was run over by a Rover car coming in the opposite direction. All over, Rover. They buried him at the far end of the orchard without ceremony, but with unstated guilt that they felt no sorrow. Within a few days the netting run was gone and the dog biscuits given away; within a few weeks the lawn was a uniform colour again; within a few months there was just a small depression in the orchard as a sign the Davy family once had a dog. Cats were a different story. They suited the family because they required little attention and had lives of their own. Two large tabbies in sequence Sheff could recall, mother and daughter who spanned most of the years he spent at home. And there was still a tabby, which he assumed was of the same line.
As he walked back from the Henares’ place, he thought Gandhi might provide a different point of conversation to entertain his father, but when he reached home, Belize was upset because Warwick had fallen when getting out of bed, and Sheff was drawn into the tight cycle of worry once again, and he forgot about cats and dogs, even later at dinner when talking of the Henare brothers. Belize mentioned that they always paid their bill in cash, and would sometimes come to the house to give it directly to Warwick.
Sheff woke in the night needing to piss. 3:12, the numbers green on the face of the digital bedside clock. Because of Warwick’s illness one low-power hall light was always left on, but despite it Sheff’s bare foot struck the ajar door of the lavatory with surprising force. The pain was briefly intense, and he swore loudly. ‘What’s the matter?’ Georgie called from her room.
‘I’ve stubbed my fucking foot. Jesus it hurts.’
         
‘Is it bleeding?’ enquired his sister.
‘Are you okay?’ called Belize.
‘Bleeding a bit, but I’m okay,’ said Sheff. There he was in the toilet, carrying on a conversation with unseen women. Next Warwick would be speaking up. He put lavatory paper around his toe, but when he went out he found that Georgie had the bathroom light on and was waiting with a plaster.
‘I’ll come out,’ said Belize.
‘No need, Mum,’ said Georgie. All their voices were pitched as forced whispers so as not to disturb Warwick. What sad irony: the concentration on Sheff’s stubbed toe, while Warwick lay close and dying. Sheff almost said something of that to his sister, but thought maybe she would take it as flippancy.
‘Thanks, doc,’ was all he said.
‘I’ll just pop in to see that Dad’s okay,’ she said, so Sheff waited in the hall to get her report. ‘He’s half awake with his hands in the air,’ she whispered when she returned. ‘No answer when I spoke. I’m off back to bed.’ She tried to be matter-of-fact, but even in the reduced, yellow light of the hall Sheff caught the glitter of her tears.
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SHEFF HAD EXPECTED HIS DAUGHTER to crawl and then walk. Surely that’s what children do, but not Charlotte. From the sitting position she discovered that she could move around on her bottom, the thick wedge of her nappy providing a base. On the polished wooden floor of the living room she could move surprisingly fast, pulling forward with her short, strong legs, and using her hands almost like paddles. It was a form of locomotion that made adults laugh, and she seemed to enjoy the response: stop, smile, and then scuttle all the more. She never did walk.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

SHEFF AND JESSICA MET several times at the same café, welcome breaks from the sad monotony of his parents’ home. but the meetings were fleeting pleasures during her lunch hours, or the less routine breaks in her working day, and Sheff wanted greater opportunity. He asked her if she’d like to walk with him along the river track to the Fraser Stream.
They could go on the Monday afternoon, Jessica said, but would need to be back in time for her to collect Emma, so well before one o’clock she came to the house and they walked through the quiet willows with occasional glimpses of the broad river, its deep currents boiling sometimes to the surface. Jessica walked strongly, at ease in the country, accustomed to outdoor places and outdoor people. She had an aura of physical capability that added to her attractiveness. Each time Sheff met her he found something new to admire: the small pause and smile she allowed before laughing, the absence of pettiness in her candid assessment of others, the habit of fingering her watch when thoughtful. Even the enthusiasm she maintained for her vocation: a contrast to his own disillusionment.
Occasionally cyclists came past, taking an alternative route from Clyde to link up with the rail trail at Alex. A surprising number were old by any reckoning, but came on with smiling yet earnest resolve as if engaged in some grand endeavour. At a familiar spot the bank was worn clear of growth, and from the willow above hung a heavy rope that swimmers used to launch themselves into the flow. Farther on, the track curved into lupins and rough grass, and the river wasn’t always visible.
         
The Fraser Stream was close to the great, heaped tailings, and Sheff and Jessica stood by the footbridge in the shade for a time and listened to the water. He’d swum there as a boy, biking or running up after bell time, or at weekends, in some combination with Bunny, Albie or Paul, then scampering the strange landscape of the tailings: mountains of stones and grit sparsely bristled with thyme. They would swim naked and flick at one another’s bums with towels. They would bear down the already weeping willows, stalk lizards, dig out rabbit burrows, light fires, gather burnished rose-hips and clamber on massive and rusted skeletons of dredge machinery. When the pleasure of destruction waned, they would swim, then lie in the sun with towels over their faces.
Bunny had once sliced his head open on a broken branch, and had run howling for home, one hand held to the cut, and blood seeping from his handkerchief. Once they had spied on copulation, amazed at the woman’s hairiness, then the rhythmical rise and fall of the man’s white back, the atavistic sounds of a joy beyond their experience. All a long time ago, but the awe of the place wasn’t completely dispelled by commonplace adulthood.
Jessica and Sheff climbed up the tailings to a lookout point where they could enjoy the view, as well as the variety of colours and textures in the stones close at hand. It was a place Warwick used to come to, seeking rocks for his polishing tumbler. No shade on the scree, however, and so they walked down again to the stream. Close to the water was a log with the top surface levelled somewhat to make a rough seat. Jessica and Sheff sat there, with a willow behind blocking most of the sunlight and the water dappled and mobile before them. The shade gave the impression of coolness, but the air was warm and there was a jitter of tiny bugs above the river surface. Sheff was shoulder to shoulder with Jessica and the closeness a pleasure. She was drinking from a plastic water-bottle, and when she lowered it, he put his arm around her. His face was close to hers, and rather than any fragrance he was aware of the warmth from her skin. The small birthmark was clear on her neck, so close to him that he could see slight irregularities in texture and colour. It was a blemish serving only to accentuate the attraction of all else about her. No, more than that, it was in itself a beauty spot just because it was hers, and he leant his head and kissed her skin there.
         
‘No, don’t do that,’ she said quietly.
‘I’m sorry. It’s just that I like you. I like talking to you, being with you. You’re sexy, you know that?’
‘I’m not into it,’ Jessica said, and she put one hand lightly on his shoulder to control the distance between them, but also maintain affection.
‘Why come with me, then?’
‘Because you asked me, because I enjoy talking to you and you need someone outside your family right now, but I don’t have sex with guys any more. That’s why I left my marriage. It wasn’t fair to go on the way it was. I’m a lesbian.’ It was said without emphasis, or hesitation. The midges continued to dance above the water that mirrored the shifting sunlight through the draped willows and the poplars at attention.
‘Jesus, I feel a fool,’ said Sheff. ‘I’d no idea.’
‘Why should you? Most guys don’t, and I don’t live with a woman.’
‘It’s just that you’re so attractive.’
‘You mean I look straight?’ She smiled, took her hand from his shoulder to pluck grass and flick it away. ‘What does a lesbian look like, then?’
‘Well, obviously I don’t know …’ He felt clumsy, almost adolescent. He’d acted in response to his own feelings without taking enough notice of hers. Maybe it was a small relief that she would have had said the same thing to any guy, not just a more appealing one. ‘I’m really sorry.’
‘No need,’ she said. ‘Let’s just forget it. I figure I’m not just someone you want to hit on. We can still be friends, can’t we?’
         
‘Sure.’
‘Just a reshuffle of priorities. Not everything has to be cock-driven,’ she said, and gave him a shrewd, direct look.
‘I guess it’s not a new thing for you: guys being interested because you’re on your own now.’
‘A divorced woman of forty-two? Yeah, you can be something of a target, but then having Emma is a protection in a way.’
‘Not with your looks,’ said Sheff.
‘Cut it out,’ she said. ‘Anyway, apart from having every guy’s eternal eye for opportunity, I reckon that you’re really searching for some escape from what’s happening with your dad, and that’s natural enough. It must be agonising for you all.’
Even while still embarrassed by the gentle rebuff, Sheff admired how Jessica managed it. She wasn’t indignant, or defensive. Her empathy meant that she could provide a perceptive justification for his actions more readily than he was able to do himself. Maybe what she said was true. As his father was dying he felt increasing need for closeness to those who had strong lives and healthy bodies.
‘I thought I might come round to the house sometime soon and see you all again. Georgie’s asked me to,’ she said. ‘That won’t be awkward? You don’t mind? Georgie needs a friend too.’
‘As often as you want. I’d like that, and I promise to keep my hands off you. I’ve never had a lesbian friend before.’
‘No different to other friends in any way that matters,’ Jessica said.
‘It interests me,’ said Sheff provocatively. He was consciously reclaiming the status of intellectual companion rather than aspiring and rejected lover. ‘I need a liberal education.’
‘Yeah, guys tend to be interested. You think I’m going to talk much about it to a journalist? You people would gut your own grandmother.’
‘I could be an impartial spokesperson for alternative sexuality.’
‘Funny,’ said Jessica. ‘I don’t belong to any sisterhoods. I don’t march and wave placards. I’m just me. Anyway, no time for that discussion, or any other. I’ve got to get back and pick up Emma.’
         
She still sat beside him on the rough wooden seat, and so they were still at ease together, perhaps even more so, though for him there was some collateral disappointment.
‘We used to come up here as kids,’ he said. ‘I suppose you did too?’
‘No. Girls didn’t much, because some of the older boys would try to feel you up. We were scared.’
‘Nothing changes. I’m sorry.’
‘I didn’t mean it like that, really.’
‘I don’t remember anyone ever getting lost, even in the hills. All this bare, lookalike country stretching back to God only knows where, and yet as youngsters we seemed to have an instinct about how far we could go and how to get back to the tracks. Hunters had a few shooting accidents, but locals didn’t get lost.’
‘My father always said follow watercourses downhill and you must come out all right,’ said Jessica. She picked up a couple of stones, and lobbed them separately into the water. The circular ripples expanded on the gliding surface. ‘So you suggested coming here just so you could get me alone,’ she said.
‘I suppose I did really.’
‘I hope you don’t feel it’s a complete waste. I never thought, otherwise I would’ve said something before. I suppose I expected Georgie would have told you, and that was silly.’
‘I never asked. I never even thought of it, and I’m bitterly disappointed. I might go off in a huff.’
She just smiled, took up more pebbles, and so Sheff did the same. After each of her throws, he tried to land his stone in the same place. They still sat close and the action of throwing moved their shoulders together and he enjoyed the simple contact. ‘You’ve got Emma, though, from being with Kevin, so that’s a plus. She’s a great kid.’
‘She makes everything worthwhile, but Kevin and I had good times as well as bad. But sometimes you change, and you have to go through stuff and it takes a while to find out that who you are isn’t the same as who everyone expects you to be.’
         
As they walked back along the foot track, they talked little, but there was no awkwardness: they walked as acknowledged friends rather than possible lovers. It wasn’t his expectation, or preference, but it was comfort all the same. He had few women friends who weren’t either former sexual partners, or anticipated ones. Jessica would be a new sort of friend, and he was mildly interested in the nature of it, but he felt still a physical attraction and a stubborn male conviction that her orientation was a waste of an admirable body. Not that he would admit that, even to himself. Most of his humiliations had sex as the cause, but there was an emotional flare in lovemaking, even more exhilarating than the physical pleasure, and in the midst of it a sense of being alive in a way no other experience could match.
When they returned to the house, Jessica chatted to Belize and Georgie for a few minutes, not about bridge, or sickness, not about family, but flower gardens. She was knowledgeable, yet Sheff’s recollection of her section was of minimalism: silver birches, self-sufficient shrubs and parched lawn. He supposed a single, working mother had little time for the cultivation of blooms. At the end she left hurriedly to collect her daughter. ‘See you,’ she said at her car, and smiled. If anything he thought her even better-looking than before: not just the figure and the tan, but the slight parenthetical smile creases at the corners of her mouth, and the carelessly tied-back hair, the natural assurance in her movement. What fortunate woman took hold of her in the most intimate way, and was embraced in return? He supposed it made sense that one woman would know how to pleasure another.
‘Did you know Jessica was lesbian?’ Sheff asked his sister when they were sitting outside on the patio after dinner. Before their return to Alex he would never have confided in Georgie about such things.
‘Yes.’
‘How did you know?’
‘She told me. That’s why she left Kevin Hutton. You didn’t make a fool of yourself this afternoon, did you?’
         
‘Of course not, but she told me about it.’ A lie and a truth surely cancelled each other out, and already Sheff was reshaping the afternoon’s debacle in his favour. ‘She doesn’t live with anyone,’ he said.
‘I know,’ said Georgie. ‘It can’t be easy for her in such a small place, though. What the bridge club knows, the town knows. Fifty years ago they’d have been breaking her windows.’ Dusk was gathering among the garden shrubs and the fruit and citrus trees in the unkempt orchard paddock. It was full summer, and with a glimmer of yellow and red among the foliage. Sheff had the passing inclination for a cigarette, although he hadn’t smoked for twenty years.
‘I can’t stay much longer,’ Georgie said. ‘It’s not fair on the hospital and my private patients. When Dad’s at the end, you call me and I’ll come straight back.’
‘How will I know?’
‘Andrew North will tell you. You’re able to stay?’
‘I suppose so. I must get off my backside and write some more pieces for the paper to take my mind off things. I might do a piece on Jessica as a country vet. Maybe go on a day’s round with her. And I thought I might make something of the annual bunny shoot: thousands of corpses laid out on the park and the winning team with the trophy.’
‘You’d tell me, wouldn’t you, if you really needed money?’
‘I’m okay.’
But he wasn’t okay. How could the three of them be anything but undone as Warwick was dying? To brood on that brought a sort of sickness in itself, and to find respite from it occasioned guilt. Constant buffeting forced the spirit into unresponsiveness as protection. Much of ordinary life assumed a gloating irrelevance. Sheff had been there before, except then the agony was after Charlotte’s death: there had been no warning before.
‘He’s slipping,’ said Georgie, ‘and there’s such pain. Andrew came when you were away and I got a bit angsty about that. There’s way too much suffering, but he’s conservative in palliative treatment and I can’t interfere.’
         
‘I wish you could be supervising everything,’ said Sheff.
‘So do I, but it doesn’t work that way in medical practice. It’s an ethical convention not to treat your own family.’ Georgie looked for a moment as if she was going to say more, but then got up. ‘Anyway, I’m going in.’
‘You must see a lot of people die in the cancer wards.’
‘I see most of them before, or after, but it’s different with Dad. You’re doing the right thing by getting out of the house when you can. You need to do that even for an hour or two. It’s like coming up to the surface after holding your breath for a long time.’
She gathered the empty mugs and went inside, leaving Sheff seated among the patio furniture, and with the shapes of the world losing outline in the evening. She was right. It was just like that. A sort of growing suffocation and being unable to open your mouth, and the burst of relief to be away from the sickroom and at the surface of life once more. And Jesus, if that was what it was like for Georgie and him, what was it like for their mother and father?
‘How soon do you think you’ll have to go back to Wellington?’ he called to his sister, but she had closed the door, and made no answer, though he could see her through the window, smiling and talking with their mother as in happier times, the electric light casting a yellow glow towards him.
[image: ]

HIS FATHER HAD BEEN A BUSY MAN, accustomed to an adult world of business responsibility, and in demand by organisations of various kinds whose officials often lacked confidence in financial matters. He assisted a few from a sense of duty, but refused to become involved with local government, saying his clients expected him to be politically impartial. He suffered the tedium and trivial aggrandisement of committees, and his reward was the idiosyncrasy of human nature they displayed. Sheff and Georgie had become accustomed to the stories he told Belize at the table, and even then realised he allowed in them an element of theatre normally repressed. Fisticuffs after the AGM, moral turpitude at the highest level, Mrs Warren locking herself in the loo, Mr Brown wearing a shirt identified by a food stain at five consecutive meetings. Warwick never revealed much concerning the business of his clients, but felt free to exploit his community service.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

WARWICK TURNED YELLOW, even the whites of his eyes, and although his appetite dwindled still more, his hands and feet became puffy. Sheff helped him to piss into a metal pannikin because he found it a struggle to go to the lavatory. The urine was startlingly dark and stank. ‘What the hell’s happening?’ Sheff asked Georgie.
‘Jaundice,’ she said. ‘The liver and kidneys are giving up because of the cancer. His blood’s full of toxins that affect the brain. That’s why he’s coming out with some of the strange stuff about dead people, and places he hasn’t been to for yonks, or not at all. Make sure you don’t contradict any of it. Just go along with everything he says.’
‘The swelling’s water retention, is it?’
‘Oedema, yes. He’ll sleep more and more, provided he’s pain-free, or sedated,’ she said.
‘But he’s not pain-free. He’s in agony some of the bloody time. You and Andrew have to do more. You’ve got to up the ante with the syringe driver so that he can give himself as much relief as he wants. You wouldn’t let a dog die the way Dad’s suffering.’
‘I’m going to the hospital to talk about it all after lunch,’ Georgie said.
She did, and that evening Andrew North called as he’d promised, wearing a suit as he always did. He came with his pleasant, nodding smile, and slightly formal sympathy that was nevertheless sincere. In the presence of other family members there was no challenge, or disagreement, between the two doctors, but Sheff was aware of a little niggle between them when they stood talking in the hall after seeing Warwick. The words were indistinct, but the tone unmistakable. Once Andrew had gone, Georgie came back inside, lifted her eyes in exasperation when only Sheff could see, but said nothing in their mother’s presence. Later when they were alone, Sheff asked Georgie what the doctor’s opinion was. ‘You couldn’t get anyone more caring and professional, but he’s not a great one for drastic intervention,’ she said.
         
‘For Christ’s sake. Relief of pain’s a duty, isn’t it?’
‘Oh yes,’ said Georgie, ‘but it’s a judgement call in the end. Anyway, I’m going in to sit with Dad for a while. I won’t drink in front of him, but I could do with something later. Why don’t you get one of his good reds from the shed. There’s no use saving anything up, is there?’
Warwick had liked to talk of his cellar, but it was just the two deep cupboards at the end of the storage area of the double garage, and close to the bench on which he had his stone-polishing tumbler. The wine was in the dark, out of the worst of the heat, but the vibration must have been detrimental. Sheff reached far into the racks and brought out bottles that he held to the light to identify. Some had tags tied to their necks on which his father had written description, or provenance – ‘Gold medal winner Melbourne 2001’, or ‘Gift from golf club committee’. One was in a white, polystyrene sarcophagus on which Warwick had written with a free hand: ‘$86 will cellar twelve plus years’. Another, an esteemed local pinot noir, had ‘From Atticus’ written on the label. In its incomplete, but poignant way, the shed wine collection was a glass diary of aspects of his life. Sheff took inside just a modest Australian shiraz. What cause could there be for celebration?
Belize had been persuaded to go to bridge, and brother and sister sat together to talk and drink. They had come home together much as strangers, but were drawing close. ‘I never asked you why you chose medicine,’ said Sheff.
         
‘Because it was hard and I wanted to show I could do it. Because it could take me anywhere in the world, and because Mum was so keen for me to be a doctor.’
‘I didn’t know that. Dad would’ve been the most interested I would’ve thought.’
‘He backed whatever I chose,’ said Georgie. ‘I think Mum liked the idea of a doctor in the family – not in case of illness, but the distinction of it.’
‘And does it have distinction?’
‘As a matter of fact, I think it has. So many of the professions have gone backwards in people’s opinion – lawyers, teachers, clergymen, even accountants like Dad – but doctors are still up there. Aren’t they? Maybe I’m arrogant and wrong. Anyway, I think Mum was thinking of the spin-off for her as much as me.’ Georgie smiled, knowing her brother would understand. ‘No, I don’t mean that, of course.’ She rose from her chair, went into the hall to listen a moment, then came back and poured more wine.
‘Do you like it?’ Sheff asked.
‘Medicine?’
‘Yeah. Do you like what you do?’
‘Most of the time. There’s a lot of gratitude. I hadn’t thought about that beforehand, but it becomes just as important as the money. You feel people appreciate what you do, the skills you have. It’s oddly empowering. A few people take their anger, or fear, out on you, but I’ve not had that much. The workload is the worst thing – so hard to say no when the need is there, but Christ, you just have to get time away from it, too. Not everything’s about sickness. Not everything’s even about recovery.’
‘A lot of people die, though. That must be tough,’ said Sheff.
‘You do the best you can. Sometimes you know the patient’s going to die despite your treatment, but you can help the manner of it. Death isn’t the worst thing that can happen.’
         
‘It’s not?’
‘It’s the dying that you can have a measure of influence over. Most people I see are more afraid of dying than death.’
Sheff had seen three dead people, all at different times and in different circumstances. His grandfather had been available at the undertaker’s for relatives to view. Sheff was in his second university year and went in to see the old man from curiosity, rather than grief, or abundant affection. At eighteen he felt that death was just an oddity, a minor risk, rather than his own destination. The shirt and tie were very loose around his grandfather’s neck, and the post-mortem grooming had given him an expression of alert satisfaction quite foreign to his nature: as if he had been surprised by a compliment, but quite chuffed all the same.
The second body was that of a Chinese man struck by a car in Leighton Road, Hong Kong. Sheff and Lucy heard the sound of the brakes as they walked single file on the crowded footpath, and most people continued walking even though the man lay close to the gutter. He was a poor man in a few worn clothes of the same drab, faded grey, and what could be seen of his skin was grey also, rather than yellow. His thin sandals had been knocked from his feet by the impact, and the soles of his feet were heavily wrinkled. There was no sign of blood. Although he’d been alive only minutes before, he looked as if he’d been dead for a long time, except that the body was still relaxed and soft on the hard surface of the road. Two policemen appeared almost immediately and stood by the body without disturbing it. Lucy had walked on quickly, and Sheff had soon followed, both of them hemmed in by the crush of living people among whom they were conspicuously foreigners.
Charlotte’s death was different, not something observed that came and passed as external experience. Some part of Sheff followed her and never returned. He’d come into the nursery room expecting she would be awake after the afternoon nap. To be the parent who picked her up was a weekend privilege. In the dim, curtained room he looked down from above the cot for her smile, perhaps the upraised arms as she recognised him, but there was merely a dollish and supine anonymity. It was a memory he avoided when he was able, superimposing by conscious effort the many joyful recollections of her, but it was always waiting, always the last card in the pack. Charlotte had been gifted to them and then taken away, and nothing could be done, nothing forgotten, nothing regained.
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SHEFF’S VIEW OF HIS FATHER was sometimes brought into question by the opinion of others, and with that came the realisation of ambiguity. A mother, or father, is more than a parent, has relationships that engage quite different qualities and aspirations. When adult himself, Sheff understood that to see his father purely through the prism of his own memories was to license both distortion and reduction.
         
Aunt Cass’s husband, who was always obliging and attentive to others, once told Sheff that his father wasn’t easy company. ‘Not a hell of a lot of small talk with your dad, is there? When I’m alone with him I feel this pressure to say something to fill the silence, and if it’s not significant enough for a reply, he’ll just smile, or puff his cheeks out in the way he does. It’s as if we’re in a meeting and he’s waiting for me to come to the point.’
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER NINETEEN

‘IS THE TUMBLER GOING?’ his father asked, eyes fixed on the ceiling.
‘No,’ said Sheff. ‘It hasn’t been going for ages.’
‘But I hear it.’
‘Well, I’ll check later, but I don’t think so.’ Sheff knew the gem-stone tumbler in the garage hadn’t been used for many weeks. Warwick’s interest in polished stones was strong, but a comparatively recent hobby compared with golf. When Sheff and Georgie were young their father had shown no lapidary enthusiasm, but on more recent visits as adults they had become accustomed to the bowls of glistening rose quartz, amethyst, jasper, obsidian, petrified wood and blue lace agate, and the faint persistent sound of the tumbler from the garage workshop, on and on and on, twenty-four hours a day for days on end. The house had begun to fill up with their father’s displays, until Belize put her foot down and restricted him to one large bowl of his all-time favourites, as a talking point, which sat by the wide living room window to catch the light. The bowl had been moved into the sickroom with him. What was its source, this interest late in life, seemingly disconnected to anything they knew about him? What aspiration did it represent, or disappointment assuage?
‘It’s in the polish phase,’ said his father. ‘I can tell by the sound.’
‘We’ll let it run then. That’s okay.’ There was no purpose in insisting on reality.
‘I can’t remember what I had in it. Tiger eye maybe, or pounamu. I’m just not sure. I’ll have written down the time it went in.’
         
‘There’ll be some beautiful stuff for sure,’ said Sheff. Such lies were a small offering.
‘I remember being in the train on the way to Pisa from Genoa, and we were passing close to the famous marble quarries at Carrara, and there were piles of the stone close to the tracks ready to be loaded. It was very cold, which seemed unusual to me, and the marble stacks were white with frost.’ Warwick was so animated by the recollection that he raised his head, attempting to catch his son’s eye. ‘Michelangelo used it, and the Romans before him,’ he said. ‘And, and, the statue on our own war memorial here in Alex, now there’s a thing.’ Enthusiasm over, his head fell back to the pillow.
‘Must be the best stuff then.’ Sheff tried to give his voice a matching involvement. Everything flowed together and he was unsure of the time, even of the day.
‘The leaning tower was disappointing, and we weren’t allowed in it, but I can still see those stacks of Calamari marble blocks with the early sun glinting on the frost.’
‘Carrara.’
‘What?’
‘Nothing,’ said Sheff. What the hell did it matter, marble blocks, or squid rings, when you were dying? Correction served no purpose. ‘What was it you got out of it?’
‘The European trips?’
‘No, the tumbling stones thing. What is it that grabbed you about that?’
Warwick didn’t answer for a time, as if he thought it a needless question, or maybe one that had too many answers. ‘I liked the transformation,’ he said finally. ‘Starting with something you kicked with your boot, visualising the inner thing, and then, if you were lucky, seeing the gradual release of completely different colours and contours.’ Such a considerable sentence was demanding for him. His voice wavered, and afterwards he coughed. Sheff looked at the bowl of polished stones not far from the bed. They weren’t placed to advantage, but still had a layered and visceral gleam.
         
‘And these ones are your favourites?’ he said.
‘Belize got sick of stones everywhere, and the noise as well. I can see why, but when I was sitting by the window and that bowl was there, sometimes the sun would strike just right and make a sudden blaze. Just like a carnival sky.’ Warwick lay quiet for some time, and then he said, ‘When’s Georgie coming in to see me?’ His stare had gone back to the ceiling.
‘Soon,’ said Sheff meekly. ‘She’ll be in soon.’
Later, Sheff washed his father. The fiddly disengagement of the syringe driver was the worst thing. After that the easiest way was to sit him on a small wooden stool within the shower cubicle, let the warm water dribble on him, flannel him with liquid soap. Warwick didn’t complain, but nakedness diminished him even further: the sparseness of his hair emphasised when wet, acorn penis and dark scrotum, the flabby, yellow chest although he had become thin. The nails of both big toes were thick and darkened, like pieces of tusk, and the discolouration ran well back towards the cuticles. Later, Georgie would tell her brother that a fungal infection was the cause, and one very resistant to treatment. Sheff remembered his father in terms of a full integration of body and spirit, but if he’d once been enshrined in his body, he’d certainly ended by being imprisoned there.
Somewhere Sheff had read that by the time you die, your body contains not one cell that you were born with, all having been replaced in the process of natural renewal so that the original physical self is gradually lost, and each cell duplication is a little less efficient than the last, like successively less legible photocopies. Surely deep in the heaviest bone, though, would be something immutable? It was a question his father would have enjoyed in better times, but after his shower he was tired, and lay in fresh sheets without talking, although looking sometimes at his son, and sometimes wrinkling his face as if in reaction to a strong smell. ‘Drybread,’ he said finally and put his hand on Sheff’s arm as if to transfer in that way the relevance and recollections he lacked the energy to express otherwise. Sheff knew he wasn’t talking of food, but the long-abandoned mining settlement in the Manuherikia Valley.
         
Before Sheff had left for university, he and Warwick had visited the small cemetery there: a huddle of graves roughly fenced-off in a long, sloping paddock and with a few shattered trees surrounding it. Not a building in sight, but the rough pasture and the line of the Dunstan Range rising behind. In Warwick’s family was the story of a Davy jailed as one of a group of near-starving miners who held up and robbed a supply wagon in the 1860s, and who soon after drowned and was buried at Drybread. Nothing had been found in the newspaper records, and no Davy could be made out on the worn gravestones in that quiet, isolated place.
At the age of seventeen, Sheff had little interest in family history, and while Warwick inspected each headstone, or wooden cross, he’d wandered off to the brow of the paddock to see if there was any sign of the old sluicings. He took little notice of a small mob of Hereford cattle close by until one detached itself and came trotting towards him with increasing truculence. ‘Just stand still, Sheff,’ his father had called, but then he wasn’t close as Sheff was, nor directly in line, nor able to hear the stentorian breathing of the beast. Sheff had run, and had been struck down from behind before he got far. The impact was flat and hard: he felt no horns although the steer possessed them.
It then stood irresolute until Warwick came and drove it off. It hadn’t been an especially sizeable animal, but whenever Sheff told the story afterwards in his father’s absence, it became a great, maroon bull, not a shitty-arsed steer.
Maybe that was the incident his father wished to evoke, maybe by the mention of Drybread he wanted rather to summon the bygone Davy who had been starving there, and was buried there, at least in the family folklore. Sheff had no opportunity to ask. Warwick had fallen asleep, his sparse hair still damp from the shower, and his stubble the colour of cigarette ash. Sheff gently took his father’s hand from his own arm, laid it on the bed, and went out of the sickroom.
         
Sheff had a nosebleed late that night. He woke just beforehand with a tingling feeling in his nostrils, and had time to sit up before the small, soft flow began. He used the sleeve of his pyjamas to save the sheets, and sat with his nose gently pinched between thumb and forefinger. The bleeding wasn’t great and was soon over. He could think of no cause. Maybe in his sleep he dealt with his face roughly. Maybe he should ask Georgie for advice again, check his blood pressure, or his sinuses. Maybe a stroke, or heart attack, was imminent. Things were always worse in the dark. After a few minutes he got out of bed and went quietly to the bathroom, then put his top in the laundry and returned to his room. He made no check on his father because he was afraid he might be lying alone and in pain. A cowardice that arose from helplessness.
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HIS FATHER HAD A DIFFERENT SMELL before he got sick: the smell of a fit, clean man. It was still there in the wardrobe on the clothes he no longer wore. It was more personal even than the heavier fragrance of a woman’s closet, because it was unalloyed by powder, or perfume. To open his father’s wardrobe was more poignant for Sheff than any photograph of Warwick in his prime. The faint, familiar smell evoked an almost atavistic conviction of security, benevolence and love.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER TWENTY

TO BE IN ALEX AGAIN, and with his family, was the occasion for so many memories. His father’s illness was part of it, but everyday things were enough every day. Just Belize quickly arranging hollyhocks in a tall, clear vase could do it. Sheff’s standard four class had been told to bring a minimum of three posies each for the school fair. The boys weren’t much interested in flowers, but you didn’t argue with Mrs Fortescue, who was handy with both ruler and sarcasm. Sheff and his mother had selected the blooms and greenery, and she set them out on the kitchen table with scissors, very thin wire, coloured paper and misty wisps of see-through blue and gold ribbon.
Belize knew that involving Sheff in the making was as important as fund-raising. ‘You don’t want extravagant flowers for a posy,’ she’d told him, ‘because then you can’t get a balance.’ But Sheff wanted the big flowers, coloured paper and not much else. And so on the morning of the fair he went off with three of Belize’s skilled arrangements, and three of his own blatantly childish efforts, though only in retrospect was that clear to him. He ditched his mother’s sprays in a vacant section before reaching school, and later when Belize turned up and they stood together at the flower stall, his were unsold and hers absent. Nothing was said, and Sheff hoped she assumed her posies had been among the first to find a buyer. How clear are the small, selfish betrayals of childhood, and how persistent the guilt.
As a boy, despite the comfort of his home and the reliable presence of his parents, he’d been an accomplished liar and petty thief. He stole mainly from them, but lied with impartial aptitude within and outside the family. Lying became a habit, not just a subterfuge to gain advantage, or avoid punishment. He lied to enjoy the sense of experience’s plasticity: the power to alter the world. As a journalist he later put away deliberate falsehood, but maybe the lying had helped to develop his sense of alternatives, nuances and possibilities: perspectives other than the conventional. There is always that which could have happened, or should have happened, as well as history.
         
Stealing had been more sordid. He pilfered coins from his father’s clothes and his mother’s purse, and showed greater enterprise by selling the lawn-mower petrol to Moose Broughton, who lived close and had a motorbike. Warwick twigged to that loss after a time, but not of the occasional golf ball, or bottles of beer and wine. Sheff developed an informal business relationship with the local junk yard. Having found an entry point beneath the netting he stole nondescript pieces of copper, brass and lead, and sold them back. A profitable recycling that he was wise enough not to overdo, but which came to an end when the proprietor was suspicious of a large brass plate from a traction engine.
It was the emotional flare of risk rather than any material gain that was the true reward. There is some natural inclination for children to exploit the generation before them, perhaps as a compensation for dependence and adult disregard. Authority and pomposity are irresistible targets. So he’d gummed up the keyhole of the PE master’s office with chewing gum, stolen a lawn sprinkler from grumpy bastard neighbour Talbot, wedged potatoes in the exhaust of the Honda belonging to the superintendent of the swimming pool.
Sheff had a clear recollection of one conviction and punishment. He and Bunny Yates had dug up the cacti collection that the vicar’s wife kept beneath her kitchen window, then potted them up and gone door to door as salesmen a few blocks away. From some vantage close to the vicarage however, they’d been recognised and their parents notified. Warwick first took him back to the scene of the crime, and Sheff had the humiliation of compulsory apology increased by his awareness, even then, that concealed amusement was part of the adult response. Physical punishment followed at home, Warwick half-heartedly slapping a belt at his son’s legs. Sheff had felt no animosity towards his father, just the mutual embarrassment and sense of convention observed. ‘You let yourself down by pinching stuff like this,’ his father had said. ‘It’s something you need to grow out of before it’s a habit. You don’t want to have a reputation as a thief, do you?’
         
‘No,’ Sheff had said.
‘You need to use your noggin. You’re not a little kid any more. It doesn’t work if everybody goes round stealing whatever they want, does it?’
‘No.’
‘There’s no necessity whatsoever for you to steal anything,’ Warwick said. He was right, but had forgotten that adult logic has no sway in childhood.
In his mind’s eye, Sheff could see father and son standing there, the belt still in Warwick’s hand, and a look part admonition and part concerned affection on his face as they talked. Sheff’s legs still stinging, and quite clear on the shelves by his bed the bright kitset model cars that were his enthusiasm at the time. That’s how it is when you come back to the places of childhood: tableaux of precise detail flare out momentarily from the past.
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HIS FATHER BELONGED TO A GENERATION that accepted the power of the computer, but was uneasy under its rule. They weren’t born to it and never fully trusted it. Warwick used computers at his work and at home, but missed the reassurance of hard copy, and ran off his most important documents and emails. To be on the safe side, he said. When computers played up he proclaimed them the devil’s work, and could be tetchy for days. And he never became accustomed to how rapidly both hardware and software became obsolete. ‘As soon as I get used to something, I’m forced to change,’ he’d complain. ‘It doesn’t make for efficiency and it’s bloody annoying.’ Sheff sometimes tried to explain to him the growing capability of computers, but his father wasn’t a good listener. ‘I’m not interested in the possibilities,’ he said. ‘I just want them to do the job without going on the blink.’
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

THE BED LIGHT WAS ON and the Venetians closed, so it must have been night. What time it was other than that, Sheff had little more idea than had his father. ‘Fuck,’ said Warwick, faintly. His face was stiff with pain, from his half-open mouth came a steady, subdued ‘ahhhhhhhhhh’ sound that seemed to provide some relief, for him at least. With his right hand he plucked restlessly at the blanket, until Sheff covered it with his own hand.
‘See if you can have a sleep,’ said Sheff uselessly.
‘Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.’ Inhale. ‘Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.’
‘Soon you can use the pump again.’
‘Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.’
‘It seems worse at night somehow, doesn’t it, Dad? Maybe it’s harder to find distraction. Do you reckon?’ and he squeezed Warwick’s hand and felt a brief return of the pressure.
‘Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhh.’ Inhale. ‘Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.’
Sheff started to join in softly, so that Georgie and his mother wouldn’t hear if they stood in the passage, or opened the bedroom door. There was nothing else he could think of that might provide comfort for his father. Even if Warwick wasn’t aware, it was something they could do together. Something in which he was still able to allow his father the lead. ‘Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.’ Inhale. ‘Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.’
Warwick’s yellowed eyes were fixed on those of his son, and his hand still. Sheff saw the familiar small, pale scar on his father’s cheek that even the jaundice couldn’t taint, the outcome of a childhood fall on a rowlock in the family dinghy. ‘Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.’
         
‘Fuck, though,’ whispered his father. ‘I’ve come to the arse-end of life.’
‘We’re here, Dad.’ He could think of no other support that wasn’t a lie.
‘Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.’
Please die, Sheff thought. He wanted his father to die: he wished he’d died yesterday, or a day before that. How could he bear to have him live longer – it was too sad and too awful. Please die, Dad, for all of us, but mostly for yourself.
Belize came in and put a hand on her son’s shoulder. ‘There’s a Dr Howell on the phone,’ she said. ‘Something about the award you’re involved with. I’ve left it on the table.’ Gordy Howell had rung twice since Sheff had come south, but he’d been out. Sheff let go of his father’s hand and went slowly into the living room.
‘Hello, Gordy. I’m sorry I haven’t got back to you. My father’s very sick and I’m just not with it.’ As he spoke he noticed scratches he’d inflicted on his arm as he sat beside Warwick.
‘I’m sorry, yes. I gathered that from talking to Chris Stocker when Annabel and I were trying to track you down.’
‘I sort of shot through. I expected to be back by now.’
‘I understand. It’s just that we need a decision right away, I’m afraid.’ Without the reinforcement of his assured and expressive face, Gordy’s voice was almost ordinary. Free of exasperation, however, and Sheff appreciated that.
‘Robert Malcolm’s articles on foreign tertiary students are easily the best in my opinion.’
‘I concur,’ said Gordy, ‘and Annabel will be happy enough, too. Thanks for that.’
‘And I probably won’t make the awards night.’
‘I understand,’ said Gordy again.
Sheff had intended to oppose the award going to Malcolm, who was a snarky, self-assured prick, but because the outcome no longer had significance for him, his answer was an honest one. He knew the reason for being impartial didn’t reflect well on him, but he no longer cared to pretend otherwise. His father was dying. He remained seated by the living room window, the wan street light like a fallen moon. In a barely audible and unintentional way he mimicked his father’s sound. ‘Ahhhhhh. Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhh.’ There was a strange comfort to it.
         
‘He’s asleep,’ said Belize, coming into the room. ‘You got it sorted with Dr Howell?’
‘It was about the McInnes award,’ said Sheff.
‘You won that, didn’t you?’
‘Yes.’ He thought of Robert Malcolm receiving a call from Gordy to tell him of his success: knew the rush of pleasure that would be his. Perhaps even that night. Sheff disliked him, but, after all, his work was the best. Petty malice, like so much else, had fallen away.
‘You know he’s always been proud of you both,’ his mother said.
Warwick had assumed both Sheff and Georgie would do well at university. He’d done so himself, and had no romantic nostalgia regarding the life there. It was a place of competition and achievement. A good degree was just an aid in establishing some security in life. He was present for all their graduations, and generous afterwards – the Bollinger, the photographs, the full menu at a first-rate restaurant overlooking a fountain, or boasting leather sofas in a large foyer. He and Belize were especially pleased for Georgie. No one on either side of the family had before qualified as a physician. ‘It’s the most demanding academic and professional course available in our universities,’ Warwick had said when toasting Georgie after capping. Sheff knew it was, and knew also that his sister hadn’t just passed, but passed with an ease built on talent, ambition and an almost ferocious application. The last of those he’d not recognised for a long time: it seemed to have taken hold since their childhood together, and was still cloaked by her easy manner.
Belize had a more sentimental attachment to the university lifestyle, at least as she’d experienced it when a student herself. She achieved a BA, but once married she never sought full-time work. At university she’d enjoyed the hostel life, then convivial flatting in Dunedin’s North East Valley, always part of the most conspicuously cool groups on campus. She was active in drama, sport, the student rag and student politics, missed lectures and did just enough exam preparation to achieve C passes. Had there been a cheerleaders’ team, Belize would have been in it.
         
She had liked to visit Georgie and Sheff while they themselves were students, as if to find her old life. Georgie, whom she visited often, was embarrassed at times by the gusto with which her mother joined in any social activities, even instigating them when her daughter had nothing planned. Belize was a goer, as one of Georgie’s flatmates said, and seemed unaware of any incongruity in partying with her daughter and her friends. Whenever the opportunity was there, she took pleasure in the student life that she was shut out of by time and circumstance, and to which her occasional extramural papers were a consolatory, but inadequate, link. After being a cynosure as Ophelia at twenty, Belize found life as an accountant’s wife in a provincial centre somewhat mundane.
Now she sat, old and tired, with an audience of fears, yet not defeated. ‘Go to bed, Mum,’ Sheff said. ‘I’ll look in on Dad in a while.’ And when he did, Warwick was awake again and wanting to say something; the purpose was in his eyes rather than any movement. Sheff leant towards him, ‘You okay, Dad?’
‘I don’t regret anything,’ Warwick said slowly. ‘All the old clichés are true, aren’t they? About only family, only people, mattering. Life’s bloody unoriginal.’ He gave his slow, big-teeth smile. ‘It’s okay,’ he continued after a pause. ‘For me it’s not a matter of die now, or not die. It’s die now or die soon. All my life seems to be in one pool now – everything at once, if that makes sense.’
‘Of course it does.’ But Sheff didn’t understand at all.
‘Press the red stop key. Hold the on/off key until the screen is blank. Press the green yes key –’ His father was repeating from memory some of the battery-changing instructions for the syringe driver.
         
‘It’s okay at the moment,’ said Sheff. Except for Warwick’s breathing, there was quiet for a time.
‘Mum’s here. She’s wanting to talk to us. Move over and let her in,’ his father said. He never called Belize that, and must have been speaking of his own mother. Sheff nodded and smiled, moved slightly although no one appeared beside him, but he made no reply for fear of showing incomprehension. ‘That’s true, Mum,’ said Warwick. ‘No one likes the largest dwarf because he has pretensions to normality,’ and then he was attentive and smiling as if listening to his mother’s reply. But soon his head relaxed to the side and moved only with the rhythm of his harsh breathing. His eyes remained open, but turned off. Sheff waited for any sense of departure from an unseen presence, but felt nothing. When he glanced around the room neither light nor shadow held anything inexplicable.
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HIS FATHER ONCE TOLD HIM that the most important thing in life was to marry the right woman. Sheff remembered nothing of the circumstances of their conversation, but he knew even then that the remark was not intended for him. The recollection was of Belize standing at the door of the kitchen, taking off her green and yellow gardening gloves, and she and Warwick exchanging a glance of adult complicity and understanding that Sheff found strangely warming despite his exclusion.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

AGAIN THE SICKROOM. Warwick slept, or was otherwise unconscious; Georgie and Sheff sat and quietly talked, Georgie on the chair, her brother on the bed with a forearm resting on the rise their father’s legs made in the bedclothes. It was after lunch, because on the tray was a plate with apple purée and melted ice cream. Little had been eaten. ‘The scar’s more noticeable now,’ said Sheff, and Georgie leant forward a little to see. The small, white crescent on the jaundiced cheek. She dipped a sponge stick in the water glass and moistened Warwick’s dry lips and mouth.
‘Before you came in he was on about selling the house,’ she said. ‘He wanted one of us to buy the other out so it would stay in the family. It was as if Mum didn’t exist. He said both money and water are prone to evaporation.’
‘Maybe he thinks she’s going with him.’
‘Is that meant to be funny?’
‘It’s just that he seems so accustomed to her loyalty.’
‘She’s over four years younger than Dad,’ said Georgie. ‘She’s going to have to make a life without him that may last more than twenty years. I’ve talked to her about it. She’s oddly practical in some –’
‘Seems pretty shell-shocked to me,’ Sheff interrupted. ‘She’ll hardly leave the place.’
‘Well, not while Dad’s here, but she knows that’s not for long.’
‘So then what?’
         
‘She says she’ll travel. Dad didn’t like to be away from the business for long, but she’d enjoy a decent stint in England, and they used to rave about Portugal. She’s got those cousins hasn’t she, in Somerset and the Isle of Wight? They’ve all been over and stayed here at different times. I met the guy who was qualifying as an engineer. An odd name – Handy, or Candy, or something.’
‘Right,’ said Sheff, who knew nothing of the English cousins. It was both strange and sad to be sitting on his father’s bed, resting a hand on his legs, and talking of a future quite near and certain in which Warwick would have no place, and Belize would travel alone in the world.
‘Remember the great paint disaster?’ Sheff asked his sister after a long silence. It was one of those small, glossed incidents with which families reinforce kinship. Warwick and Belize doing some of the decorating in their new home to save money. He high on a ladder painting the architrave, she kneeling not far away at a skirting board, and Warwick had upset his pot of thick, white paint. Can and contents had come down on his wife. Sheff had heard the commotion from the living room and come running through. He still has an image of his mother with the white paint dripping from her hair and shoulders, and glittering streaks of blood, too, from the gash in her head. Georgie claims to remember also, though she would have been barely five, and maybe her imprint of the drama came from its repetition by others of the family.
‘Yes, poor Mum,’ she said. ‘It’s a marvel she wasn’t knocked out, or worse. And it was ages before she could clean her hair properly because of the wound.’
There was, also, a different category of family knowledge that was never referred to, but that they shared nonetheless, and was part of what bound them together. Belize’s conviction for dangerous driving, for example, and Mrs Souter coming to Sheff’s parents to accuse him of putting his hand under her daughter’s dress. He had, of course. What boy of fourteen would have let the opportunity pass? Isobel Souter was a girl of considerable beauty and presence of mind. She enjoyed squeezing her knees on boys’ fingers, but allowed nothing more. Sheff knew from others that he was one of several who had given Isobel a hand, but his joy was no less for that. The smoothness, the warmth, the small contractions, their faces still and close as they stood together, although they didn’t look at each other. Sheff could see her eyelashes outlined against the Souters’ blue kitchen cupboard, and her lips drawn back a little to show her tongue. Even when Mrs Souter opened the door, he was unable immediately to move his hand.
         
Georgie said their mother still had the mark on her scalp from the paint pot. She’d seen it while doing Belize’s hair. It could have been a damn serious thing. ‘She never really wanted to live here. Did you know that?’
‘No,’ said Sheff.
‘Neither did I until just the other day. Well, not how strongly she felt about it. She said she’d wanted to live in the city, Wellington preferably, but Dad was happy here. She didn’t hate it at all, and she’s got close friends and everything, but it wasn’t her first choice, not what she wanted then. But I suppose she realised the business came first.’
Sheff thought of the passing enthusiasms that were so typical of her. For a couple of years she spent much of her free time painting flowers on pale tea sets. She had a jag on restoration of wetland habitats, and one on worm farms. There was a stage in life when the saxophone, inexpertly but persistently played, defined their evenings. When Sheff was at university she took a distance course from Massey on feminist studies, and much later did papers on art history and Italian. She dropped the Italian because one of her fellow students began bothering her by email. She sponsored an African girl. These intense but transient concerns seemed to have left little impression on Belize, or her life, at least externally. The worm farm had subsided into the compost heap beside it, the one or two remaining hand-painted cups were never used, the saxophone lay in its beautiful, dark leather coffin high in the garage, and the simple letters of gratitude and poignant close shots of Aissa in Burkina Faso were long taken from the fridge. How many more times would Jessica see his mother at bridge, and what would replace it as a spike of interest in her life? Sheff’s knowledge of his parents was based on common experience from just a portion of their lives: a temporary orbit with one side unobserved.
         
‘So overseas, you reckon?’ said Sheff. ‘I remember she liked the Sydney and Hong Kong trips. She used to make all the arrangements when they went anywhere, so that wouldn’t worry her. She wouldn’t go alone, though, would she?’ But Georgie made no answer. She was asleep on the chair, with her chin tucked in, and her face shadowed by the fall of her dark hair. She’d been bedside for many hours: long before he’d come in. Because she was unaware, Sheff’s scrutiny of her face was more deliberate than at other times. She was a woman of forty-two, of course she was, and yet always he saw his little sister, and usually as she used to be. He was beginning to understand the woman she’d become. She hadn’t put on any make-up. Her face was still pale and youthful, and her teeth so white that he decided she must have had them capped.
As a fourteen-year-old at secondary school she’d persistently relayed his failings there to Warwick and Belize. A passing phase admittedly, but one he’d found so annoying that he retaliated. A Chinese burn for telling that he let down the gym teacher’s tyres, and the destruction of her yellow pencil pouch because of her revelation of his part in writing ‘wanker’ in felt pen on the door of the senior master’s office. Sheff had felt himself entitled to grievance: the code was that what went down at school, stayed at school. And he hadn’t been one of the incorrigibles: just an average pupil with the normal non-specific apathy and resentment that was part of adolescence. After they left school, Sheff and Georgie lived quite separate lives. He went to university in Auckland, and she to Otago to be a doctor. The heightened years of varsity life weren’t a time to be bothered with family, just the confederacy of friends and the fierce, self-centred impetuosity of youth.
         
Georgie woke while their father slept on. She opened her eyes without any other movement, seemed immediately alert and gave a smile to acknowledge that she’d dropped off briefly. ‘I was thinking about some of the stuff when we were at school,’ said Sheff. ‘We didn’t get on all that well then, did we?’
‘Most of the time you were a right pain.’
‘And you were a tell-tale.’
‘A couple of years is a generation at school. You’d never recognise me in the grounds. None of us had friends outside our own year group, and now what’s a few years – nothing.’
‘Some senior guys had younger girlfriends,’ said Sheff.
‘That’s different,’ replied Georgie.
‘Did you have a boyfriend after I left?’
‘For a while I went around with Sean Apsley, but nothing serious. He took me to the leavers’ ball. You had to have someone to go with. He never had much to say, but he liked to laugh.’
‘He was an okay guy, wasn’t he? He was keen on singing and drama, I remember.’
‘I’ve never been back to any of the reunions,’ said Georgie. ‘I wouldn’t have minded, but there was never time.’
‘I trashed your pencil case once to pay you back for ratting on me. You were a real sneak and that pissed me off.’
‘You did too.’ Georgie was amused. She reached out and gave him a light punch on the shoulder. Sharing the recollection of sibling squabbles somehow made them feel closer in the present. So they sat together and talked more, shared more, opened up to each other, with Warwick drugged and sleeping by their side.
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HIS DAUGHTER WAS BORN with a good deal of hair. When he first saw her it was slicked down, but still abundant. A few weeks later he was alarmed to find that it was falling out, obvious on the pillow of the bassinet even though light in colour. Sheff wanted a specialist called in, but Lucy said the loss of baby hair was quite common, and quite normal. He wondered how she got to know so much stuff. To please him, however, she checked with the paediatrician, and naturally was justified. ‘There’s nothing to worry about,’ she said. ‘Our little girl’s fine.’
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

SHEFF STOPPED AT THE USUAL CAFÉ for a flat white, sitting close to the table that he and Jessica had shared on their first outing, and sometimes subsequently. He liked thinking of them together there, and wished her with him again. At that first table a man with large-tread work boots read a newspaper, and rubbed his head while doing so. Sheff hadn’t completed his piece for Chris on the Henare brothers. He wondered if a visit to some of the old diggings might give it a greater sense of immediacy. And he still intended to write an article on the life of the rural vet, based on Jessica’s experience. If she agreed, it would be a welcome opportunity to spend more time with her.
Perhaps, though, he should be more original in his journalism, find a new angle to pitch to Chris. ‘Random Café Lives’, or some such. He would go over and introduce himself to the work-boots man, ask him to talk about his achievements, knockbacks and aspirations. ‘Roulette Lives’ might be a better title. Just people who happen to be present and provide the revelation of everyday existence. There were other patrons who offered possibilities. A tall woman with a bosom as horizontal as a desktop, and beyond her an equally tall man with a lined, simian face, jandals and shorts so loose about his thin, tanned legs that most of his crotch was on view. The world teemed with characters and stories, but Sheff’s curiosity had dulled. Pain in any form encourages self-absorption.
         
Preoccupied with his thoughts, Sheff didn’t notice the approach of a youngish woman until she was standing close by his side. He looked up, thinking at first that she was staff, but her expression and stance were unaccommodating. A person inclined to pudginess, she kept herself very erect as if to outstrip the tendency. Cherry lipstick seemed to be her only make-up. She wore dark jeans and a purple top. Sheff smiled, as response to her proximity rather than warmth on her part.
‘You’re Sheff Davy.’ It was a statement not a question.
‘Yes.’
‘Sheff – sounds like a name for a sheepdog. Get in behind, that sort of thing.’
He was confused rather than offended. Should he know the woman? Was she a friend of the family? ‘It’s short for Sheffield,’ he said, and began to get up as a courtesy, but the woman placed a firm hand on his shoulder.
‘Well, Sheffield, here’s the thing. You leave Jessica alone and I’ll leave you alone. You try to fuck her and you buy a heap of trouble. It’s that simple. You get in behind, or you get more than you bargained for. Okay?’
Sheff found it hard to accept that she was serious: that he was being threatened in a provincial, sunlit café by a short woman with bright lipstick. He tried rather more vigorously to stand, but her grip was sure, and he wasn’t prepared to struggle.
‘And you are?’ he said. ‘Apart from being bloody interfering.’
‘Just leave Jessica alone, that’s all. She’s not interested. There’s other women you can hit on, but leave her alone. Got it?’
‘This is a joke, right?’ he said, but felt otherwise.
‘Try me. You’ll see,’ she said, and she lifted her hand from his shoulder and walked away, her buttocks rocking beneath the denim. In the park beyond her, two dogs stood nose-to-tail in tense interrogation, and their owners hurried closer, uncertain of the outcome.
Sheff looked about him, but no one seemed to have noticed the brief, bizarre exchange. The man wearing work boots had put his newspaper down, but wasn’t facing Sheff’s way. The thin, tanned guy still had the shank of one leg resting on the knee of the other and blue underpants showing. Jesus, thought Sheff, that’s a first: being warned off by a stand-over lesbian with scarlet lipstick and a mobile arse.
         
But it was unsettling, rather than funny, and despite himself he felt his motives for friendship with Jessica under scrutiny. It was nothing to do with judging her own preferences – she would make her choices – but more his own motives. Had he wanted her merely for casual sex while he was stuck in his childhood town waiting for his father to die? Was it as instinctive and utilitarian as that? If so, he didn’t much like the man he had become. He reassured himself that much more was involved, that he liked her also for warmth, humour and directness, for making some difficult decisions and facing up to the results.
On impulse he took out his cell phone, but then realised that he’d no idea of Jessica’s work number. He asked at the counter if he could borrow the phone book, and wrote down the number of the veterinary practice on a soft napkin. He returned to a table more removed from the work-boots man, and made his call. He framed in his mind sentences about being warned off by the chubby woman, but the receptionist said Jessica was on a farm visit, and Sheff was left with just the smile he had unconsciously assumed in expectation of hearing her voice. Better to ring her in the evening, of course, when she would be home and Emma in bed.
He did that, lying back on the pillows in his room, and with the door closed for privacy. ‘Dr Woolfe?’ he said formally, assuming that vets like dentists had assumed the title, but she recognised his voice.
‘Yes, Mr Davy.’
‘Some woman accosted me today,’ he said. ‘I was at the café, and she threatened me. She said she’d kill me if I kept seeing you.’
‘You’re making it up.’
‘It must be one of your girlfriends. A heavy woman with bright lipstick and jeans. What does your partner look like?’
         
‘You’re making it all up: just fishing. Let’s not talk nonsense.’
‘It’s true. Someone’s convinced I’m up to no good. I’ve been rumbled.’
‘I can’t think of anyone who’d do that, or have any reason for it. Apart from such flights of fancy, how are things going?’
‘Don’t ask me about Dad,’ he said.
‘Okay. What then?’ she said.
‘Anything ordinary, anything that’s not sad. Tell me about Emma.’
‘As a matter of fact she’s had a hissy fit because I won’t let her watch any more of a Shrek DVD. She’d sit there all night. She said she hates me and wants to run away, and she made herself throw up on my best cushion. But now the little madam is fine and having Marmite toast.’
         
‘Right. So it’s not a good time at all,’ said Sheff.
‘No. It’s all fine again. It blows over so quickly with kids. By the time she’s done her homework it’ll be forgotten.’
‘Tell me about your day then, animal by animal, visit by visit. It’ll give me a feeling for the background on my article on country vets.’
So Jessica did, talking for fifteen minutes of people, and issues and decisions and diseases, and he interrupted with questions that were often flippant, but she didn’t mind, and much of what she told him was filed away without conscious effort because that was his calling. He was for a short while taken out of himself, as Belize would say, and felt the better for it. Especially he liked her story of the hard man who offered her a pig-dog pup instead of a fee, and had bare feet inside his boots.
‘But I’m taking up time you should be spending on Emma’s homework,’ Sheff said.
‘No problem.’
‘Sheff,’ called Georgie from the passage, ‘Mum wants the phone.’
‘Okay,’ he called back, and to Jessica, ‘Sorry about that. I’m getting told off here. I’d better go, but would you like to go out for a meal?’
‘It’s easier for me if you come round here. No babysitter then,’ Jessica said.
‘Only if you let me bring a takeaway. You don’t want to be cooking after a day’s work. What does Emma like?’
         
‘She likes burgers and I like Chinese.’
‘It’s a deal,’ said Sheff. ‘Name an evening.’
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WHEN THEY WERE YOUNG, and on holiday in bigger places, his father used to take them to the movies. He would assume an air of eagerness to match their own anticipation, enthuse while standing before the poster and cardboard advertising, make a performance of choosing and buying lollies. But later, while the animated characters cavorted, and the sound boomed, Sheff would look across in the darkness of the theatre and see his father was asleep.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

WHEN SHEFF FINALLY completed his story on the Henare brothers and emailed it to the paper, Chris not only accepted the story, he rang back on receiving it, asking how things were.
As they talked, Sheff had a clear picture of the editor’s office: the computer monitor offset so as not to be between Chris and anyone he invited to sit down, the large window pane lightly mottled on the outside with dirt, a stocky brown vase that occasionally sported home-grown flowers, but more often anchored papers, a family photograph in a Warehouse frame, and the walls bare, apart from a caricature of the editor, as to if to stress that Chris sought no distraction from the enterprise he led. He made no attempt to emphasise his position through the appointments of the room in which he worked. There were outward expressions of his achievement, but the most valuable were more subtly shown in the comradely deference of staff.
‘Well, you keep in touch,’ said Chris, ‘and I hope your father pulls through.’ Both of them knew that wasn’t going to happen, but for the inevitable outcome it was awkward to find words. Sheff wanted to ask him how Raewyn was handling the chief reporter’s job, but the query would seem to be angling for some compliment of his own ability when in the role.
‘It’s good to have a chat,’ he said. ‘Give everyone my best, and thanks again for taking the piece.’ The payment would be derisive, yet helpful all the same, and journalism took his mind from his father’s suffering. Sheff had to admit to himself that he missed the office.
         
‘Make sure you have your cell phone with you in case we need to get you,’ Belize said when Sheff asked her if he could take the car to Jessica’s. She’d given a blanket invitation to use it any time, but it wasn’t right to just lift the keys and go, assuming neither she nor Georgie would have any reason to leave the house.
‘Say hi to Jessica,’ said Georgie, ‘and ask her round here sometime, rather than putting her out. Emma could come. We’d have an early meal.’
‘I’m getting takeaways on the way over.’
‘Good idea,’ said Georgie.
‘No proper meal for a child, though, is it?’ said Belize.
‘Oh, Mum, it’s just the odd time. You know that,’ replied Georgie.
Sheff’s mother wasn’t facing him, but an odd angle of light cast a reflection of her face in the glass door of a cupboard while she thought herself unobserved. Even as she kept some social nuance to her voice, her expression was so blank that he turned from it and couldn’t trust himself to speak again. Pretence is sometimes the best protection against the assaults life brings.
He drove first to the burger shop and then the Chinese restaurant, and as he waited in each he made a vow to give more support to his mother, and give it more openly. He forgot such good intentions in awareness of an itch at the back of his scalp. He had noticed it several times over recent days. You never knew what might be working insidiously against you. Imagine the vermin carried by livestock and feral animals: barely able to be seen, but revealed as monstrously grotesque by the microscope. ‘You’re a Davy, aren’t you?’ said the woman as she gave him sweet-and-sour chicken with noodles, and took his numbered order chit.
‘Yes.’
‘I thought so,’ she said with satisfaction at her own perspicacity, and no interest in further information. She was a former schoolmate he supposed, or a sometime secretary at his father’s work, but nothing in her bony, pale and rather handsome face was familiar to him. Maybe she would be at Warwick’s funeral: in her best dress and a row well back, but confident of some connection.
         
On his way back to the car, Sheff heard a noise behind him, and glanced round to see a skateboarder in a green sweatshirt and reversed cap weaving from side to side on the footpath, and propelling himself with swooping kicks. There was surely space and time for Sheff to step across to the road and his car, but the young guy chose just that moment to accelerate and pass on the gutter side. They met with an impact far greater than the mundane circumstances seemed to suggest. Both were thrown down, and the skateboard careered ahead, the screech of it registering for Sheff before his other senses recovered. The rider was up more rapidly than Sheff, and with a quick ‘Sorry, mate,’ was off in pursuit of his board. Sheff’s first concern was for the takeaways in their plastic containers and bags, but while checking them he felt blood on his face again: warm, more slippery than water, a fine, sleek oil.
An elderly woman with swollen ankles and bejewelled fingers was the only person who had seen it all, and she held Sheff’s food bags while he dabbed at his face with his handkerchief. She was torn between her initial inclination to help, and the growing wish not to become involved. He thanked her, and before driving away sat for a time, cleaned himself up, made sure blood wouldn’t be left in the car. There was no sign of the skateboarder, although the street was quite plain in the evening sun. What the hell was it recently, with these minor misadventures and random indignities?
‘My God,’ said Jessica when he arrived, ‘what have you done to yourself?’
‘I got bowled by a skateboard racer outside the Chinese takeaway, but it’s okay now.’ She took him through to the bathroom and he used damp toilet paper and tissues on his face. In the mirror he could see that the blood came from a cut on the point of his chin rather than his mouth. The guy must have accidentally collected him with his watch strap, or body jewellery. The small wound was raw-looking, but soon formed a clot. Jessica said it was better not to put a plaster on, just let it seal in the air. Emma was in the doorway watching with undisguised interest as Sheff sponged his shirt and apologised for the fuss.
         
‘I think you’ll live,’ said Jessica.
‘Yes, but it’s not the entrance I intended.’
‘You could grow a big, big beard to cover it,’ said Emma.
‘Good idea,’ he said.
‘I don’t think it needs stitches,’ said Jessica.
‘The woman at the Chinese knew me,’ Sheff told Jessica a little later as she laid out the food. But he was thinking of the screech the skateboard made as it sped on, riderless, and the difficulty the passing woman had in bending down to pick up the takeaways.
‘Was she Chinese?’
‘No. A blonde woman with no eyebrows and a long nose.’
‘No idea,’ said Jessica. ‘Maybe someone from school.’
‘That’s what I thought.’
‘Why is he having tea with us?’ asked Emma.
‘I told you. Sheff’s someone I used to know ages ago and his sister’s a friend. You know that.’
‘Georgie,’ said Emma. ‘Do you know my daddy?’ she asked him briskly.
‘I used to, but not now,’ said Sheff. ‘I live in Auckland. I’m just back for a while.’
He knew little about children, was unsure what you talked about with a seven-year-old girl. To ask about school was too avuncular, and he knew nothing of children’s TV programmes, so he questioned her about her burger, and Emma when pressed said it tasted funny.
‘Serves me right,’ he said to Jessica afterwards when Emma was watching a Little Mermaid DVD, and he and her mother remained sitting at the table.
         
‘Kids embarrass you with honesty sometimes. Other times they’re just cantankerous,’ said Jessica. ‘She liked it okay, or she wouldn’t have eaten it.’
         
‘It still seems like afternoon.’ The light outside was strong. Soft, purple hues lay in the folds of the hills.
‘That’s another thing with children. Bedtime rules the house,’ she said.
They sipped wine and talked sparingly, half watching the colourful flash of the cartoons, trying to ignore the high, American voices of the characters. Sheff liked it there. A home with no sickness in it, and nothing portentous, nothing brimming, behind trivial conversation. He moved to the sofa when Jessica took Emma to her bed, and held up his glass of riesling to catch the evening sun. He could hear Jessica reading to her daughter, and he wondered about the ex-husband: whether Kevin still wished to be with his family, and how it felt to be denied that. His own divorce from Lucy had carried pain and bewilderment enough, but was all in the shadow of Charlotte’s death. What paralysing confusion it was to have a woman bound closely in a shared life, and then have it all come to pieces, a dead-end road of memory on which nevertheless he had to walk back and forth. But not this night, he told himself.
After the story-reading, Jessica tried to slip back to the living room, but Emma wanted to delay her with questions. ‘Sheff should go home now,’ he heard her complain, before being shushed by her mother. He didn’t acknowledge he’d overheard when Jessica returned from the bedroom and sat beside him on the sofa, although she gave a short, quick laugh and raised her eyebrows. He couldn’t blame Emma for resenting his intrusion, and he knew he lacked an easy, engaging manner with kids.
‘I sent a story off to the paper I used to work for,’ he said. ‘Do you know the two elderly Maori blokes living a few blocks down from Mum and Dad?’
‘I know of them. The Henare brothers, right?’
‘Yeah,’ said Sheff. ‘They go after gold, and possums. Evidently they do okay too.’
         
‘They must just about be past it, surely?’ Jessica asked.
‘It gives them something to do, I suppose, and bulks up their pensions a good deal. But I’m still keen on a vet piece, maybe several. I need to talk to you about that.’
‘I’m not sure. I’ll have to sound out my clients – see how they’d feel about their stock and management stuff being out in public. People can be funny about that.’
‘Well anyway, we can talk some time,’ said Sheff. He felt strangely relaxed, almost tired, sitting in the sunlit living room of a woman who had been a childhood friend of Georgie’s and now played bridge with his mother. A woman he was attracted to and who had rebuffed him because she was a lesbian. Jessica knew his family situation, yet had no close emotional involvement, nothing pent-up about his father that he need consider. And she hadn’t known Lucy and Charlotte. ‘It’s just so good to be away from the house sometimes,’ he said, ‘and you’re the only person I know.’
‘Happy to be useful,’ Jessica said.
‘I didn’t mean it to sound like that.’
‘I know,’ she said.
‘Tell me more about the kids we went to school with.’ It was something they had in common, and it was easy conversation: finding the humour, the unexpected, or the predictable, when present lives were checked against the personalities of childhood. He had no wish to be a bore, though, and Jessica had work the next day, so he left with the fingering shadows and the last shafts of the setting sun, and was home to sit with his father as darkness fell.
‘The one good thing, I suppose, is that you’re all together there as a family,’ Jessica said when he left her.
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HE ONCE HAD A DREAM that he was at his daughter’s primary school. He was looking in from the cold concrete, through the glass doors to the lighted room where the teacher and children were absorbed with class activity, and oblivious to him. There were colourful and carefree posters on the wall, and the children moved about the classroom freely, talking and working. Charlotte was one of them, and he was gripped with almost overwhelming relief that she was happy; that she didn’t need him with her to be content and busy and with others.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

‘SHEFF?’ QUERIED THE VOICE on the phone. A man’s voice with an accent hard to place.
‘Yes.’
‘It’s Albie, Albie Waltenberg. I was at bridge on Wednesday, and Jessica Woolfe said you were back to see your dad. How is he?’
‘No good at all, but everything possible is being done.’
‘What a bugger. I’m really sorry.’
Albie Waltenberg, who had been the fall-guy of their adolescent group, too good-humoured and trusting to retaliate for their small treacheries and set-ups. Albie, who never did the homework, but was usually top of class. Albie, who was hopeless with girls, yet somehow got a meter-maid pregnant while still at varsity, left without a degree and became a salesman in a hardware shop in Hamilton. Although all that was a long time ago, and didn’t explain the accent; Sheff recalled Jessica saying he’d worked for international aid agencies abroad.
‘Jesus, Albie. What’ve you been up to all this time?’
‘Overseas mostly. I thought you might like to come round and have a drink, but I understand if you aren’t up to it. I could whistle up one or two of the others maybe.’
But he was alone when Sheff went. None of their former mates, and no sign of family either. Albie lived in one of those cheap townhouses that builders throw up when between better projects. The second of four clones crowded together, with flimsy wooden lattice fences, carports and river stones loosely laid between the concrete paths. Albie had lost most of his hair and all his naivety, but retained his goodwill despite the years overseas that he described to Sheff as they sat at an outdoor glass-topped table barely large enough to hold the small bottles of Stella Artois. Albie had worked in Malawi, Chad, Somalia, Guinea-Bissau, Pakistan, Venezuela, Indonesia, the Philippines and more, gained a world view and a nearly fatal dose of dengue fever, ended back where he began without any awards for sacrifice, and with little money. ‘I burnt out really,’ he said. ‘Most people don’t understand, but how could you until you’ve seen how it is? Dirt, death and desperation. Especially the women and children. You wouldn’t believe what women face in some of those places. Bloody awful, yet the resilience is humbling.’
         
Albie had become thin without fitness accompanying it. His hair had a monkish generosity about his ears, but the bare top of his head was mottled with blemishes like giant freckles. Each wrist had a pronounced round bone on the little finger side, as if a marble lay under the skin. He tapped his fingers on the glass table as he talked, as if not all his urgency could be released in speech. ‘Jesus,’ he said, ‘sometimes I have to bite my tongue, listening to people moaning about their difficulties here. Pricks going on about broadband speeds, petrol prices, the failure of their deep freeze, or general angst about existence when they’ve no idea what it’s like to be really up against it.’
Sheff imagined himself included in the judgement, and resolved not to whine about his own life. No doubt Albie was right, but one’s own trivial oppressions bulked as large as the horrors faced by others simply because they were closer in emotional perspective. ‘The last I heard you’d dropped out of varsity and got married,’ said Sheff. ‘What happened?’
‘Melanie took up with the manager of the hardware store I worked in, and so we split up. Peter must be twenty-four now, but I don’t see him, or his mother. She’s got two more boys now. It all seems to belong to another life and I’ve let go of it completely.’ Yet his smile flickered with the surge of feeling within. Even good works among the starving and the destitute hadn’t assuaged all pain.
         
Sheff changed the subject by mentioning others of the gang – Paul Cary, who had become a successful cocky, and Reinier Heigler, an Auckland QC, but it was soon clear that Albie had an agenda. ‘I’ve read your stuff from time to time,’ he said. ‘I used to follow your political column in the Sunday paper. Some good analysis, yeah.’ He nodded his head, took a deep swallow from his glass, but had some difficulty in the segue to what really interested him. ‘The thing is,’ he said in a little rush, ‘I think you might be just the guy to help.’
‘In what?’
‘In saving the country,’ said Albie with righteous firmness. He hitched his chair closer, and Sheff half expected him to give the conspiratorial look around that is the theatrical cliché. ‘Have you any real idea of what’s actually happening north of us.’
‘Come on, Albie, there’s not going to be any Maori revolution – not in a military way at least.’
‘I’m not talking about that. Jesus, people going on about global warming, carbon footprints, religious fundamentalism, corporate greed, pandemics – and all the while the real threat is about to overwhelm us. People, that’s what it is. Indonesia, the Philippines, India, they’re bursting at the seams with raving people, and they’ll come flooding into Australia and New Zealand soon, no matter what policies and obstacles there are. They’ll just come, or die trying, because they must. It’s happening in Aussie already, and we’re next. Jesus.’
In the glare of Albie’s obsession, Sheff felt distanced from his old friend. Nothing that he could say of education, of birth control, of government regulation, was any counter for Albie, whose accumulation of statistics, anecdotal instances and august authorities was impressive, whatever the accuracy. ‘We need someone like you,’ he said urgently. ‘We need access to the media. You speak the language and have the contacts. We can’t pay much, but you’d have the satisfaction of the cause. If nothing’s done bloody soon, then it’s too late: an invasion of millions of despairing people will come and swamp us all. It’s already begun. It’s not bloody aliens we have to fear, but too many of ourselves.’
         
Sheff could recognise considerable truth in what Albie said, but the fixation, the exaggeration, were clear to him also. His profession had accustomed him to zealots, and the greater disappointment was the realisation that Albie had got in touch with him not because of friendship, but possible advantage. Albie’s hair had largely gone, and his nose had an Etruscan prominence that Sheff was unable to recall from their youth, yet there was enough left of the friend he had known to deter him from being dismissive. ‘Well, I’m not actually with a paper at the moment. I’m taking a sort of break. Maybe I could do a one-off piece about your experience overseas, and you could work in some of this stuff.’
‘A one-off’s no good, Sheff. This has to become a major issue, right up to government level. We need to rouse a hell of a fuss, and quickly.’ Sheff didn’t know the composition of Albie’s ‘we’, and preferred not to be included.
‘What do you do for an income since you’ve been back?’ Sheff asked. Albie was silent for a while, as if reluctant to have the subject changed, then he gave a sort of grimace that was part a yawn, and left the consideration of catastrophe to explain the mundane. He did relieving at the high school on the strength of his incomplete degree, and organised the electorate polling booths at voting time: a triennial boost to his earnings. He said he had offers for quite big jobs overseas, but couldn’t take the risk again because of his health. His rundown on the symptoms of dengue fever and malaria was almost as depressing as his description of the looming refugee tsunami.
‘My immune system just can’t take it any more. It’s buggered,’ he said.
As a boy, Albie had the most brains and least malice of them all. Why wasn’t he the QC, or the corporate executive? Why did he have to get dengue fever before he could become famous in a television documentary as the director of aid programmes in exotic countries? Some people have the talent for accumulation in life – money, accomplishments, family, acquaintances, a few inches around the middle – while others fine down, like Albie, until they are alone in a small, cheap house with a single obsession. Sheff wondered if he was heading that way himself: a disgruntled divorced guy living alone, and bitching about the falling standards of his profession.
         
Albie came out to the road to see him leave, and only then made reference to the cut on Sheff’s chin around which a bruise had blossomed. He’d allowed conversation to go by that re-established contact before making such a personal comment. ‘I got bowled over by a mad skateboarder in the main street,’ said Sheff. ‘Footpaths are as dangerous as the roads these days.’
‘Bummer. And the school kids on those scooters are just as bad,’ Albie said, and then, ‘Nice car,’ as they stood by Warwick’s top-of-the-range Commodore.
‘Yes, unfortunately Dad can’t drive any more.’
‘Anyway,’ said Albie, ‘you think about coming on board to get something done. People overseas send me stuff regularly that’s never released here. Bloody frightening, let me tell you. I could give you a ring and bring material round for you to have a gander at. Great copy for hard-hitting stories.’
‘I’m just concentrating on helping Mum and Dad at the moment.’
‘Yeah, of course.’ Albie looked up and down the road as if in search of more community-minded companionship, and hissed a little through his teeth. ‘Good to catch up,’ he said. They had been too long, and too far, apart, for boyhood comradeship to bring them together.
On his way home a gravel truck passed from the other direction, dropped and then threw up a stone that smacked loudly on the windscreen and left a star-shaped fracture. Bloody hell. He would say nothing to his father, but explain to Belize. His father was unlikely to be in the car again, so why trouble him. If Sheff hadn’t gone to Albie Waltenberg’s it wouldn’t have happened; another sentence or two from Albie about the refugee horde, and the conjunction of stone and windscreen wouldn’t have occurred. And the truckie would be driving on oblivious, quite unaware of any responsibility. ‘Fuck,’ said Sheff loudly. He remembered what Albie had said about those who faced real affliction in life, yet such is human nature, that if rape, starvation, murder and robbery are not an immediate prospect, then you rage against a windscreen chip.
         
In the third form Albie had fallen from high in one of the willows at Frenchman’s Point, and dislocated a finger. The digit had protruded back strangely from the others, and Albie had run for home sobbing in a high-pitched voice, and holding his injured hand aloft like an Olympic torch. They had knocked themselves about as kids. Sheff was surprised none of them had suffered serious injury.
In the fifth form, Albie was the only boy in the singing competition, and chose a piece from Porgy and Bess. His voice was surprisingly good, but the performance in the school hall was greeted with derision nevertheless. His peers knew that boys didn’t sing, certainly not songs like that. Despite the headmaster’s admonitions afterwards, their opinion didn’t change.
         
Albie would be just as disappointed as Sheff at their reunion. There would be no call with insider information from overseas sources, no further invitation to join the cause to save the nation.
Their names were unchanged, but they were different people now. There was irony, too, in the meeting: Albie fixated on teeming populations while living in Central Otago with an empty landscape stretching to the sky.
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HIS FATHER HAD COME TO AUCKLAND towards the end of Sheff’s first year at university. He had business there, but remained a second day so that they could have time together. They spent the afternoon at Kohimarama, and went to an Italian restaurant in the evening. His father talked of a trip to Portugal that he and Belize were planning, and of his business partner’s suggestion that they open a branch in Queenstown. Afterwards they went to Sheff’s hostel room. Warwick sat on the one chair by the desk, Sheff on the bed. ‘They’re tight little cubbies, aren’t they?’ his father said. ‘Anyway, tell me how things are going.’
         
Sheff wasn’t sure himself. He was coping with the work okay, but until he passed a few exams he couldn’t know how well. He was more at ease talking about the sport he was playing. His father didn’t press. When he was leaving, he told Sheff that he and Belize thought about him often. ‘You’d come to us if there was anything, wouldn’t you?’ he said. After he’d gone Sheff found an envelope on the corner of the desk. Five hundred dollars and no note.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

‘COME FOR A WALK,’ said Georgie, as a statement rather than invitation, and dressed just as they were, they drifted out of the house, raising hands to their mother at the window to ensure she realised their intention. The late afternoon breeze moved against them, but it was warm and enveloping. Merely to be walking was some sort of release. For some minutes they took satisfaction in that, and said little.
‘How’s your chin?’ asked Georgie finally. She’d taken a professional interest in it over the days since the injury.
‘Fine. I just have to be careful at night I don’t catch it on the pillow.’
‘It’s scabbed up well. It’s better not to have it covered. Don’t pick at it when it starts to itch.’
‘Dad keeps asking me how I got it, and forgetting what I tell him,’ said Sheff. ‘Jesus, he’s bad today. It’s so cruel I hate to go in to him half the time.’
‘That’s what I want to talk about,’ she said.
‘We’ll have to get him into a hospice or something.’
‘It won’t make any difference,’ said Georgie. ‘He’ll suffer wherever he is. He wants to be at home.’
‘Okay, but Andrew will have to ramp up the morphine, won’t he? Palliative care these days is supposed to be able to deal with anything. He needs to get onto it. The whole bloody thing is savagery.’
‘I could do something,’ said Georgie, so quietly that Sheff found it difficult to hear because of traffic noise reverberating from the walls of the cutting that led down to bridge.
         
‘What do you mean?’ He found himself attempting to adjust his longer step to that of his sister
‘You know what I mean. I can help him go, but you’d have to agree. I can’t carry it all by myself.’
They were above the water, and stopped walking because of the almost brutal impact of what they considered. Brother and sister standing together on the metal walkway with the sinuous Clutha like a giant jade water snake passing underneath, and the pigeons shuffling in the niches of the old stone bridge supports abandoned close downstream, and talking of taking their father’s life. Nothing in the scene around them reflected the enormity of that. One pale cloud slowly altered form, the steepest slopes had a metallic glint, the willows and poplars along the riverbanks showed no agitation. A ute was parked off the bridge not far ahead of them with the driver still in it. He was using a cell phone, and his bare right arm made a protruding triangle from the window. A very hairy arm, and thin.
Sheff felt a sudden jag within himself, part relief and part grief. Relief that maybe there was a way to free his father from agony and degradation, grief that they need consider it. ‘What about Mum?’
‘No, no, she couldn’t stand it,’ said Georgie, beginning to walk again. ‘It wouldn’t be fair.’ When they were level the ute driver drew his arm in, his call finished, started the engine, and did a U-turn in front of them despite other traffic. He looked at them for a moment as he passed. Perhaps there was something in their postures, or expressions, that hinted at a moment of significance, more likely he was preoccupied with his own life and wondered if they were people he knew. He had long, blond hair drawn back into a pony-tail like a bikie in an American road movie. ‘We couldn’t say anything to her at all,’ said Georgie. ‘Only you and I would know.’
‘Hell, Georgie, you could be for the high jump, your whole career down the tubes. Nothing much would happen to me. You don’t have to do it for me.’
         
‘It would be for Dad, but I need you absolutely in agreement. I couldn’t carry it alone for the rest of my life.’
‘Christ, though.’
‘I won’t even consider it unless you’re with me,’ she said, as they approached the shops.
‘I know what Dad wants,’ said Sheff. He could feel tears on his face, but didn’t raise a hand.
‘We put him first, or we put ourselves first. That’s the guts of it.’
‘How would it happen?’
‘You needn’t know about any of that,’ she said, ‘but otherwise it’s likely to drag on. Anyway, you think about it and tell me tonight.’
‘I’ll tell you now. He wants to go,’ Sheff said. ‘If we can help him this last time, then we should.’
‘Okay then. If you’re sure, then it’s settled,’ and she put her hand out to halt him. For a moment he wondered why, then she put her arms around him in a loose hug, and he responded in the same way. It seemed they stood together there in the street for a long time, but there was no awkwardness, and no concern for anyone who might be watching. Just the two of them, united in the decision.
They weren’t ready to return, and walked past the war memorial with its infantryman on top, and through the entrance to Pioneer Park: rose gardens, soaring ponderosa pines and giant cedars, and lesser trees beyond. The artificial surface of the tennis courts was far greener than the grass. A teenage girl sat on a playground swing and talked to her boyfriend. ‘Why should I give a shit,’ she said as they passed. Georgie and Sheff turned into the residential area and began a circuitous way home, down the street with the house that flew the American flag for no reason outwardly apparent, and an open garage stacked with what looked like merry-go-round horses. They couldn’t talk more about their decision for the moment, and no other topic was appropriate.
Sheff realised that he was walking in a slightly unnatural way, rising a little on his toes as if to match his sister, but it gave some relief, and in an odd way perhaps signalled their togetherness. He was conscious of the few vehicles passing; the sound of their engines was strangely pronounced, and the sky was very still and blue. He had a sense of its fragility, as if at any moment it might shatter and great, blue shards slice down on everything beneath. It came to him that Georgie was stronger than he was, had the means and the courage to be of service to Warwick, and he didn’t. All that was required of him was to acquiesce, and be prepared to live with the knowledge.
         
As they returned up the path to the house, Belize watched them from the window. She was still, but with a slight smile at seeing son and daughter walking together. ‘Dr North’s been. He’s asleep, thank God,’ she said when they were inside. Georgie stayed to talk with her, but Sheff went through to his father. It was good that Warwick was still and calm, and no conversation necessary, no small spasms of movement to quell. Just the rasp of his breathing.
‘I could do something,’ Georgie had said, and Sheff registered it again with a frisson. Partly it was the dread of shared responsibility, more it was an alternative to crushing helplessness. She could do something: not save their father from death, but release him from the agony of dying. Almost Sheff wished that he, and not Georgie, held the power of that mercy.
As he sat in the sickroom, the spatial essentials, the precise angle and tincture of the low sun through the window and the glimpse of the orchard trees were just as he remembered from his possession of the place as a boy and then almost man. He had a sense again of the great riddle of time: the long line of connected images, some in the past, some in view now, others stacked and awaiting the future. Surely everything must be gathered somewhere, whether for a purpose or not, and be held in a shimmer of eternity.
A few days before Sheff had left for university, his father had come into this room and talked a while about the significance of the opportunity. Sheff had been eager to go, and never thought that for his parents, too, it marked change, maybe a sense of loss even though Georgie remained with them. ‘Have a good time, but don’t waste time,’ Warwick had said. ‘A lot of posturing goes on, and a lot of boozing. Kids from boarding schools are still the worst, I imagine. They break out after all that confinement and the rules. Get your work done first and you’ll have plenty of time for sport and fun. Steer clear of drugs. Some of the guys I started with just wasted their time and flunked out of everything. Find a purpose for yourself. That’s the thing.’
         
Sheff couldn’t remember all of that talk, but it was as close to a formal farewell as he’d had with his father, and he was sure it was in the same room. He could recall clearly his father’s grey suit trousers and pale shirt, so it must have been a weekday. Warwick always wore a suit to work. And Sheff recalled him talking about girls: nothing to do with the birds and the bees, but about the suddenness with which responsibility could arrive. ‘Girls get pregnant very easily,’ he’d said, ‘and you can’t walk away from something like that. Don’t be silly with the girls you’re with.’ Sheff had made no answer that might extend his father’s advice on the subject: he was unsure whether the silliness with women lay with shagging them, or not taking precautions when you did. Sheff loved his father, but there was much about him he didn’t know. It’s difficult to understand one’s self; no wonder other people are a mystery. ‘Don’t be silly with the girls you’re with.’ That was exactly what Warwick had said, and it was typical of his reductive form of advice.
What would he have made of Cissy in Charlottesville, Sheff wondered. There were parts of Sheff’s own experience that were as distanced from life as the painted scenes in a gallery, so that he retained the detail as an observer, but no longer had the sense of participation. When on exchange to the Charlottesville paper, he’d been taken by a fellow journalist to Shenandoah National Park. Her name was Cissy Calder and she was court and justice reporter, but wanted to be a writer. There was still snow in the park, and for a while they walked in the forested hills with their collars up, hands in their pockets, and Cissy talked about William Faulkner, Edgar Allan Poe and John Grisham, who all had links to Charlottesville. Rob Lowe, too, she told him, although he wasn’t a writer of course. Cissy’s body was straight and thin, and her eyebrows were high on her forehead. They came back to her car for warmth and, after talking for a long time, made love in the back seat with their clothes still on.
         
It was what Sheff had come for, and he had the joy of it. There were no other cars, just the bright garbage cans on stakes, and patches of snow, and the branches a good way off swaying with the wind in a manner that seemed to synchronise with the rhythm of lovers. Afterwards they sat close together for a while, and Cissy said, ‘What was that all about?’ in a tolerant, half-amused sort of way, and on the drive back to Charlottesville she talked more about her work on the paper, and how she hoped journalism would make her writing tighter and more active. It had worked for Hemingway, though Cissy said it was Annie Proulx she really admired.
They were good friends that year in Charlottesville, although they made love less often than he wished. The last time was in Cissy’s small, third-storey apartment after a Thanksgiving Day party, and with her cat reluctant to give up its place on the bed. Without getting up he could see the far-off lights of the university rotunda, crimped by the cold night, and he and Cissy lay drinking cheap bourbon and Coke, and talking about their futures without any embarrassment that neither featured in the aspirations and plans of the other.
Not long after, Cissy came to see him off on the bus to Richmond he took to catch the flight for the first leg of his return home. She took time from her working day, and afterwards she was going to go back to the office. Cissy waited until the bus pulled out, stood waving until it turned the corner. She wore the same thick jacket she had taken to the Shenandoah park, and boots almost to her knees.
He should Google her perhaps, to see if she’d made it as a writer, but if he couldn’t find her there he would imagine her editor of the Daily Progress, Charlottesville, Virginia, with a devoted husband and two skinny kids with high eyebrows. He remembered the Shenandoah trash cans in the snow, the distant lights of the rotunda, the enmity of the long-haired cat that was accustomed to share Cissy’s bed, the quick laugh of the woman who ran the diner next to the newspaper office, the kaleidoscopic movement and colour of the college basketball games, the tornado victims he interviewed in a trailer park – but all as if it had been experienced by someone else.
         
And in all the time he was in that city, there was no way he could foresee the painful irony its name would have for him. Charlotte. Charlotte. Charlotte. But, ah, Jesus, don’t go there.
When Sheff was almost asleep himself, slumped on the chair by his father’s bed, Warwick awoke with an apnoeic gasp. ‘You okay?’ asked Sheff.
‘Sod off,’ his father said distinctly, and displayed his donkey teeth.
‘Georgie’s going to get you out of this. We’re going to set you free.’
Warwick was looking at him, but seemed as if his focus was far beyond: some place reached only after ordeal, some future, or some past, free of the present. He gave no affirmation, but Sheff had no doubt of his desire. Georgie would kill him because she was loving and merciful, and Warwick and Sheff would be thankful.
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HIS FATHER WAS A WHISTLER until he became sick, especially while driving, but apart from birthdays and perhaps when seeing the new year in, Sheff could remember him singing only once. Sheff and Albie had been sitting behind the fowl house in evening shade, and Warwick came out of the garage and stood by the orchard fence. He was silent for a while and then he began to sing ‘Moon River’. He wasn’t always on key, but he seemed to know all the words, and took care with the phrasing. He even conducted himself with one hand. Sheff and Albie were partly amused and partly embarrassed, and sat still so as not to be noticed. When Warwick had finished and gone inside the house, they gave silly grins, but had nothing to say.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

WALKING WAS A SOLACE. The mild exertion, the sense of at least physical progress, a changing scene, all a temporary escape from the sad house. Sheff found himself setting off both day and night with little regard for the hour. Sometimes Georgie went with him, but mostly he walked alone. At night the town suburbs were insubstantial, each quiet house with lit windows much like another, their individuality cloaked by silence and lack of definition. Even the rock outcrops on and around which many homes stood were moulded more into the surroundings. During the day Sheff was brisk among his fellows, as if he too had purpose and a rendezvous. In the darkness he tended to mooch, often finding himself turning corners without conscious decision, or standing blankly before a building that had nothing to recommend it.
Only twice did he experience anything at all unusual. On the first occasion he’d walked to the home of one of Belize’s friends to collect offered flowers, and as he came back over the narrow walkway of the metal bridge he met the stand-over woman from the café who had warned him to leave Jessica alone. He didn’t recognise her at first, but she blocked his way at one of the abutments where bird droppings from above were most conspicuous. ‘You haven’t taken any notice, have you?’ she said, and gave a shake of her head to indicate she knew the answer. She was wearing red shorts this time, and her legs were brown, sturdy and ended with very small feet. Before he could think of an answer, she calmly reached out, took the flowers unopposed and dropped them over the rail. The bunch disintegrated in the air, some blooms fell directly, others appeared to glide. The woman pushed past, not withdrawing from the chest-to-chest physical contact. ‘Warning number two, Sheffy boy,’ she said as she went. He was left with the buffeting sound of a stock truck passing on the bridge.
         
Retaliation was difficult. You didn’t follow a woman and grab her: Sheff didn’t even know her name. He was abandoned. He could see her solidly walking on, her small, soft shoes making no noise, and downstream he could see Mrs Gemmell’s yellow and white flowers creating arabesques on the smooth flow of the river. Despite his anger, he was aware of their beauty, the colours diminishing until he could barely recognise them, and then they were swept around the bend formed where the two rivers met.
He told his mother he’d dropped the flowers himself. It was easier that way. He’d paused to watch a power boat, he said, sneezed and lost the lot just like that. ‘Let’s hope she doesn’t come round and expect to see them in a vase,’ Belize had said.
The other oddity was the pipe man. Sheff was on his way home late at night, but the yellow street lights made plain a man riding in the middle of the otherwise deserted street. He pedalled cautiously nevertheless, one hand steering and the other balancing a long pipe on his shoulder. A water pipe it seemed, and it swayed before and behind him although he cycled slowly. The shadows created a strange double image when he was exactly halfway between light poles, and then closed up again as a single figure. Noiselessly he passed, until when turning left at the corner he lost his balance and fell with a great clatter and a single cry, the heavy metal pipe clouting him as he went down. Sheff stood still for moment, expecting some reaction from the nearby houses, but nothing came. The road was empty and silent again, and he the only onlooker.
The man was sitting up when Sheff reached him. ‘Fuck,’ he said with emphasis. He was small, elderly, but with a walrus moustache from Victorian photographs. ‘Fuck, and I almost made it,’ he said. ‘I’m just round the corner.’
         
‘We’d better get off the road,’ said Sheff, but the guy stayed put, feet outspread, rubbing the back of his head.
‘The bloody thing gave me a fair wallop,’ he complained. It had, yet part of Sheff’s spontaneous reaction had been amusement, for he was often enough the victim of everyday misfortunes to appreciate the discomfort of others.
‘I’ll take the bike if you like,’ Sheff offered. The handle bars were no longer aligned with the front wheel, which made it tricky to push, and the mudguard pressed on the tyre.
The old man stood up and clumsily hoisted the pipe onto his shoulder again. It must have been at least six or seven metres long, and had a raised joint about halfway along, like the belt of a garden worm. ‘That’s kind of you,’ he said and set off, still well out on the road, until he came to his driveway. Sheff followed at a calculated distance behind, so that the veering pipe didn’t give him a swipe as well. Even so, he had to be careful not to step into the front wheel of the bike as he pushed it awkwardly beside him.
‘Gavin,’ the man with the pipe said after he had lowered it beside a thick border of lavender that gave a heady scent to the warm night air. Sheff introduced himself in turn, and readily gave up the bicycle. ‘Ta,’ said Gavin, and then ‘Fuck’ as even in the poor light he saw the extent of the damage. He leant it against the side of the house. ‘You’d think I could pedal quietly home this late without a bloody drama.’
‘Ah well, you’ve got it here now.’ Sheff turned to go.
‘Would you like a beer?’ And as if he’d pushed a button, the light came on in the small porch of the house and the door opened. A younger man in jeans and a candy-striped shirt came onto the step. The hair on his crown was fluffed up, as if he’d just risen from drowsing on a sofa.
‘Is that you, Dad?’ he called.
‘The bloody pipe fell on me, but we’ve got it here now,’ said Gavin. ‘Bring us out a couple of cans, will you?’ Gavin was pretty limber for an old guy who had been hit by a pipe. He sat down easily on the concrete border of the drive, and Sheff did the same, his back pressing into the stalky lavender and so increasing the fragrance. He had nowhere better to be at midnight in his home town. Gavin worked his head tentatively, then smoothed his soft, salt-and-pepper moustache with gentle downwards strokes, although it was the back of his head that had been struck. ‘I won’t tell him the bike’s stuffed,’ he said. ‘He uses it to look for work.’
         
‘The handle bars might come right with just a good yank,’ Sheff said.
‘It’s cooler out here,’ said Gavin, as his son came from the house with two cans of beer, handed them over, nodded without a word to Sheff, as if it were customary for his father to be hosting a friend so late at night and on the concrete kerb of the drive.
Gavin waited until his son had gone back inside, before taking a first mouthful. ‘You know bipolar?’ he said.
‘I know of it.’
‘He’s bipolar,’ Gavin said. ‘He’s down at the moment and so hasn’t much to say. It’s a very different story when he’s up. Anyway, here’s cheers.’
‘Cheers.’ The beer was cold, and Sheff felt the first mouthful all the way down. The lavender was so pervasive that its aroma replaced the flavour of the drink in a slightly disconcerting way. ‘Thanks,’ he said.
‘So you’re from round here? I’ve never spotted you before.’ After taking a mouthful, Gavin smoothed down his moustache again. Even in the dim light its archaic nature was plain, covering not just the upper lip, but drooping low so that nothing of his mouth was visible until he spoke.
‘I come from here originally, but I’m just back visiting my parents. My father, Warwick Davy, is an accountant here.’ Local people usually responded when Sheff mentioned his father’s name, but not the old guy.
‘Uh-huh,’ was all he said, and then, as if they had been discussing his son’s condition for some time: ‘Yeah, this bipolar thing is a real big dipper. He couldn’t live by himself and get by. It would be either prison, or the bin. You don’t know whether to laugh or cry – well, you do really, but it doesn’t help.’
         
‘Didn’t they used to call it manic depression?’ Sheff said. His own mood was rather elevated. He had a lavender beer, a companion whose troubles were no concern to him. No pipe had fallen on his head. It was pleasant to be relaxed in the night and talking idly of a new affliction.
‘I think it killed his mother. She couldn’t take the ceaseless worry of it. You never know what’s next, and he’s a bugger for going off his pills and not letting on. He’ll save the world one minute, and the next be bawling because he can’t butter his bloody toast.’
‘It’s a day by day thing, I suppose. Never goes away,’ said Sheff. ‘But he’s lucky to have you for support.’
‘Mostly you wouldn’t know it.’
‘I guess he’d soon notice if you weren’t around.’
‘That’s about the size of it.’ Gavin lifted his head to the mysterious sky and gave a long sigh that ruffled his moustache and seemed as much from satisfaction with the beer as despair at the family predicament. For a moment Sheff thought he might contribute sorrows of his own, but decided rather to be a listener.
So the two of them sat a little longer embraced by darkened lavender on the rim of Gavin’s drive, and with stoical nonchalance the old man told of his family circumstances. Then almost abruptly Gavin stood, plucked the empty can from Sheff’s hand, and said he’d better go inside. ‘You never know what’s going on with him,’ he said.
‘Well anyway, it’s a credit to you, and thanks for the beer,’ said Sheff glibly as they moved apart.
‘What you don’t face you can’t recognise,’ Gavin said. ‘It’s like your own arse: you carry it all your life, but couldn’t pick it out in a crowd.’ Sheff could think of no adequate reply to such profound wisdom.
On his way home he travelled some of the streets he’d walked as a boy, to and from school and roaming with friends. The air was still welcoming though cooling slightly, but something in the reduced light made him think of winter in Central, rather than summer. Surely there was nowhere in New Zealand that had such a swing of seasons, from the fierce blaze of high summer to the minus six degree frost common in the equally dry winter. The frozen grass of the July playing fields would crush like cornflakes beneath their shoes in the morning, and they knew never to touch iron railings with bare hands. A garden hose left lying on the lawn would snap like a candy stick with just a kick. Their noses ran in winter more from the cold than colds, and for the same reason they shed tears even as they laughed and played on ice and snow, tobogganing perhaps, or skating on the tarns. Sheff could recall the white frost on the full fleece of the sheep, the dark, glittering hoar frost draping the fruit trees, the mist sprites dancing on the surface of the broad river. Any pothole puddles would be frozen solid so that dagger shards could be stamped out of them, and the creek pools would hold the ribbon weeds as if in crystal, even small bubbles motionless in their ascent. And the fog days, cold, heavy and still, with the trees barely sketched and receding.
         
No winters now were as those winters of childhood. Cold then came full circle, and burnt as fire did on the exposed skin.
Night walking occasioned a mild voyeurism, glimpses of domestic life framed by windows and bathed in soft, yellow light, or flickering in the blue haze of television as he paused unseen. In a front flat an old woman in an apron, clipping the foliage of her pot plants with the solicitude usually reserved for attention to a child. A family laughing soundlessly at the screen, and their gaze directed there rather than at one another. The modern kitchen in which a husband was urgently voluble, and his wife immobile, holding a cup and staring into the darkness where Sheff stood. The blonde girl in the red bathrobe who had a foot on the coffee table to enable her to paint, or file, her nails. A bay window with three Persian cats posed close to the glass: so still that only the head swivel of the middle one at the last moment of Sheff’s passing proved they were flesh and blood. A squat man in short pyjama bottoms grazing from his fridge. The faint alien light from within isolated him there in the darkened room, accentuated the furled hair of his chest, the corporeal solidity of his bare shoulder, the sausage or somesuch he held like a thick pencil, the stoop of him as he looked for more even as he ate.
         
Such vignettes were like Vermeer paintings, lit from within, at once symbolic yet contained, and strangely uncommunicative.
Georgie was up when Sheff arrived home. She’d been checking on their father. Her toenails were a vivid tangerine against her pale feet, and her pyjamas were pale blue satin and heavily creased. ‘You’ve been away a long time,’ she said.
‘There was this old joker pedalling with a pipe and he crashed off. I stopped to give him a hand.’
‘A pipe?’
‘A long water pipe sort of thing,’ said Sheff. ‘He had it on his shoulder, but lost his balance and the pipe hit his head as he fell. He was okay, though.’
‘What the hell was he doing with a water pipe in the middle of the night?’
‘I’ve no idea.’ He hadn’t thought to ask.
‘A pipe?’
‘Yeah, he didn’t say why, but he was bringing it home when everything was quiet. And when I was walking back from that I kept thinking of winter here as a kid. We just took it for granted, didn’t we?’
Georgie shook her head in impatient bewilderment. ‘I’m off,’ she said emphatically, and went into her room. Sheff was disappointed. He wanted to talk to her about bipolar. Gavin’s son had once taken to a Welsh pony with a machete, claiming it was one of the four horses of the Apocalypse, and another time lifted the living room carpet and scattered rat poison and mustard there because Beelzebub was rising from Hell below. His affliction had driven his mother to her death. How was it that so much strangeness and fearful possibility existed in a humdrum world? What was to be found in quiet houses everywhere when the sun went down? How could a son and daughter face the responsibility imposed by their dying father?
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HE SAW HIS FATHER DRUNK ONLY ONCE, and had no wish to witness it again. Warwick had been to Queenstown at a two-day summer conference, and arrived home very late on the Sunday. A colleague dropped him off, but didn’t stay to give any explanation to Belize. She tried to get him inside, but he was full of unnatural hostility. ‘Don’t start. Don’t start, woman,’ he said cuttingly when she scolded him. ‘Just bugger off and leave me alone. I’m going to have a few swings.’
         
He took off his jacket and dropped it carelessly on the grass. He disappeared into the garage and after a considerable time appeared again with a driver and some balls. Belize told Sheff and Georgie to stay inside, but they grouped at the door with her to watch their father flailing in the moonlight. He gave up trying to tee the balls and struck them where they lay. ‘Bugger,’ he said after each shot that went astray, and only once, ‘Yes, yes, you beauty.’
         
Quite suddenly the urge left him, and he dropped the club, left his jacket lying, pushed wordlessly past the family at the door and went heavily to the bedroom. ‘You father’s not well,’ Belize said. ‘Go back to bed now. Everything’s okay.’
         
Sheff and Georgie were still at primary school, but Warwick nevertheless made a formal apology at breakfast. He was groomed and in his suit for the office as on any other work day. ‘I’m sorry for last night,’ he said. ‘It was rude and silly, and I’m ashamed of myself. The whole weekend was just so damn boring.’
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

SHEFF WAS DREAMING of a balloon ride. One of those magnificent, multi-coloured balloons held in a net, with below it a wickerwork basket, as so often illustrated in books for children. He and several spotted Dalmatian dogs had their heads over the side and were gazing at the landscape passing far beneath – corn fields, clumps of trees, and long, sun-glittering canals. And with the typical illogicality of dreams he was concerned not at having spotted dogs as companions in a runaway balloon, but that no bubbly and club sandwiches had been provided despite earlier promises. There was also increasing anxiety as the balloon swept lower and headed ominously towards a line of huge red and yellow totem poles that hadn’t been evident before. Sheff searched above for the burner cord that would give a flaring burst, but there was no cord, no burner, and all seemed awry. The Dalmatians were united in criticism of him in a language that wasn’t canine, yet remained foreign and unhelpful. The basket began a violent rocking, and he woke to his mother shaking him by the shoulder.
‘He’s gone,’ she said, and behind her in the dimness loomed his satin-blue sister. Both turned back without saying any more, and he got out of the bed awkwardly, still with an ebbing fear of totem poles and linguistic exclusion. But he knew at once what had happened. In silence the three went back to Warwick’s sickroom and grouped at the bed. Both his arms were restful on the cover, and Sheff wondered if Belize had arranged them so, but his eyes were still half open and his mouth almost completely, as if he were acquiescing to yet another spoonful of some pap. With relief Sheff realised that there was nothing intrinsic there of his father: he was gone at last and had left just this yellowed husk lying in the bed, a thing evoking neither love, nor terror. On the bedside table lay his discarded hearing aids, like small dead creatures with antennae.
         
Sheff put an arm around his mother’s shoulders. ‘Were you here?’ he asked.
‘Georgie was with him,’ she said.
‘What do we have to do?’ he said.
‘I’ll let Andrew know later, and I know he’ll come round first thing,’ said Georgie.
‘What time is it?’
‘Nearly five,’ Georgie said. She also had an arm about her mother, and the three of them stood close. None of them wept. ‘And afterwards we need to call the undertaker. You could do that for us,’ she said to Sheff, ‘and later a notice for the paper.’
‘Sure.’ He accepted his sister’s professional right to take the lead at such a time.
Belize wanted to tidy the room before Dr North came. Sheff and Georgie sat at the kitchen table and drank coffee, waited for morning to come. Bird calls began as if it were just another day. There was something Sheff needed to ask, and he did so after checking his mother was still in the sickroom. ‘Did you do anything, give him stuff as we talked about?’
‘Yes,’ Georgie said. Sheff waited for her to say more, but she just looked at him steadily. He would have to ask for anything else, and what was the point of doing that?
‘You did the right thing,’ he said. ‘I loved him, but I’m glad it’s over. I never realised that you could be so relieved to see someone go, and yet love them.’
‘Now we do,’ said Georgie. ‘The only way he lives now is in us. When we go that’s his final end, too. I’m glad I was the one with him. I was able to clean him before Mum came.’
         
‘What do you mean?’
‘All the muscles relax,’ said Georgie, and Sheff understood. At the end, as always, she had taken the difficult tasks, and he’d avoided them.
They were quiet together for a time, then he asked, ‘You reckon Mum will be okay?’
‘I don’t know. Maybe I can get her to come back with me for a while, or Aunt Cass could come here to be with her for a bit. She’s happy to do that, she says. They’ve always been close.’
‘You’ve been great, Georgie. Really great. I mean it. It’s made it so much easier having you here. You were the one Dad wanted.’ Sheff needed to say it, admit to himself and also his sister, and he found the truth wasn’t hard to say after all. His father’s final reliance on Georgie wasn’t a sign he loved his wife and son any less.
‘It’s just being a doctor,’ she said. ‘He knew I wasn’t responsible for his treatment, but I think he understood that I could do something if it became utterly unbearable. He needed that reassurance.’
‘Did he ask about it?’
‘Sometimes when we were alone he did, and I said I’d be there. Just knowing that he wasn’t entirely at the mercy of the disease was something: that he had an end-game strategy. He always liked the sense of some control of his own life. And although he wasn’t gushy, he had a lot of love, didn’t he?’
‘Yes,’ said Sheff, ‘and I feel that’s still there, still strong. I reckon we’ll always have a sense of that.’
‘So do I.’ They let talk lapse for a time, and sat watching the light coming into the garden, and listening to the birds heralding it.
‘I’m going through to see Mum,’ said Georgie, ‘and then I’ll ring Andrew.’
‘He won’t notice anything, will he?’
‘If he does I don’t imagine he’ll say a thing. He’s known our family a long time. I think what he’s prepared to do himself, and what he’s willing to allow others to do, are two different things.’
         
‘I’m happy with it.’
‘I’m glad,’ said Georgie. ‘We need to think of Mum now. Do you think you’ll still go overseas quite soon?’
‘I’ve rather gone off the idea. I didn’t think we’d be down here as long, and I don’t feel much like travelling right now. I could change my mind, though, and I’ll have to think about some sort of a job again soon.’
‘I’ll have to go back almost straight after the funeral. It’s not fair on the others at the hospital otherwise.’
‘Well, maybe if Mum doesn’t want to go with you, I could stay on here for a bit if Cass can’t come down immediately. And there’ll be Dad’s stuff to sort out.’
‘But Mum may not want it done straight away,’ said Georgie. ‘You’ll need to check with her. You’ll need to be patient, Sheff, you know? She’ll be up and down for quite a while, but you realise that. It really should be me here, I guess, but the pressure’s on.’
‘No, you’ve given a hell of a lot, and you made regular visits when Dad got sick. I didn’t do enough. I see that now. Maybe I can make up for it.’
Belize would prefer Georgie’s solace in her worst grief, but Sheff made up his mind to do his very best. He had the rather strange idea that he needed to shift some of the affection he had for Warwick to his mother. His father had been easier to love because he didn’t expect it, but no more deserving, Sheff realised.
‘When did you last go in?’ Sheff asked.
‘Just after you went to bed.’
‘Did he talk much?’
‘He said his mother was standing in the corner of the room. Nothing else.’
‘He told me the same thing sometimes, and yesterday he thought you and I were there as kids, and he talked to those apparitions as he once did to us, while I sat beside him. Any divisions of time seemed to have collapsed. Spooky in a way, and sad too.’
         
‘It’s a common thing near the end,’ said Georgie. ‘Anyway I’d better ring Andrew now.’ As she stood up to go, she leant over to Sheff and touched his face briefly. ‘It’s okay to feel relief,’ she said. ‘I’m sure Dad did.’
Yes, he felt the flow of emotional release, but it was grief too. ‘It was absolutely the right thing,’ he said. He was too choked-up to say more. He felt no inclination, or necessity, to go into the sickroom again. There was nothing there that mattered. Everything vital of their father had become memory.
He was surprised how few people he felt it was necessary to tell of his father’s death. Belize and Georgie, however, were busy on the phone for a long time, talking earnestly to people who had been close to Warwick, or were to them. Sheff rang Chris, also Nick and Raewyn. It would be a brief topic of conversation when the journos met over Friday drinks in the Ascot bar. Raewyn and Nick would feel for him, the others would speculate concerning his plans now that his father was dead, and, he hoped, wish him well in a summary way before turning to things nearer to their own lives. Donna would understand, even though Sheff hadn’t got round to ringing her with sympathy for her own loss. It was borne home to Sheff that a diminishing number of people were essential in his life.
Lucy, too, needed to be told. ‘He was always good to me, as was your mum. It’s awful for you all, I know, and nothing helps,’ she said when he rang. ‘There was always more to him than he allowed to show, wasn’t there? When’s the funeral?’
‘Thursday.’
‘I could get down in time and I’d really like to. Okay?’
‘Sure.’
‘Would you mind if Nigel came?’ she said after a pause. ‘We’d probably see his folks on the way back. He needn’t be at the service if you’d rather not.’
‘No, it’s okay. Let him come. It’s not going to be a religious service. Dad didn’t want that.’
         
‘I’m really sorry. It’s so sad.’
‘I know you are,’ he said.
‘Would you mind booking us a motel? Just for Wednesday night?’
‘No problem.’
‘I’ll ring again when I’ve got myself sorted.’
‘Okay then,’ he said. How should he feel about that? Lucy’s partner coming to his father’s funeral. He gave himself a moment to reflect, and found he felt nothing at all.
‘Oh, I’ve been to the house a couple of times. Things look okay and someone’s been collecting the mail and doing the lawns.’
‘Janice said she’d look after mail, and Nick’s been round a few times to check on things. I’ve given him a key.’
‘I’ll see Janice and go through stuff. I’ll bring down anything I think can’t wait.’
‘Thanks. That’ll be good.’
‘It must be awful for you,’ Lucy said.
‘He was ready to go.’
‘Yes, but that only helps so much, doesn’t it? How’s Belize?’
‘Too soon to tell really. She’ll be pleased you’re coming.’ Sheff was surprised how much he was affected by talking to Lucy. Not by what was said, for they had lost the ease and trust that enabled self-revelation. But the voice remained that of the woman he had loved and married and with whom he had a daughter, and whenever he heard it, all that fulfilment was there, as well as the pain and bewilderment that followed. He must have failed her after Charlotte’s death, because she sought consolation everywhere except with him: hospital counsellor, the local woman vicar with whom they had no history whatsoever, friends, grief consultants, her muddle-headed mother, Janice next door, and once Sheff had come home to find her weeping with an aromatherapist she had met while in the dentist’s waiting room. Their natural reactions to tragedy were diametrically opposed: he could cherish his child’s memory only by binding all close to himself; Lucy had sought release.
         
Later Sheff rang Jessica, too, who had appointments for the morning, but said she could meet for a walk and coffee at lunchtime. Sheff parked outside the clinic a little before twelve and was observed with some curiosity through the main window by a bespectacled receptionist, an elderly woman who worked her jaw continuously like some contented ruminant. ‘She doesn’t trust me,’ said Sheff when Jessica, a little late, came out to the car.
‘Who doesn’t?’
‘Your office lady.’
‘No, she’s just curious, and sympathetic. I told her you’re a friend who’s just had a loss. I’m really sorry. I know how sick he’s been, but the shock must be awful all the same.’ It was the word Lucy had used too – awful. But for Sheff it wasn’t awful, at least not in the sense they intended.
‘It’s all happened so quickly in the end. He was very low last night, but that wasn’t unusual, and then Mum woke me and he was gone. The three of us still keep our voices down even though there’s no need.’
‘I hardly knew him really,’ said Jessica, who remained standing outside the car, close to the driver’s side. ‘Georgie I’ve caught up with off and on, and Belize I’ve got to know again through bridge, though in a different way. Once she was my friend’s mum, and now we’re equal adults at the club – well, almost. A few years mean a hell of a lot when you’re young, but the distinctions fade.’
The receptionist was still chewing, and glancing often at them through the office window. Belize had told him as a boy that it was rude to sit and talk to a woman who was standing. He opened the door slowly to allow Jessica to back off, and got out to be beside her. ‘You’ve got time now?’ he asked.
‘I’ve got an appointment with a parrot here after one,’ she said.
‘You’re joking.’
‘Nope.’
         
‘You can bring it back a cracker.’
‘Maybe.’
‘I remember you said you don’t like treating birds.’
‘They’re often difficult, just like people,’ she said.
The walk in the sun through the streets to their café was a pleasure for him. No wind at all and little traffic. They had blueberry muffins and hot chocolate at an outside table, close to locals strolling by. Sheff had been in the town for several weeks, and yet he felt quite suddenly it was a different place, and he a different person. He no longer had a feeling he should be with his father – that’s what it was. The sickroom was no longer the focus, whether he was there physically or not. Warwick didn’t need him any more. He shared some of this with Jessica, but said nothing to her about the decision Georgie and he had made to hasten their father’s death. No one else need ever know of that. It was something done of mercy and duty, and quite without public excuse. To kill someone dear to you for their sake is a fusion of the two most powerful forces in life – love and death.
‘Georgie has to go back to Wellington almost straight after the funeral,’ he said. ‘I’ll probably stay on for just a bit, until Mum’s settled, or decides to go to Georgie’s, or her sister’s, but we don’t think she’ll do that.’
‘It’s a big place to keep for just one person,’ said Jessica. ‘The house wouldn’t be so bad, but there’s a heap of garden.’
‘Too much,’ said Sheff. His mother could afford to have someone come in to keep it, but he knew she would worry, try to do everything herself, and the satisfaction would be gone.
‘I’ve never lost anyone close to me,’ said Jessica. ‘No one who took up part of my life. I’m really sorry for you, but I don’t know what it’s like. Separation from Kevin is different.’
‘It’s disbelief, sorrow and anger. It’s relief as well, and a sort of emotional apathy, too, as a defence … Just a damn jumble really, so soon afterwards, but it’ll settle down. I didn’t cry when I saw him dead in the bed, but found myself bawling when I took his car keys from the hook.’
         
‘I thought I’d come to the service,’ said Jessica.
‘I’d like that.’
A woman stopped beside them who knew Jessica. Sheff was introduced, but he didn’t enter their conversation about daughters and school. He smiled and nodded, offered a chair. The woman, Naomi, had a distinctive face, as smooth and oval as that in a Flemish painting, but spoke rapidly and with a rising Kiwi inflexion. She had a green handbag, and the colour prompted in him a recollection of the undertakers carrying his father’s corpse from the bedroom in a body bag of dark green vinyl with raised stitching. They’d called it a pouch and used it with seemly professionalism. Warwick first wrapped in a sheet; his face covered only after the head undertaker had asked Belize for permission. The pouch was secured with straps and buckles at chest and legs before being lifted to the wheeled stretcher and covered with a crimson shroud. Sheff was surprised at the extent of ceremony, but it wasn’t incongruous, or false. With Sheff, Georgie and Belize in attendance, the undertakers had taken care to ensure the stretcher wasn’t bumped on walls, or corners. One had sought to ease the sad awkwardness of the moment by quietly complimenting Belize on the round buxus that flanked the front step.
Jessica’s acquaintance completed a loving enumeration of her child’s foibles. ‘Oh, they can be real little devils,’ said Jessica, with an inclusive smile.
‘Yes, yes indeed,’ said Sheff finally, although he knew as little of raising children as Jessica did of close family loss.
‘Maybe I could take the parrot’s appointment?’ he said when they reached the office.
‘But there’s nothing wrong with you, is there? You’ve lost someone you love. Of course you’re sad. If you weren’t, that’s when you’d need treatment.’
‘Physical therapy even?’
Jessica ignored that. ‘I’m glad you’re not going back yet,’ she said. ‘We’ll catch up.’
         
‘I look forward to it. Good luck with the parrot. At least it’ll be able to describe its own symptoms.’ He watched her walk towards the entrance, and from the window the elderly receptionist regarded them both with undisguised interest.
‘I’ll see you at the service then,’ Sheff called, and Jessica turned, lifted a hand in agreement and farewell.
He wasn’t ready to rejoin Georgie and Belize, share the emotional weight that came when they were together, despite the summer light on the garden and the absence now of physical suffering within the house. There was a small domain not far from his parents’ home, and he drove there and parked. It was just a drought-browned square of grass with an asphalt path as a diagonal short-cut, two rowan trees with spray rings at the base of their trunks, and a wooden combination table and form seat. Enough of the seat was free of bird shit for him to sit there, elbows on the table, and think of his father, and of himself. And again he wished he had a cigarette. It was the activity he sought, perhaps. The tapping, the lighting, the lifting and lowering of the hand, the conscious indrawn breath, the hit of the smoke deep in the lungs, and then the grey exhalation. At a distance to the north were two lines of high poplars. The movement of the leaves caught the light, and the typical upward growth of the trees made it seem that each was consciously stretching to top its neighbours.
Was he observed from the houses beyond the hedge that bordered the grass on two sides, or from the occasional vehicle that passed? A lone guy sitting at a picnic table, but with nothing laid out before him: a forty-four-year-old man, big-boned and fair-haired because of some Norwegian forebear. A journalist with two degrees and no job by his own choice. Someone surprised by his own tendency to anger, disconcerted by occasional nosebleeds, obliged to accept that his ex-wife was happier with another man. A guy who has lost the one child, the one wife, and the one father, he ever had.
There was a companion, however, of a sort. A mallard drake that came with resolute waddle from the hedge and, having reached the table, stood expectantly with head raised. Sheff knew of no pond in the vicinity, but assumed it a picnic duck: one of those that hung around such public lawns in hope of scraps. He didn’t warm to it, despite its approach. He disliked ducks because they fouled the grass, so that you went home with a pungent, green mayonnaise on your shoes. ‘Piss off then,’ he told it, but the mallard settled itself in the grass not far from his feet. The plumage of its head had a blue-green iridescence.
         
The conversation had gone no further with the duck, when it was interrupted by a voice from the hedge. ‘Piss off yourself, weirdo.’ No one was visible, but it was a kid’s voice, a boy’s voice, and there were others like it in half-suppressed laughter. Sheff wasn’t much surprised. There were always aimless kids behind hedges waiting and hoping for opportunity for amusement, or mischief. What did surprise him was to be struck hard on the left wrist by a cricket ball. It hurt. He strode towards the hedge that was above head-height, and as he neared it could hear the boys running away: not scattering in fear and dismay, but jogging away with catcalls and whistles. What was the use of shouting after them? Instead he turned back and sought out the ball in the grass. It lay not far from the table: a cheap and rather worn cricket ball, and not red, but a grass-stained grey. The mallard drake was gone, and Sheff was alone again. He felt sufficient vindictiveness, and pain, to deny the kids the ball’s return, and he flung it far to the back of the domain before driving home. His father had died in the night, but ducks and parrots, cricket-ball attacks, blueberry muffins and his affection for Jessica went on just the same. Events seemed somehow compressed until they assumed a grotesque parity. Things that deserved precedence were belittled, those of no significance advanced themselves. The purpose of any endeavour was obscure. It had been that way since Charlotte’s death, and the feeling was intensified by the loss of his father. Maybe it would always be that way now.
Warwick and Belize had little opportunity to see Charlotte before she died, and Sheff had few memories of them together. His mother had spent time feeding her with great care while she waved her hands in the high-chair, and he had a recollection of his father rather awkwardly crouched on the floor, loosely holding her small feet and stroking the tops of them with his thumbs.
         
Georgie and Belize had been busy in Sheff’s absence, and already the house had a hollow neatness, the paraphernalia of terminal illness checked and stacked. The sickroom was impersonal. The stripped bed with the blankets folded on it, the small table cleared of medicines and cards, and only flowers remaining. The window wide to give an airing now that no body lay within, the syringe pump, his father’s final friend, confined to its transparent box. His father had vanished as a physical presence, and taken with him those apparitions that had surrounded him at the end – his mother, Neddy Ackerley, his first business partner, donkeys in the mountains of Portugal, cascading sand dunes he claimed lay outside the sickroom window, the fur coats he imagined hung in the corner of his room. All was memory, or delusion. There could be nothing new of him.
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HE’D HALF EXPECTED A PRAM for Charlotte, not having paid attention to the vehicles used for transporting babies, but Lucy had said prams were out, completely, and that strollers were the thing. When he looked about him, he realised that she was right. So they bought a beauty, with white wheels and a transparent front cover that gave full protection in wind, or rain. Charlotte enjoyed the movement, and Lucy saw the outings as an opportunity for exercise, sometimes even trotting with it when the footpaths were broad and smooth. Sheff rather liked to dawdle, and look in often to see his daughter’s face. Sometimes she slept, but more often she would meet his enquiry with a smile, or wide-eyed solemnity.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

SCREENWRITERS’ FUNERALS ARE SOMBRE, the full frame of portentous weather – lowering cloud, slanting rain, thunder even to signal higher acknowledgement – and the huddle of black-clothed mourners. For Warwick it was another still, bright day with bird calls in the trees, and the fragrance of rough grasses beyond the cemetery. The golfing weather that he’d have chosen. The flight of his ball didn’t suit a wind.
The cemetery was stretched along the grassy slope, with dark, uneven pines on the rising ground behind, and a line of civilised poplars on the other side, which the graves faced as if drawn up on parade. No gardens, but flowers lay at the base of many graves nevertheless. Most commemorations were of modest height in schist, or marble, a few originals close to the entrance made a Victorian display with wrought-iron surrounds like bedsteads, and pale, high angels, or crosses.
Many people came, because Warwick had been a non-interfering, affable man and long in honest business within the same town. The broad, unsealed drive was filled with cars. Most of those attending were older than Sheff, but they didn’t cast themselves completely in the role of mourners. There were light-hearted reminiscences and anecdotes as well as earnest condolences, and folk stood in groups and chatted, laughed even, as they gathered and life went on. Among other emotions, the death of someone else provides quiet satisfaction that you yourself are still alive.
         
Close to Sheff, a tall woman in green and pink came back from her car with a plastic bag of fruit for a friend. ‘I thought I’d see you here,’ she told her. ‘A good chance. I’ve been meaning to drop something round for ages, but the kids have had chicken pox and been off school.’ All significance is calibrated in accordance with its relationship to our own lives. For the green and pink woman, family sickness rightly overshadowed the death of her accountant.
Aunt Cass was there with her thick-set, chiropractor husband who talked pleasantly of building and flying his own microlight. Cass was never as attractive as Belize, and was showing her age. The same striking blue eyes, but she was heavy of hip and had a noticeable tide-mark to her make-up at the hairline. Meeting her triggered for Sheff another vivid tableau.
In his first year at secondary school he’d come home early to find his mother out, and his father and Cass in the guest bedroom. From the hall he could hear a rhythmic and muted working of the bed, and low voices in a wordless exchange, but at first he didn’t understand. When he stood at the partly open door he saw his father kneeling hard up behind Cass and with his hands on her shoulders. Cass’s face was lost in the duvet, and her long, pale hair, so much like her sister’s, flowed out before her. She and Warwick intermingled soft noises of pleasure, and Warwick’s face had a faraway blankness. His hair was oddly fluffed up, as if by some powerful neural charge. His eyes were wide, but seemed not to see his son watching at the partly open door, and then he dropped his gaze but continued working.
Sheff had left the house immediately, and on his return he found his father, mother and aunt having coffee and shortbread on the patio. It was as if the lovemaking had never happened. Warwick said nothing, so neither did Sheff, and the more time passed, the less it seemed a possible topic, the more it belonged in a different realm of experience. As an adult Sheff saw it all quite differently, and wondered if his father had told face-down Cass that they’d been observed. Never afterwards did she show any embarrassment, even when alone with Sheff, and she continued to be close to Belize, to come to stay, sometimes with her husband, who was hopeless at golf, but generous with treats for Sheff and Georgie and a whizz with anything that needed repair.
         
It was her sister whom Cass was concerned for at Warwick’s funeral, rather than being overwhelmed at the loss of a sometime lover, and her solicitude seemed genuine. That coupling years before may well have been a single and impetuous thing, meaning little against the love they both had for Belize. Or it may have been the one glimpse of an affair that for a time at least was the focus of their world. It was no one else’s business now, and most certainly long over.
‘I can come down for as long as I’m needed,’ Cass volunteered. ‘I’ve told Belize that. Or she can come to us, can’t she, Norman?’
‘Absolutely. As long as she likes. Absolutely,’ affirmed Norman.
‘She’s always been so strong,’ said Cass. ‘She doesn’t like to ask for help.’
‘It’s kind of you,’ said Sheff. Cass hadn’t been to see Warwick in his last weeks. That could be explained in all sorts of ways, and there was no profit in surmise. And Nelson was a long drive.
‘Anything we can do,’ said Cass, squinting slightly into the sun. ‘Anything.’
People seemed reluctant to go into the chapel. They clustered in the outside brightness, turned to each other and the plots searching for acquaintance. Sheff noticed Belize pointing him out to a small, upright man in a good suit, who then came across and introduced himself as Simon Pask, Warwick’s partner. Belize had asked him to be one of the pallbearers. Despite their being unknown to each other, Simon gripped Sheff’s arm with some familiarity. ‘Sorely missed,’ he said. ‘I saw him on almost a daily basis for nearly fifteen years. I visited him several times before you and your sister came home, but didn’t like to bother you all towards the end. Yes, sorely missed. In all that time never a cross word, you know that. Quite remarkable in business.’
‘He didn’t like arguments,’ said Sheff.
         
‘Never a cross word. Fancy that. And punctilious to a fault, if that’s possible.’
‘I suppose it’s that sort of profession.’ Sheff remembered his father saying his partner was lazy, that he was one of the few men who still smoked cigarillos, and had to be asked not to do so in the office. There did seem an emanation of tobacco fumes from him, and even his complexion had a teakish quality. ‘Dad often worked late at the office, but as a matter of principle rarely brought work home,’ said Sheff. ‘And he was a quick, focused worker, wouldn’t you say?’
‘Yes, indeed, and never a cross word. Sorely missed. And where is Georgie, your sister?’ Pask was already looking about, having done his duty as far as the son was concerned. He stood very straight, making the most of what height he had. From the sleeve of his dark suit a cuff-link gleamed silver. Once Georgie was located, he was briskly away to pay his respects there. He and many others had shared life to some degree with Warwick, but Sheff felt little connection with them, having the selfish conviction that the essential man was unknown to them.
A woman with a slash of cherry lipstick materialised before him, shifting until she was absolutely square on. ‘Remember me,’ she said. He did, of course, although she wore a lemon dress, not the jeans she had on when she’d accosted him in the café, or the red shorts when she breasted him on the bridge walkway. He recalled the firm restraint of her hand on his shoulder, the flowers somersaulting gracefully towards the river.
‘I remember. Did you know my father?’ he said.
‘Never met him, but I knew the name,’ she said. ‘I came because of you. You’re still hanging around Jessica like a bad smell, even though I told you it’s not a good idea. I reckon you’re a slow learner.’
‘What the hell is it with you?’ Sheff found it preposterous that he was again being confronted by this dumpy woman, and given orders. He still half expected the whole thing to be a joke: for her to break into laughter and say he’d fallen for it, that she was a friend of Georgie’s, or Jessica’s, and they were having him on. Except that she bore somehow an authentic hostility.
         
‘What have you done to your face?’ Her satisfaction in referring to the minor injury was obvious.
‘It’s no business of yours.’
‘Been poking it where it doesn’t belong, I bet.’
‘Well, you’d know all about that, wouldn’t you?’ he said.
‘Believe me, I’ll cut your balls off if I have to. Understand?’ And she made a snipping gesture. ‘It’s a sad time for you and all that, but you need to pay attention to what I’m saying. I’m not kidding.’ She made no effort to lower her voice.
‘Who made you the bloody ringmaster?’ said Sheff. ‘It’s pretty sick to come to a funeral and carry on like this. I bet you’ve got some crush on Jessica yourself. Well, she can look after herself. She doesn’t need a minder. Grow up, for Christ’s sake.’
She seemed to come a step closer without moving her feet, and glared up into his face. ‘No more warnings,’ she said ominously, ‘so it’s up to you. Jessica’s off-limits. She’s a lovely person and she’d had enough of pricks like you. You’ve done your family duty down here, and now you should just piss off back where you came from. I’m done with warnings.’
They stood in silence for a few moments, quite close, scrutinising each other while more amicable conversations went on around them. The woman wasn’t embarrassed. She had a pugnacious righteousness and met his gaze. Her face was a doll-like one of reduced features and smooth surface. A bumble bee hung droning between them for a moment, resembling an animated and brightly banded small fruit, but she wasn’t distracted.
‘What’s your name?’ Sheff asked, but she fronted up to that, too, without hesitation.
‘Pamela Rudge.’
‘Well, Pamela, don’t tell me what to do.’ A weak response, but the best he could come up with. He’d failed to gain the initiative in a situation that should have ensured it – accosted at his father’s funeral by a strange woman with demands to end a reciprocated friendship. When he said no more, Pamela gave a slight smile, accentuated by the brightness of her lipstick, drew a finger significantly across her throat, then turned and walked towards the cars. Her lemon dress seemed brighter than the clothes of the other women, but unsuitable nevertheless, in a way Sheff was unable to determine: maybe it was just that she had seemed more comfortable in jeans or shorts. He tried to think of some crushing statement to make to her back, but came up with nothing.
         
He thought about her as he sat with Georgie and their mother in the chapel. The woman’s powerful sexual jealousy seemed strange, but was no more bizarre perhaps than any of the other emotions that blazed forth in relationships. Even as he gave his eulogy he looked along the rows for a woman in a lemon dress, in case she’d come back prepared to break into his speech with further threats, or stride to the coffin and denounce him. People had crowded in, standing at the back, even in the small foyer and overflowing into the sunlight. He was almost certain she wasn’t present, but Jessica was, and her smile enabled Sheff to dismiss the other woman.
Because he’d feared he might be overcome with emotion while speaking of his father, he’d written it all down, and he read it word for word. The precaution was needless, for he felt quite calm, partly because he had no sense of Warwick’s presence, but more because he refused in public to reveal a depth of love, or sorrow. There was nothing of genuine intimacy in what he said. Apart from Georgie and Belize, perhaps Cass, the people sitting there surely had no real knowledge of his father, no share in his inner life. They had no entitlement to share the grief of family.
None of the other speakers, save Georgie, caused him to change his opinion. Simon Pask repeated his truisms of the sorely missed, and told of Warwick’s equanimity when he made his sole hole-in-one. ‘Completely unruffled. Totally,’ he said, lifting his teak face, giving a theatrical chuckle, more interested in his own oration than any sincere tribute. Neighbours spoke of unobtrusive support and helpfulness as neighbours do, clients extolled his husbandry on their behalf, and an elderly woman with dyed hair and a self-induced plum claimed an acquaintance since they were both three years old, as if that alone gave her both precedence and privilege.
         
Georgie’s tribute was the only one that touched Sheff at all: far more personal and affecting than his own. She said Warwick was a man of undisclosed ambitions, a hidden idealist who took refuge in benevolent cynicism. She spoke of his equanimity, his love of walking and detestation of rap music, his liberalism within the family and repression of the garden. Sheff’s vocation was words, and he was impressed by her insight, but thought it wasted on the gathering, though he knew very few of those who had come, and had no evidence to support his disparagement. To himself he admitted that maybe the unwillingness to credit others with a true affection for his father arose from a selfish need to foreground his own relationship.
The burial was short and simple. Warwick wasn’t a believer. After the dutiful stand at the open grave, Sheff looked for Jessica among the people spreading out on the lawns among the headstones. A few folk had headed for the car park immediately, but on such a fine, still day most preferred to stand in groups and talk. Jessica was in conversation with a couple she introduced as the Tanes, wine growers from Cromwell who had been Warwick’s clients. After making that clear and giving their commiserations, they moved away, leaving Sheff and Jessica together as they wished. For the first time he saw her dressed up. The frock was slim-cut and sleeveless, the colour a deep blue. She had a sapphire ring on her left hand, a slim gold bracelet on the same wrist, and her lips were lightly glossed. An understated glamour that suited her and the occasion, yet Sheff preferred her as she had been at other times – casual, with little make-up, and shoes she could wear into a paddock. He was reminded that she was a professional woman, divorced and with a child. The dress had no collar and the small birthmark on her neck was visible. She had made no attempt to hide or disguise it, and Sheff liked that: it expressed something of her nature.
         
‘I knew there’d be a lot of people,’ she said.
‘Well, he was an accountant in a small town for a long time. Pretty much everyone got to know him, and he had a knack for getting on with folk.’
‘I prefer cremations. It’s sad to have the eulogies, and then have to go and look down into a grave.’
‘I think he felt much the same,’ said Sheff, ‘but Mum wanted more of a memorial than a name among many on a wall.
‘How is she?’
‘Coping bloody well. Andrew North has offered her pills, but she’s okay. Mind you, when all this is over and she has time to herself, things could be different. She hasn’t said much about immediate plans.’
‘I won’t come to the house if you don’t mind,’ said Jessica. ‘I’ve got a fair bit on and can’t be away long. But I’d like to help in any way I can. You know that.’
‘Any way at all?’
‘There are limits.’
‘Joking,’ Sheff said. ‘You don’t mind me coming round? Your friends don’t mind?’
‘Why should they? I’d like to see Georgie again before she goes back, too.’
Sheff wondered if Pamela Rudge was one of those friends, but Jessica was obviously short of time, and he needed to get Pamela sorted in his mind before mentioning her. Instead they talked about Georgie. How complete in capability she’d become, how suited she was to the profession she’d chosen.
‘Anyway,’ Jessica said finally, ‘I must go. Get in touch, okay? I hope things get better soon.’
Sheff wished he could leave with her, that they could both put on casual clothes and walking shoes, head off somewhere together through the dry hills of rock, tussock and thyme, feeling at ease, talking casually of things that were of more than casual significance. Instead he watched her leave, waited for Belize to say when she wanted to return home. Georgie had already left to take the role of preliminary hostess.
         
Lucy came unobtrusively to talk to him. She and Nigel had waited for the opportunity, waited until most who offered condolences had done so, and then drifted away. ‘Thanks for coming,’ Sheff said. They made no move to exchange a kiss, and that wasn’t an expression of any antagonism. To touch their lips together was too sad after all that had happened between them. Sheff shook Nigel’s hand, and they gave each other a civilised nod and smile. ‘Good trip?’ Sheff asked him.
‘Well no, actually. Seemed to be some reunion day for big rigs, nose to tail,’ he said, true to his rebuttalist practice. Nigel didn’t know Sheff’s family, or any of the other mourners. He was out of place, but there to support Lucy so that she wouldn’t be left standing alone among strangers. His assertiveness was an unconscious justification of his presence.
‘I really wanted to come,’ Lucy said. ‘They’ve always been good to me.’
‘He liked you. He never seemed to quite cotton on to us not being together any more.’
‘I liked him, too. There was a sort of protectiveness about him, just in the way he was. Maybe I should’ve come down before to see him, but it’s not an easy situation.’
‘We want you both to come back to the house,’ said Sheff. He took care to look at Nigel as he spoke, for although he had no positive feeling for him, he respected his reason for coming. And Nigel showed surprising sensitivity by saying that he’d go and sit in the car for bit while Sheff and Lucy had a chance to talk.
‘It’s a long way to come,’ said Sheff when he had gone.
‘We’ll have another night in the motel here, and head off in the morning. See a few of the sights on the way. What will you do? Still plan to go overseas?’
         
‘I might stay here for a bit, until things settle for Mum anyway. Georgie’s been great, but she has to get back for work.’
‘That’s good of you. What’s happened to your chin?’
‘Don’t ask. A skateboarder crashed into me on the main street. I’ve been having one of those runs when everything goes wrong. If I slice an apple it’s rotten in the middle. If I join a queue the slide goes down. Insects fly into my mouth. I don’t know. Even birds shit on me.’
‘Murphy’s Law,’ said Lucy. ‘Everybody has a bad run sometime. There’s days you shouldn’t get out of bed.’
How well they knew each other, yet the former closeness was beyond them. They looked into each other’s faces as they talked, and in that eye contact expressed a sort of hopeless acknowledgement, part sympathy and part despair, and quite distinct from the conventional sentiments they offered in conversation. She’d grown thinner, and was probably pleased with that. She was still attractive, but Sheff was sorry that she’d changed. Her face was tighter, her shirt loose on her shoulders. She asked about the house, and laughed at his story of offending Janice Wallace while tidying the garden. He asked about her tours, and was pleased things were picking up. ‘You didn’t tell Belize I got rid of a lot of her brass and silver things, did you?’ she asked.
‘No. Nothing.’
‘Thanks. She might be hurt, but it’s just keeping all that stuff clean and polished.’
‘I don’t imagine she ever thinks about it,’ said Sheff.
‘We won’t stay long at the house. We’ll have a coffee in town beforehand, take our time coming so that hopefully most people will have gone. I’d just like the chance to talk with Georgie and your mum for a while without too many other people about.’ Sheff wondered if she and Nigel had hoped to have a baby in the time they’d been together, or if Lucy was too fearful to try. The clock must be ticking also. He wanted happiness for her, while doubting she had found it.
         
There was awkwardness on parting, as if they wished for the absolution of the touch of flesh between them, but a kiss had become foreign to them and a handshake ridiculous. ‘I hope things work out for you. I really do,’ Lucy said.
‘I hope everything goes well for you too. I really do,’ he replied, and the deliberate repetition drew a slight smile as she turned away.
He could imagine no agony and sadness greater than his own had been, yet Lucy must have suffered more, for she had carried the baby within her, accepted the pain of birth, suckled her, had all those connections and more of which Sheff could never be part. Standing in the cemetery with Lucy, he saw clearly for the first time what had gone wrong, and that neither of them was culpable. They had once briefly and wonderfully been three and afterwards could no longer live as two. Nobody was at fault. Whenever he and Lucy were together there was a gap, an empty ache, and it was impossible to live that way. A single grief could be forced down in the company of people unperturbed, but the shared knowledge was too great, too pervasive, no matter what else they did, or talked about. They would manage for the time they spent together in the summer warmth and with others of the family not far away, but each knew that beneath the extended and genuine goodwill, loss still mouthed unbearably.
To be with Lucy was to think, inescapably, of Charlotte. Even as they stood with the sun like a warm iron on their backs, Sheff remembered the brief, happy arguments they sometimes had if both were home when Charlotte woke from her daytime nap, and he was usually allowed first into the room to lift her from the cot. The pleasure and recognition on the little girl’s face was a reward no other love quite equalled. He would lift her up in the darkened room, high towards the ceiling, and then hold her to his shoulder and carry her out to Lucy.
It was Sheff who had found her dead that Sunday, lying face-down on the blankets, scalp pale beneath her hair. Cot death, people said, as if there should be some consolation in such fatuous and generic description of loss of life. For Sheff and Lucy it was something that had happened only once in the world, and it had happened to them. And whenever they were in each other’s company, it stood between them so that they could never again be whole and generous together.
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CHARLOTTE HAD SHOWN A WILL OF HER OWN from the first. Sheff had been amazed by the expression of it in both affection and defiance. She was decided in her preferences for baby food, even though to Sheff they all looked and tasted much the same. She would take a spoonful or two, bulge it in her mouth for a time in assessment, then swallow it all, or eject it with furled tongue. Her decisions were irrevocable, and Sheff and Lucy learnt not to oppose them unless they wanted a fight.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER THIRTY

BELIZE AND GEORGIE took upon themselves the task of sorting Warwick’s things in the house. There was urgency because Georgie had to leave. Sheff wasn’t consulted, but on the morning after the funeral his mother put the bowl of polished stones in his hands and asked him to take them to the garage and have a sort-out there. It was the accustomed demarcation of responsibility: inside as a woman’s domain, and outbuildings as a man’s responsibility – and perhaps refuge.
‘Don’t you want to keep them? They were Dad’s favourites.’
‘Too sad,’ she said briskly, ‘and I never took to them. That tumbler often went night and day. Gave me the heebie-jeebies. There’s buckets of them out there. They don’t do anything, do they? Maybe we could give them to a school fair or something.’ But those in the bowl had been Warwick’s final selection, and the slanted sun dancing through them had made a shifting kaleidoscope of colour that he loved. ‘You’re welcome to them,’ said Belize.
Despite a sense of trivial betrayal, Sheff admitted to himself that he didn’t want them either, or not so many. At the garage bench he put his hand deep into the bowl, and the stones, smooth as medicinal capsules, slithered in his fingers as if lightly oiled. He took just a few of the most brilliantly coloured and slipped them into his pocket. Later he’d have time for sentiment concerning them perhaps. There were many hundreds more in plastic containers with felt pen identification on the lids in his father’s writing: ‘Agate seconds’, or ‘Best citrine’. Other small bins held various grades of grits and plastic pellets. Sheff turned on the tumbler, and for a while stood at the garage bench listening to the sound. There were stones still in there that his father had never lived to see reborn in any form. He’d have to get rid of it all, perhaps as a job-lot on Trade Me, and then the garage would be more as Sheff remembered it, and his father’s golf equipment have pre-eminence once more: the trundler, the leather bag in which the Ping clubs were clustered, some with individual covers, the tonguing shoes heel-out on the shelf above. And, even higher and never disturbed, the dark and finely dusted leather of the case that held Belize’s abandoned saxophone.
         
Sheff turned off the tumbler, but remained standing there as the noise died away. His mother was right about the stones. They didn’t do anything, even though there was a tactile pleasure to be had from them and the colours of many were splendid. He wondered if maybe the local secondary school would like them, or if he should just pour them into a glittering heap at the gate and see how many were taken away. He rather liked the idea of a voluntary dispersal of the trove, passers-by carrying off personal choices until the magpie heap was gone and unwitting mementos of his father spread throughout the town.
Georgie came out while he was fossicking on the shelves to see what else would have to be sold, given away or thrown out. ‘All these stones,’ she said. ‘Mum will be glad to be rid of them.’ She had a mug of coffee for him.
‘I thought she might’ve waited a while before having a clear-out. What’s she like with his clothes and personal stuff?’
‘We’re going through it all. She’s not keeping much. I know she’s going to give you the good watch, and me the wedding ring. She’s been a bit tearful, but she doesn’t want to be left with lots of stuff to deal with by herself when I go back tomorrow. What about you?’
‘I can stay a while. Maybe I’ll do an article or two.’
         
‘You’ll miss Jessica when you go. You two have really clicked.’
‘It’s odd, isn’t it?’ Sheff said. ‘A lesbian woman with a child, and I like being with her more than anybody else.’
‘She understands people. She hasn’t had an easy time of it herself, but she’s come through. I think the two of you are good for each other just now.’
‘You’ve talked with her about me, I suppose?’
‘Not much. She’s closer to you than me now, but that’s fine. She likes you. She feels for you. Just because someone’s not sexually into men doesn’t mean they dislike them all. Guys seem to find it hard to get their heads around that.’
‘I don’t know much about all that,’ he said. He wondered if perhaps his sister did.
‘Neither do I,’ she said, ‘but it’s not all that mysterious surely. A friend’s a friend – that’s the main thing. You make the most of it.’ Georgie touched some of her father’s things, lightly, but as if in both contact and farewell. ‘All of a sudden most of it’s just junk, isn’t it?’ she said. ‘Dad’s gone and this stuff’s meaningless without him.’
She made as if to leave, and then turned back and watched him sipping his coffee. She came a step closer, and after another short silence spoke again. ‘We’ve never really talked about Charlotte, have we?’ she said. ‘It was the worst possible thing that could’ve happened to you and Lucy – and it did happen, and we all knew both of you were heartbroken, but there was nothing we could do to make a difference. I did say I’d come up, remember? Mum and Dad, too.’
‘Yes.’
‘But you just buttoned-up.’
‘We couldn’t share it with each other, so it was impossible with anybody else. She tried, I couldn’t.’ Sheff was aware how still he was. One hand felt the slowly diminishing warmth of the coffee mug, the other was in his pocket and the stones he’d selected from his father’s bowl slid skink smooth in his fingers. He was glad the light wasn’t great in the garage, but he met his sister’s gaze without evasion. ‘Somehow nothing that other people said was appropriate, or adequate, and just seemed strangely to diminish Charlotte. No one else really got it, really understood. I know that’s arrogant and untrue, but I think Lucy in the end felt the same.’
         
‘I won’t go on about it, and we’re both just coping with Dad’s death anyway,’ said Georgie, ‘but I just want to say I think you need to let go of a lot of that stuff. You don’t want it to become an itch, but neither do you want it to be too tender to touch. A pity you didn’t persist with the counselling, though I know the guy rubbed you up the wrong way. Your trouble, I reckon, is you had no chance to fight for Charlotte: it was over before you and Lucy were aware of any threat. Even a losing struggle is a form of catharsis, like with Dad, but you wanted to fight for her and you couldn’t, and you’re still angry about that. You were powerless, and being pissed off at the world is your expression of it. Anyway, that’s all I’ll say. Okay?’
‘Yes. It’s okay.’ And it was. He was able to hear his daughter’s name from Georgie without any pain, or anger.
‘And I’d better get back to Mum. I haven’t got any of my own stuff together yet.’
‘I’ll miss you. You know that?’ said Sheff. ‘We couldn’t have got through without you. I’ll never forget what you did for Dad.’
‘I wouldn’t have done it if you hadn’t agreed.’
‘You were the only one of us who could help him at the end. You had the power and you used it for love.’ It was difficult, almost pretentious, but he needed to say it, because maybe they would never talk about it again. ‘It was the right thing. I’m sure about that,’ he said.
A few weeks earlier he would have resented her analysis of his feelings, whatever the accuracy, but now he accepted the truth of it, and acknowledged the concern and affection that prompted it. He stood with his sister in the comparative dimness of the garage, and for some reason he had a heightened perception of physical context, although there was no connection with their conversation. His father’s orphaned recreational possessions, the subdued sheen of the Commodore, the fruit trees of the old orchard framed by the single garage window and bowed in the heat.
         
Georgie let a silence lie for a time, and then took up a handful of Warwick’s favourite pieces from the bowl. ‘What is it with all these bloody stones?’ she said. ‘I never really got that. It isn’t the sort of thing I thought he’d go for.’
‘Carnival sky,’ said Sheff. ‘I think he just loved the colours, how they could be released from the stone. How it could just be there as something beautiful. The sun striking the colours through the bowl.’
‘Weird, eh?’
‘I’ll drive you through to Dunedin tomorrow,’ said Sheff, but Georgie didn’t want Belize to have the long trip there and back, or to be left alone in Alex. She’d take the bus. She gazed about the garage and puffed her breath out noisily.
‘Anyway, I’d better go in again,’ she said. ‘But all this stuff. Will you keep the golf clubs?’
‘Well, in some ways I’d like to, but they’d just sit around my place as they sit around here. And there’s the hassle of getting stuff to Auckland. Probably better to flog them off. Maybe a garage sale? What do you reckon?’
‘Mum wouldn’t want a lot of people poking around. Not now. I’d just clear everything to an auction house. Up to you, though.’
‘So Mum’s giving me the gold watch? I’d love to wear that sometimes for Dad.’
It was a Tissot with intricate links on the strap. Belize had bought it for Warwick in Switzerland as a wedding anniversary present, and he wore it only on special occasions. As a boy Sheff would watch him take it from the box, fasten it and leave his steel watch on the table until he resumed an everyday world. He would do the same, he decided: wear it when he was clean, well dressed and going somewhere special. And while there he would think of his father wearing it in similar circumstances and with the same pleasure. Not solid gold of course, but gold nevertheless, and elegant, with just the clear face, and none of the gimmicks that festooned some watches.
         
At lunch he thanked his mother for it. ‘His name’s engraved on the back,’ she said.
‘I didn’t know that.’
‘We did it recently. I won’t give it to you now, but remind me when you go. He wanted you to have it. The wedding ring’s for Georgie. She’ll end up with mine as well, but that’s what your father wanted. You can have his Omega too, if you want it, but I thought I might keep that.’
‘That’s fine, Mum. We can swap if you like,’ said Sheff. Talk of his father’s personal belongings was beginning to upset Belize: her lips tightening and a little shiver coming into her face. Sheff and Georgie turned the conversation to the crop in the old orchard. So much good fruit lying rotting in the long grass.
‘When we’ve got them so has everybody else,’ their mother said. ‘The market price doesn’t even cover the picking and transport.’ And so for the moment they led her from grief to common grievance. Without spraying, the bugs got into most of them anyway. Then the birds.
What was it like to lose someone with whom you’ve experienced life for fifty years? Lucy and he had Charlotte for less than eleven months, and the loss of her had broken both of them. Belize would go on because she had no choice, as Sheff and Lucy had gone on, but not together. Sheff had never made any objective assessment of his parents’ marriage, as boy or man. He’d always known them together as part of the natural state of things. They argued sometimes, even on rare occasions provoked each other to anger, but there was no threat, or vituperation, no sense they wished to live in any other way than together. Whatever disappointments and failures each experienced were not blamed on the other. ‘If you’d like to go away for a few days, that’s fine by me,’ said Sheff. ‘I’d look after things here.’
‘When I get used to being here by myself, then I’ll think of going away for a while perhaps,’ answered Belize.
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PEOPLE HAVE THEIR FOIBLES AND FLAWS, often the result of vanity, and Sheff’s father wasn’t immune. He disliked wine bores, but in his undemonstrative way considered himself something of a connoisseur. Once, when Cass was visiting, the sisters switched labels and trapped him into praising as a reputable Bordeaux, a bottle that was merely vin ordinaire. Belize was quite capable of taking him down a peg or two occasionally. He joined the laugh against himself, but Sheff could see that he was a little affronted all the same.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

SHEFF AND HIS MOTHER took Georgie to the bus the next morning. She was wearing the same light, suede boots he’d noticed when he met her at the Wellington airport on their way south, and she bobbed as always when she walked. Sheff still hadn’t found an answer for that. How much closer brother and sister had become: how admirable she had proved in the past weeks.
They sat in the sun outside the information office and waited for departure time. Travellers went past to get brochures, or visit the small museum and art gallery. Most were older couples, the women purposeful and ahead, the men often rather dutiful followers, their thoughts more on cold beer than gold-field artefacts, or local watercolours. Almost all those wearing shorts had made a serious sartorial mistake.
‘Who’s going to give me health advice now?’ Sheff complained to his sister. ‘Lately I’ve had these loud clicks when I turn my head. Something must be going wrong in the vertebrae.’ This drew a smile from Georgie. ‘I get these floaters in front of my vision, and my tongue feels like a piece of shoe leather in the mornings.’
‘You’re breathing through your mouth and snoring, that’s all,’ she said. ‘Mum and I hear you sawing wood half the night.’
‘And then there’s the foot cramps, and the sneezing when I look at the sun.’
Most of the talk, however, was between Georgie and Belize, not just because they were parting; it was always that way. Mother, son and daughter. Husband and father was gone. Gone, but not wholly absent, for true affection maintains a presence in the heart.
         
‘If you can’t get me at home, then use the cell phone,’ Georgie was saying. ‘I’ll try to ring every day for a while. Don’t forget that Aunt Cass wants you to go up. Anytime at all she said.’
‘Maybe when everything here is sorted and Sheff’s gone,’ said Belize.
‘Or she’ll come down to you. She’s happy to do that, too. Or come up to me. I’d love that. And get Sheff to take you out in the car sometimes. The worst thing is to be stuck away by yourself. When will you go back to bridge?’
‘I may even go next week,’ said Belize, ‘but don’t worry, I’ve got plenty of things to fill my time. I must get to the solicitor in the next few days.’
And so it went. It wasn’t the opportunity for Sheff and Georgie to share much that was meaningful. The final minutes before her departure were made more impersonal when they were joined by a mother and daughter well known to Belize, and who were also travelling to Dunedin. So for brother and sister at the end, standing at the bus steps, there was just a hug and one wry look between them as Mrs Abercrombie, having exhausted her condolences, talked freely of her holiday plans. Georgie took a seat by the window and looked down at her mother and brother before the bus moved off. Talk was no longer possible, but they smiled and made personal faces to show affection and sympathy. Sheff raised a thumb and his eyebrows, Belize mouthed goodbye, Georgie put her palm on the glass.
‘I need to go to the supermarket on the way home,’ Belize said when the bus had gone. Sheff understood it as a distraction from the compounded feeling of loss, and they talked about what they needed to buy as they drove, and not about Georgie. It was like the green bottles on the wall in the song: four of them, then three, now two, and when Sheff left there would be Belize by herself needing to make a life in her old age.
In the supermarket he pushed the trolley, and his mother went ahead selecting goods from the shelves. It wasn’t a large shop by city standards, but that made the job easier. At the checkout there was one man in front of them, pushing his purchases along to the operator, who was very tall, very pallid and very thin, and perhaps only fifteen or sixteen years old. He held the bar codes to the screen with arms so slender that the skin seemed to lie directly on the bone, and his sharp elbows about to break through. When it was his mother’s turn, Sheff went first and stood to receive the bags.
         
‘How are you today?’ he said. The gaunt boy stopped abruptly, arms up, like a praying mantis. His eyelids fluttered for a moment, and then he was violently sick on Sheff’s legs. ‘Ah, no, no. Oh, shit no,’ Sheff said despairingly, but too late. The vomit was copious and very fluid, splashing like a bucket of water on his shoes and the floor. An acrid stink rose around them, so strong it was almost visible. The checkout boy reeled away, head still down. How could such a reduced torso regurgitate so much?
The concern at first was entirely for him. ‘It’s all right, Bobby. It’s okay. How do you feel now?’ said his nearest fellow employee, a motherly woman with thick glasses and heavy breasts that drew her shoulders forward. She put her arm around Bobby and gave him a plastic bag to contain the last of his retchings. The other shoppers eddied with murmurs of commiseration, but kept a wary distance. One well-dressed woman abandoned her trolley immediately and headed for the door. Bobby, Sheff and Belize were shepherded into the staff washroom, which had toilet, a shower and lockers along the far wall. Bobby’s colleague attended to him, and Belize was equally helpful to Sheff, who had suffered more, at least externally. Bobby’s power vomit had left his own clothes quite untouched, but Sheff had to stand in socks and underpants and hold his trousers under the shower, while his mother swabbed his shoes with wet paper towels.
Attenuated Bobby and his comforter were ready to leave quite soon. ‘I need to get him home, he’s all of a shiver,’ she said. ‘He has a reflux syndrome, don’t you, Bobby?’ and the boy gaped affirmatively. ‘Have you said sorry to the man?’
         
‘There’s no need,’ answered Belize. ‘These things happen.’
But why always to me? Jesus Christ, thought Sheff. Why always me?
‘I’m sorry,’ said Bobby without making eye contact. He was just a skinny kid, embarrassed and unable to cope.
‘That’s okay,’ said Sheff. What other response was there? Next maybe would be the expectation that he run poor Bobby home, when he needed running over.
Belize went out with them. Sheff was left sitting on the wooden form below the lockers and using paper towels in an attempt to dry his trousers so that he could put them on again. In the far corner of the washroom was a collection of mops and brooms, a Zip water-heater with a broken glass calibrator, a hand-written scroll that congratulated someone on seven years’ service, three cartons that had contained granulated vitamin-enhanced breakfast food.
His mother was ensuring a skinny kid with reflux left for home safely, Georgie was on the Dunedin bus with Mrs Abercrombie, his father was dead and buried, and he was sitting half-naked and stinking in a supermarket washroom regarding a corner of cleaning detritus. Jesus Christ. He almost laughed. Almost.
When Belize returned she had the proprietor with her. Mr Fellows, a pleasant, softly spoken man with small, crooked teeth who had known Warwick quite well. He apologised to Sheff and offered to pay any dry-cleaning costs involved, but his greater concern was to explain to Belize why he hadn’t attended the funeral. He’d wanted to be there, but one of the refrigeration units had packed up. He told Sheff he was welcome to use the shower, but Sheff preferred to clean up at home, and began gingerly drawing on his trousers. The wet cling and smell of them was too much, however. Mr Fellows found a large green apron, and Sheff was able to wrap it about himself so completely that his lack of trousers was hardly noticeable. The owner came with them back through the supermarket, which had resumed its humdrum routines. ‘In confidence,’ he said, ‘in confidence, I don’t know how much longer we can keep Bobby with us. There’s something quite badly wrong there. I think I’ll have to restrict him to the back of the shop anyway.’ He seemed eager to talk about the difficulties that he faced in running the supermarket, and Belize was not disinclined to listen, but Sheff just wanted to be home.
         
Once there he had a long shower, and felt better in fresh clothes. ‘I know that Bobby’s mother,’ said Belize at lunch. ‘She once told me he’s been sick since a baby, and no one can find the cause. Sometimes he sleeps for fourteen or sixteen hours on the trot, and she worries if he’s ever going to wake.’ Sheff could do little regarding Bobby’s life of affliction, but having freed himself of the contents of Bobby’s gut, he did start to feel sympathy for him. Sheff could shower, change and carry on regardless, while Bobby knew that something was wrong inside.
‘And I had a text from Georgie on the bus,’ said Belize.
‘All okay?’
‘She says she’s missing us already,’ said his mother. ‘And Anne Gemmell rang. She’s coming round to see me later. She couldn’t get to the funeral.’
‘I might leave you to it, then,’ said Sheff, ‘as long as you’re happy with that. I might give Jessica a ring and see if she’d like a coffee.’
‘Of course. Anne had a hip replacement last year, and she says she feels twenty years younger.’
Sheff decided to walk to Jessica’s home. He did it at a stroll, to avoid working up a sweat. Once again he noticed the friendliness of the strangers he met on the way. Locals glanced as they approached, in expectation of recognition, but still usually gave a smile, or greeting, despite not knowing him.
Expensive homes had been built on the high ground in recent years, many highlighting the veined rock outcrops on which they stood, and some in a faux Mediterranean style. Outside money, Warwick had told him. Jessica’s house was free of any pretension. They chose not to sit outside, or even in the sunroom: they went into the living room where it was cooler, and relaxed in the big chairs. Emma was at a friend’s house for the afternoon. While walking over, Sheff had told himself not to be a sad-sack and go on about his own problems, but to be good company and take an interest in Jessica’s life. He had little patience with people who were always emotionally needy. Bobby wouldn’t be mentioned. Jessica, though, immediately referred to one of his misfortunes. ‘How’s your chin?’ and she leant forward to scrutinise it.
         
‘Coming right now, although people really notice anything on your face.’ The cut had reduced to a small, dark scab and the bruising was completely gone, yet still whenever he met someone, their eyes would flick to it and then away again.
‘It’s not infected. That’s the good thing,’ said Jessica. ‘It’ll soon be right and you’ll be just as good-looking as before.’
‘I was hoping for improvement.’
‘There’ll hardly be a scar even,’ she said, and then, ‘So Georgie’s away?’
‘She’ll be at the Dunedin airport by now.’
Jessica leant back and relaxed, her head on the soft fabric back of the chair, as if to show there was no need to talk unless he felt like it. Sometimes he, Georgie and Belize had sat together for an hour or more with no conversation, yet in communion, and Sheff found even more comfort in Jessica’s presence. ‘Maybe I should stay here,’ he said after a time. Jessica didn’t stir.
‘Here as in the town, or here, here?’ she said after a pause.
‘I could get used to here, here.’
‘We’ve been through this.’
‘You used to like guys. I might be worth a shot.’
She did turn and look at him then, and with just a glint of impatience. ‘My girlfriend doesn’t live with me, so it’s not very likely I’d have you move in, is it?’
‘Why not? I mean, why doesn’t your partner move in? I wasn’t sure you even had one.’
‘Why should you? If you must know, we thought it would make things too difficult for Emma, especially when she still sees a good deal of her father, and I don’t want anyone saying things to her about two mums at home, or anything like that. She’s got enough to deal with as it is, and she’s so good about it.’
         
‘She’s a lucky kid.’
‘I would’ve stayed in the marriage longer for her if I could. Children get punished for things they’ve no control over.’ They were quiet for a while, knowing they had drifted into personal revelation, and that care, even delicacy, was required despite their closeness.
There was a part of Sheff that could view the rest of him with detachment: that saw clearly that it was logical for him to be unhappy, and unsure in regard of the future. Charlotte’s death, the separation from Lucy, his father’s fate and the part he and Georgie played in it, all within a few years, were explanation enough, yet cataloguing the reasons for malaise provided him with little relief and no remedy. ‘Lucy and I lost a baby girl,’ he said. ‘That’s what finished us.’
‘Yes, Georgie told me,’ she said. ‘You could’ve had other children?’
‘No reason why not, but it didn’t happen, and somehow I don’t think either of us wanted it. Charlotte took something with her that was essential for Lucy and me as a couple. Nothing worked after that. Other people might react in quite different ways I suppose. We had counselling, the works, but it only made me angry – no reason, or excuse, for that, except that you act differently when you’re lost and in pain.’
‘I can’t even begin to imagine what it would be like to lose a child.’
‘Oddly enough, drinking doesn’t help me much at all. I thought the typical response to such a beating would be to become a fall-down drunk, but nothing so dramatic. What happened just made so much that had once seemed important completely worthless. And instead of feeling more sympathy for other people’s problems, I couldn’t give a bugger. Unhappiness is such a selfish thing. I get angry so easily now – there seem to be so many more stupid people you have to deal with. So many futile, everyday tasks.’
‘The baby, your marriage and now your father. Jesus,’ said Jessica, ‘who wouldn’t be angry? Anyway you haven’t been angry with me.’
         
She smiled. He felt better even for the little he’d confided, but didn’t want to say any more, even to Jessica. ‘I should be angry with you,’ he said. ‘I’ve been wanting to shag you since I first saw you again, and you won’t let me. I’m entitled to be angry with you for being so bloody attractive, yet unobliging.’
‘I don’t think you’d make anyone a very good partner for a while yet.’
They sat in silence for a time, but without awkwardness. Sheff lightly touched the scab on his chin. ‘Don’t pick it,’ Jessica said. ‘You’d see more of Georgie if you stayed here a while. I’m sure she’ll try to get down as much as possible.’ A few weeks ago Sheff would have thought that having time with Georgie was of little significance, but his opinion had changed. Jessica’s company was of even greater importance.
‘You wouldn’t mind me hanging around for a while?’ he asked.
‘Nope. Both of us could do with a bit of support.’
‘What about your girlfriend?’
‘She knows about you,’ said Jessica. ‘Maybe you could meet her sometime. It’s okay there.’
Sheff was surprised how little curiosity he felt about Jessica’s lover. He imagined that to meet her would only emphasise her greater importance in Jessica’s life, and there could be no effective competition. It wasn’t jealousy, just the preference to be unaware of another person more significant to Jessica than himself. Emma was example enough.
‘Do you know someone called Pamela Rudge?’ he asked.
‘She’s in the office at Emma’s school. A bit full of herself, but very friendly and obliging. She wanted to nominate me for the school board, but I didn’t have the time. She plays bridge too.’
‘She’s the one who got stuck into me about seeing you, and not just once. She turned up at the funeral – said if I didn’t stay away from you I’d end up in a concrete overcoat.’
‘You’re making this up. I don’t believe you’ve even met her.’
         
‘Have too, she was wearing a yellow dress. And she’s harangued me before, at the café and once on the bridge. I told you about it. She gave me a spray for being keen on you, and warned me off. She’s obviously taken it on herself to be your sexual guardian.’
‘Some story. And if it’s a ploy to find out who my partner is, then it won’t work. All in good time.’
‘I could do a piece on lesbianism in the provinces. Interviews with the two of you, and Pamela as a contrast.’ He almost felt sorry for Pamela Rudge – so protective of Jessica, who was so little aware of her. Maybe even as he and Jessica were together, Pamela was sitting in a car not far from the house, torturing herself with speculation as to their activity. ‘“Les Sex in Alex”, I could call the piece,’ he told Jessica. ‘Editors like a smart-arse, ambiguous title.’
‘Like hell you will,’ she said. ‘I’ve had enough unofficial publicity about my life as it is. A professional woman bringing up her child on her own. That’s all people need to know.’
‘This Rudge woman, though,’ said Sheff. ‘I may have to take out a non-molestation order. I’m tired of getting knocked about one way and another.’
‘A persecution complex. That’s what it is.’
‘I’ve got the scars to prove it. This secret admirer of yours is no figment of the imagination.’
‘You told me a skateboarder crashed into you.’
‘Okay, but a small-town butch lesbian skateboarding assassin is something to conjure with, isn’t it? Wow.’
‘God, Sheff, you know nothing about it. You men have these fantasies. Pamela’s always seemed to me a rather ordinary sort of person. Maybe she’s gay, but we’ve never talked about it. She did offer to be my partner at the club.’
Sheff had almost forgotten the pleasure of relaxation with a woman. Within a few days he might well be gone, but the time felt special nevertheless. Something of value was there, important to them in the present, and maybe not lost when they were apart. Just to like someone had become important to him, to feel affinity and a sense of understanding.
         
‘I still want to do the pieces on being a vet,’ he said.
‘Why not?’ said Jessica. ‘I’ll tell you what: I’ll give you all the copy you want, and you shout me a decent meal out on the proceeds.’
‘Done.’ There would be bugger-all left over, but he didn’t mention that. ‘Did I tell you I saw Albie Waltenberg?’
‘No, but he said at bridge that he was keen to get in touch. He’s been all over the world, but he says his health’s shot now.’
‘He’s become a bloody fanatic,’ and Sheff told her of the visit, with sufficient exaggeration to provide entertainment, following her into the kitchen when she went to make coffee, resisting the temptation to come close behind her when she stood at the bench.
Later Jessica asked him if he wanted to be dropped off when she went to collect Emma, but Sheff knew he’d taken enough of her day. He would go home and talk to his mother as she made a meal for them. ‘Let her fuss over you a bit,’ Georgie had said before leaving. ‘That’ll take her mind off Dad, and give her the reassurance of routine.’ Sheff didn’t see his mother as the fussing kind, but accepted Georgie’s counsel.
On his way home he passed the small park where he’d been struck with the cricket ball. He went across the grass and sat at the wooden picnic table again. All was as it had been when last he was there, except that no kids gathered behind the hedge to hassle him, no duck implored him. Even the breeze was of the same strength and from the same direction, so that the plume tops of the shimmering poplar trees nodded to the east, and a hawk drifted with fixed wings to the same compass point. Everything was the same, but not the same.
And closer to home, when he’d left the park, was the street that led to the pipe man’s house, with the twisted bike still leaning there perhaps by the small concrete wall with lavender spilling over it, and inside the house old Gavin with the walrus moustache and unrecognisable bum, and the son manically up or down with the affliction of bipolar disorder. Even the great blue dome of the sky, and the pulsating gold sun within it, couldn’t heal everything.
         
As he crossed a quiet intersection he glanced to his left, and saw at the limit of recognition a street name, white on blue – Venice Avenue. A station in his rites of passage that even twenty-seven years afterwards was as sharp as yesterday and as meaningful as all between. Natalie Gorringe had lived in Venice Avenue, Number 33, and on a wet November Saturday they had had sex on her narrow bed, with algebra and calculus books on the small table alongside. Natalie was talented in maths and science, but more important she was lovely, and for a few weeks willing to be Sheff’s girlfriend in her giddy seventh form year. Maybe it was because he was allowed his father’s car, maybe it was his long hair, or the jokes he told, maybe she liked him, maybe it was merely boredom. It didn’t matter why. It mattered only that because it was raining her parents decided to stay longer in Dunedin instead of returning to play bowls, and Sheff went to her house and, after mucking around, she said they could do it if he wanted to.
It was the first full, easy fuck he ever had, quite different from the back-seat contesting that was the sum of his previous experience. Natalie had taken off her clothes with studied intent, folded them and put them on the floor by the head of the bed. She was smooth all over except for the hair on her head and at her crotch. It was a darker shade down there and springy. As he lay on her, his face was almost touching the net curtains of the window, and he could see quite clearly the garden and street outside Number 33. He had to remind himself that although he could see out, people on the street wouldn’t be able to see in: view Natalie and him naked and trembling slightly – with excitement, not cold. ‘Give it to me,’ she had said urgently. And he had. There were long, shallow puddles on the drive and the raindrops puckered the surfaces. The grass of lawn and the flowers were slick and glistening beneath anointment. Grey clouds rolled inexorably in the sky, cars hissed on the wet street. All was perfect.
         
At seventeen to be so sure of her own need and so confident in control of its delivery. ‘Give it to me,’ she’d said with eager resolution, an invitation he thought then would never be surpassed. Lovely, generous Natalie Gorringe, who grew even more lovely and generous so that she was soon stolen from Sheff by an ex-head boy, and finally by a married solicitor who threw away his career and family to go with her to Melbourne. Everyone said what a despicable prick he was, but Sheff knew he’d made the right choice nevertheless. Principles of morality have no weight when in the balance with a woman of beauty who could say ‘Give it to me,’ in the way Natalie had, and look you in the face while saying it. That first loving was such an amelioration of rainy days that no matter how many had come afterwards, or what parades were ruined, they were tinged with a recollection of triumph. Yet had it always been so starry, or had he glossed it with joy and gratitude?
Mrs Gemmell had been and gone by the time Sheff returned home, and his mother said that Mr Fellows from the supermarket had rung to apologise for Bobby once more. The boy was very upset. Sheff and his mother sat at the kitchen table: just two people, whereas recently there had been a foursome that would never gather again. Belize had made a couscous salad with olives and pomegranate seeds, and the meat was shaved ham. ‘Georgie rang, too,’ she said. ‘She’s just home and sends love. They flew through a thunderstorm north of Kaikoura. She thinks I should go and stay with Cass for a while.’
‘It’s whatever you find best,’ he said.
‘I have this feeling that if I leave the house too soon after your father, I mightn’t be able to come back to it. Some time to get used to being here alone would be good, don’t you think?’
‘Makes sense, Mum.’
‘If you could just help with the tidy-up for a few more days, then I feel I’ll be fine, but only if that’s okay?’ Belize was quite calm, but there was something different about her that Sheff couldn’t place, and then he realised that her long, white hair was brushed loose about her face for the first time since he’d come home.
         
‘Sure. Georgie said when everything’s settled you might go overseas?’
‘Maybe. Warwick and I loved Portugal, and always said we’d go back.’
‘You wouldn’t want to travel around by yourself, though,’ said Sheff.
‘No, no,’ said Belize. ‘I’m too old for that.’ With her fork she was picking the bright pomegranate seeds from her plate and biting them with pleasure. ‘I’ve friends who are keen to travel. Cass and Norman would come, but maybe it’s better not to be family.’ There was a small flock of finches in the garden, and she paused, watching them until they whirled together over the fence.
‘If you do go to Cass’s for a bit, I can finish doing stuff around the section here.’
‘Thanks for what you’ve done already. I suppose I’ll get interested again in time.’
After the meal Sheff and his mother went outside, and relaxed on the slatted outdoor chairs by the box hedge border of the garden. It was sprouting untidily, and he recognised yet another outdoor chore. For years Warwick had kept it so manicured that it resembled a raised track for a model railway, weaving its way through the section. He must have disciplined it hundreds of times, but the final victory went to the hedge. ‘What we must do,’ said Belize, ‘is go together to the solicitor, and get things sorted concerning the will. God knows when Georgie will be able to do that.’
‘I’ll ring the chap if you like. Georgie says not to wait for her.’
‘His wife’s very sick with diabetes. Did your father talk to you at all about his will?’
‘Not really, just some stuff about the house that didn’t make much sense.’
‘Everything’s pretty much left to me. And when I go the split will be fifty-fifty. That’s what we agreed on.’
         
‘You do whatever you want,’ said Sheff. ‘Georgie and I are happy with that.’
They sat in easy silence for time. A large, blue-grey cat with a flat face came towards them from the garage, and passed into the flower garden with hardly a glance. ‘It’s a British Blue,’ said Belize. ‘It belongs along the road a bit. The owner’s face is just the same. Odd that sort of thing, isn’t it?’ They both smiled. The evening was still warm despite a shifting and fitful breeze. There was the sound of a distant motor-mower, and the setting sun lit several narrow clouds basking low above the Dunstan hills. ‘I’d only say this to you, but in a way I’m glad he’s gone – for him more than anyone,’ said Belize. ‘So awful at the end and he just wanted it over. The whole house seemed to be tight with the pain. You can’t keep on like that for long, can you?’
‘No.’ What would be her reaction if she were told of the release Georgie had provided? The risk she’d been prepared to take for love. The decision she’d faced, and for which he also accepted responsibility.
‘The night he went he said he hoped it would be the last, and it was. “The organism is closing down,” he said. The last words I could make sense of. What a strange thing: the organism is closing down.’
‘Georgie said there wasn’t a lot of pain at the very end,’ said Sheff. He reached out and took his mother’s hand. Her white hair, unconfined, gave a little fullness to her face, and her voice was calm despite the tears undisturbed on her cheeks.
‘It’s so much easier to be in the house now despite the sadness,’ she said.
‘When I was walking home from Jessica’s this afternoon, I thought of Dad putting on the lawn, how he would go out sometimes, straight from work and still in his good clothes, and knock a few in. It made me feel better somehow. He sank an empty tin in for the hole, didn’t he? Baked beans or spaghetti probably – a pretty small target.’
It occurred to Sheff that love was strong in his family, but rarely acknowledged, or discussed. Even his father’s death could not for long disrupt their shared emotional disposition. Surely he loved his mother, yet he couldn’t remember one striking confession, or confidence, between them. Nor could he recall any instance of malice, neglect or selfishness. She had packed a thousand and more school lunches for him, bought his clothes, sat dutifully before his teachers at parent evenings, been in audiences to see his spear-carrying theatrical roles, driven him to camps and sat by his bed to comfort him when he was sick, championed him against just accusation. And he’d never thought that she might have priorities and pleasures in her life greater than the responsibilities of a good mother.
         
Selfishly he’d always seen her as an adjunct to his own existence.
Sheff sat on in the garden after his mother went inside. There is a moment in the summer dusk, a brief cusp between night and day, when flowers seem to glow against the fading green and grey as if lit from within. The British Blue passed on its return, stopped and for a time regarded him, decided he was no threat, but no attraction either, and silently vanished into the shadows. Sheff remained focused on the point of its disappearance, but he was thinking of Jessica and Emma, the strength and naturalness of their bond, the pleasure he found in their company despite the little girl’s initial wariness. Common sense told him that many reasons precluded him from having any long-term part in their lives, but perhaps there existed also such a thing as uncommon sense.
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SHEFF REMEMBERED HIS FATHER WAS ONCE attacked by the husband of a woman who had set up a family trust and named Warwick as a trustee. The couple were in the process of an acrimonious separation, and Warwick served as a target. The guy came to the office and lost his temper while they were talking at the reception desk. By chance there was a workman’s stool ladder in the corner, and the man hit Warwick’s hand with it and broke a small bone in the wrist. There was even a bit in the paper about it. The husband apologised and admitted he’d been drinking; Sheff’s father didn’t bring any charge.
         
Sheff had just started university, and when he was home soon afterwards, he thought his father would be full of the incident, but Warwick was dismissive. ‘His life’s fallen to pieces, the poor bugger,’ he said. ‘I feel sorry for him even though he’s brought a lot of it on himself.’
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

THERE WAS A PERSISTENT nor’wester, sirocco’s cousin, on the Sunday afternoon that Sheff went to Jessica’s house to cut back the macrocarpa hedge on the back boundary. He was an accustomed presence, no longer an intrusion on the weekend time Jessica and Emma spent together. The little girl accepted his visits, seldom made deliberate reference to her father, even sometimes shared with Sheff the non-threatening concerns of her happy life, even if she didn’t always experience them as such. She sought nothing from him, but accepted the friendship he had with her mother. She wore red overalls appliquéd with contrasting fabric mermaids, pixies and dancing queens. Her brown arms were thin and strong. With her mother she raked and piled the clippings, talking all the time. As Sheff worked he could see Jessica replying, but the wind and the clatter of the clippers’ two-stroke motor prevented him from hearing what they said. Still air has little presence, but with the wind comes the realisation that air has body, force and direction, that it has a will, and a voice for that will.
The cut macrocarpa foliage had an individual fragrance that was, to him, intrinsic to a Kiwi childhood. It was strong despite the wind and the stink of the motor, and brought memories of games and skylarking in days so extended that each seemed a life within itself.
Jessica hadn’t been able to find earmuffs, and the noise was wearying. He wore plastic goggles, however, and the scuffed surfaces seemed to further isolate him, so that he wasn’t part of the movement and talk between Jessica and Emma. They were naturally connected, and he was a lens and life away. The next year someone else would discipline the hedge, and Emma may well have forgotten him.
         
When the trimming was done, Sheff cut the motor, but for a moment the noise persisted in his head, beating and retreating like the sound of wings, and then there was just the skirl of the wind and Jessica and Emma talking loudly against it. The smell of the clippings was raw and strong. Sheff helped to gather and stuff them all into a wool bale until it stood much higher than Emma. So many native plants turned brown in the drought, but macrocarpa was a foreigner and defiantly green. Emma wanted to climb into the bale. ‘Can I jump it down? Can I?’ she cried, and without waiting for her mother’s permission, he lifted the little girl onto the clippings and held her hands for balance as she bounced there happily.
‘Just be careful you don’t scratch your legs,’ he said and glanced at Jessica to ensure she was okay with the initiative he assumed. What simple things give delight to a child. As he watched her, heard her laughter and held her outstretched arms, Sheff experienced a sudden frisson of sadness and loss that swept on with the wind. Emotional steadiness was in his nature, but recent years had proved it insecure.
Dinner was a mushroom quiche that Jessica had made with Sheff in mind rather than her daughter, who had cheerios with tomato sauce instead. As the guest he’d brought a Bannockburn pinot noir, and they ate in the glassed sunroom because of the wind, sitting on the bleached fabric of folding chairs around a white, plastic table barely large enough for the few plates. Although he had washed his hands, each time he lifted fork, or glass, to his mouth the aroma was of the macrocarpa, and not unpleasant.
Emma was excused from the table quite soon and sat apparently beyond listening distance by the living-room door to colour pictures, while her mother and Sheff talked of the article he was writing on her life as a country vet. Every good story needed an angle, he said: something to give direction and coherence, and he’d decided to emphasise Jessica’s place in a world of colleagues and clients who were largely male. She was okay with that, provided there was nothing about her sexual orientation.
         
‘And we need some trivial mysteries,’ he said, ‘like why birds poop white when other creatures don’t.’
‘Charming.’
‘Stuff about keas digging the kidneys out of living sheep, and genetically modified super bulls.’
As they talked, laughed and readily digressed, there came within him again a piercing and passing sadness for his father and daughter. For all of his life except the past few days his father had been alive in the same world, even though apart, even if not consciously brought to mind. That had been an unacknowledged reassurance. Like Charlotte, he’d been real and then he was taken away. Love wasn’t enough to keep them.
‘What’s the matter?’ said Jessica, and she leant forward, shading her eyes against the low sun so that she could read his face.
‘I was just thinking of Dad. It’s taking me a while to get used to his not being here.’
‘Maybe you’ll never get used to it, but accept it all the same.’
Sheff sat back cautiously: the folding chair accentuated any movement. He turned his face to the sun, and heat was a faint pressure on his face. The wind had lessened, but still gusted around the house. ‘No, I feel fine,’ he said. ‘I feel really fine. It’s the right thing somehow to stay on here for a bit, and not just cut and run now he’s dead. This was his stamping ground. He lived here most of his life. It’s my place too, though in a different way.’
‘It can be a narrow, bitchy little town sometimes,’ Jessica said.
‘So can they all, but it’s a great place, too. The landscape here seems more real than elsewhere. Maybe it’s just there’s more of it and less of us. Maybe it’s because we grew up here.’
‘Most young people move on,’ she said. ‘And some people feel they grow out of the place and need the reassurance of saying they live in a city, as if being in a big place makes you somehow more important.’
         
That brought them back to her job, and the article. They’d arranged a time for Sheff to go with her and observe her at work. It would purport to be a usual day in her professional life, but of course they planned to rig it somewhat so that it was more than representative, had the aspects that Sheff knew would most interest an Auckland readership. Lots of woolly merinos, plenty of tupping, far-off homesteads, incongruous science and laconic southern characters. ‘Maybe a blasphemous parrot for light relief,’ he said. ‘What do you think?’
‘What is it with you and parrots?’
‘What’s a blaspmouse parrot?’ asked Emma, looking up from her crayons and felt pens.
‘One that uses naughty words,’ said Sheff.
‘Like poo-bum?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Don’t encourage her,’ said Jessica.
‘Piss, snot, poo, poo, bum.’ Emma had them all out before Jessica could interrupt.
‘Okay, that’s enough,’ said her mother firmly. ‘It’s time to get ready for your bath.’
They cleared the table, and Sheff stacked the few plates in the dishwasher while Jessica sorted Emma’s clothes, and prepared her for a bath. Sheff was struck by the foreshortened day that is the lot of small children. Not much past seven-thirty, the sun still shining, yet the meal was over and Emma would soon be in bed. It hadn’t been uncommon for him while at the paper to still be in his office at such a time, and much later eat a meal with the moon as sentry outside the house.
Emma began talking to her mother about the coming school fair, and Sheff offered her his father’s polished stones. ‘What are they like?’ Emma asked.
‘They’re smooth and pretty – all different colours.’ He knew Warwick would be pleased to share.
         
‘I’d love them,’ she said and smiled, surprising him with the pleasure this gave.
After her bath, Emma went through her homework reading book with her mother, sitting together on the sofa, and then she said goodnight to Sheff and went with Jessica to her room for her story. He could hear her asking questions about the pictures, then debating lights-out time, and he poured himself more wine and tried not to think of the family that he, Lucy and Charlotte would have become. The wind was slackening with the end of day, and the shadows were relaxed, fully stretched out over the lawn towards the freshly clipped hedge.
This was where he had ended up: far removed from his life of only a few years ago, sitting in the house of a lesbian veterinarian who had been his sister’s school friend. Childless and fatherless. But he resisted the temptation to feel sorry for himself, for he had family still, and friends and health and whatever future he chose to make. And he was in a landscape of beauty, a town of friendly, shrewd people. He didn’t feel anger. He resolved not to see himself as hard done by in any way at all. Very few people will love you in life, more will dislike you, and the majority be indifferent. You have to make your own way and discover your own purpose.
‘I feel bad about being so bloody selfish,’ he said later, when Jessica and he were alone. ‘All the time rabbiting on about my problems. I must be the same with Georgie and Mum.’
‘Well, you’ve cut the hedge. That’s one less problem.’
‘What else have you got for me? Health, finances, sex life, parental or spiritual dilemmas – I’m your man. Dr Davy for the real gravy.’
‘Georgie’s beaten you to that, though.’
‘There must be something.’
‘I hardly ever clean my car,’ she said. ‘It was something Kevin always did. There always seems to be something more important.’
‘Done,’ said Sheff. ‘I’ll come round. Warwick always used Turtle wax. There’ll be some at home.’
         
Without invitation he unlaced and slipped off his shoes, then lay down on the sofa with his head in Jessica’s lap, his feet hanging over the arm. It was a posture of both vulnerability and intimacy, and one he hadn’t experienced for a long time. He could feel the warmth of Jessica’s thighs, and looked up at her past the swell of her breast, yet it was less a sexual pleasure he felt than one of togetherness, even, strangely, of protection. She brushed hair back from his face and let her hand rest there on his forehead. ‘The cut has healed up well. You wouldn’t know now,’ she said. He put a hand on hers and she straight away put her other hand on that, as if in some recalled game of patacake. So they were close together with three hands on his head, she sitting relaxed, and Sheff lying on his back.
‘I feel both confused and happy,’ he said.
‘Does it matter?’
‘I don’t know. It should, I suppose. I feel I want to be with you, but we don’t fit together in all the expected ways, do we?’
‘Do we have to be fucking to be important to each other? One of the things I’ve come to realise is that sex isn’t enough. You need more to love someone.’
‘I guess I’ve always assumed it’s a necessary part, though.’
‘You’re just so conventional, aren’t you?’
‘Pretty much,’ he said, and Jessica closed her hand in his hair and wobbled his head in mock exasperation.
‘I think you’re right not to go overseas so soon after your dad’s death,’ she said. ‘Okay, it’s fresh places and experiences, but you’d be alone so much of the time. Not good when you’re feeling down.’
‘I’ve been feeling down for a good while, so maybe not much would be different.’ He still had his right hand between hers on his head, and it caused an uncomfortable angle for his arm, so he disengaged, but gently so that she wouldn’t feel it was an emotional withdrawal. He let his arm trail from the sofa onto the carpet, feeling the pile against his knuckles and not minding it.
         
Right there was the point at which he could either talk of Charlotte’s death, or evade it. He didn’t trust himself to go there, but wanted the closeness to continue. ‘But you’ve had your own shit times,’ he said, ‘breaking up with Kevin. It’s a sort of black hole, isn’t it, and for a time there seems no way out at all. Lucy and I went through it. Jesus. There’s that stupid saying that what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, but some things so nearly take you down that you’re permanently damaged. You have a sort of emotional limp that’s with you always.’
‘But you can’t know it’s always yet, can you?’ said Jessica. ‘You feel it so strongly now, but maybe you’ll pull out of it better than you think.’
‘Did you?’
‘The nights were the worst. He used to ring late at night, often drunk, saying he wanted to come back, and a couple of times I agreed, but it didn’t work – just drew out the agony for both of us and upset Emma. He couldn’t get his head around the sexual thing: that there wasn’t another guy, but still someone else. He forced me once, and that made both of us feel even worse. You feel guilty when you break up a marriage in the way I did – I still feel it now. For months I used to wake up almost frantic and wonder what the hell I’d done. When Emma kept asking for him, I used to go into the lavatory, sit there and cry. I used to throw up sometimes. I don’t think I could go through it all over again, but things are much better now.’
‘I got drunk a few times, but that didn’t help. I’ve had an almost savage need to hold someone accountable and couldn’t find anyone except myself. Maybe I took it out on Lucy, too – I don’t know. Things just don’t connect and matter as much as they used to.’ He paused to give Jessica the chance to say something, but also to weigh up if he wanted to carry on. ‘You’re in a bloody pit, and there seems no way out.’ Jessica remained silent, just moved her hand in his hair, and he was unsure if he heard it as well as felt it. ‘This is a bit like being on the psychiatrist’s couch,’ he said when they had been quiet for a time.
‘I don’t think they really use them, do they?’ she said.
‘Probably not.’ Yet being stretched out there in intimate vulnerability was conducive to confession. For the first time Sheff spoke unguardedly about finding Charlotte dead and all that followed. How the pinks and greens of the soft toys in the cot accentuated her pale skin, how one of the dancing bears on her pyjama top was darkened by childish dribble, how one small hand was cupped and empty. She had kicked off the blanket and lain unshielded. How Lucy had been unable to stand, and had been crouched on the floor when the ambulance people came.
         
Sheff and Jessica talked for long time, without moving from the sofa, so that the living room grew darker and the sun in the west was just a red line of reflection on the underside of the cloud hung close above the hills. Each of them talked of a unique experience, yet one that provided understanding of what the other had gone through.
His father’s death somehow made it easier for Sheff to accept that of his baby daughter. He could find no logical reason for that, but his reliance on rationality had diminished. It was as if his grief for Warwick had added to the backlog of sorrow concerning Charlotte, until the whole was too great to contain, and had to be released.
‘Why on earth would you bother with me?’ said Sheff. ‘Just another complication surely?’
‘I like you,’ she answered. ‘I don’t mind men. I’m used to them around me. I wish Kevin and I could be closer, but there’s too much baggage there, too much hurt. We can be reasonable for Emma’s sake, maybe comfortable in time. I’d settle for that.’
‘Would he be pissed-off if he knew we were hanging out?’
‘Probably.’
‘Jesus, it’s bad enough having Pamela on my case, without Kevin gunning for me as well. Alex is becoming a bloody dangerous place.’
‘Yeah, I feel sorry for poor you. Do you want a wine, or a whisky?’ It was almost night, and with the room still unlit and the curtains open, they could see the darkening tops of the silver birches against the fading sky.
‘No thanks,’ Sheff said.
         
‘You can stay the night if you like,’ she said.
‘Separate rooms?’
‘Of course.’
‘Bugger. I’d better go then. Mum might wonder where I’ve got to.’
‘I’d run you back, but I can’t leave Emma,’ Jessica said.
‘There’s enough light, and I like walking.’
They parted at the door without awkwardness. No kiss, but she briefly touched his arm as he knew she would. ‘Ring me in a couple of days,’ she said quietly because of the sleeping child. ‘I’ll have the final visits jacked up by then. We’ll take my car because I’ll have quite a bit of stuff. And thanks again for cutting the hedge. It had got away on me.’
‘Men have their uses.’
‘But none of them indispensable,’ she said.
‘I’m working on it. Anyway, see you.’
Easy walking in the summer dusk. Alex is a quiet town, and the more natural sounds were seldom lost for long. He could hear the last of the wind in the gardens and trees, the furtive rustle of a hedgehog, even a small snapping noise that came from high on the electricity poles. The residual light was turning the broad river to mercury. By the fence of the trucking firm he came abruptly on a large, black dog standing beneath a sign on the footpath verge. The dog stepped out silently in front of Sheff in a custodial sort of way, and they stood and looked at each other. ‘Okay,’ said Sheff, ‘I dare you to bite me, buster. Go on, you black bastard, bite me.’ It was challenge not so much to the animal, as to the trivial malevolence he’d come to expect from everyday life. ‘Bite me,’ he urged, but with increasing conviction that there was no threat, and when he walked past, almost brushing the shaggy coat, the dog just turned its head and watched him, almost, it seemed, with regret at the parting, a disappointment that their separation of species denied the possibility of comradeship. 
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HIS FATHER TOOK HIM ONCE to the Anzac Day dawn service. He remembered it because it was cold, although still autumn. He remembered it because of the straight rows of medals on the old soldiers’ jackets and the playing of ‘The Last Post’. And he remembered it because his father was shorn of any disregard. ‘Some of those poor beggars fought in both wars, you know. Thousands of them blown to pieces, or drowned, or badly burnt up,’ he said as they walked home. ‘I belong to a lucky generation, and I hope you will, too. We’re in a good place in a good country and should try to deserve it, don’t you reckon?’ He’d rested a hand on Sheff’s shoulder. It was one of the first times Sheff felt Warwick spoke to him as he would to an adult, and he liked that, although he was too young to think of an adequate and mature reply.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

‘BOBBY WASN’T ON THE CHECKOUT,’ said Belize the following afternoon when she came back from the supermarket. Sheff had offered to take her there, but his mother had insisted she was fine, and he thought it a good thing she still had the confidence to drive. It was important her life didn’t contract too much, Georgie had advised. He went out, though, and helped carry in the bags. ‘I suppose he’s been stuck in the back, or relegated to stocking the shelves, but I didn’t ask.’ She seemed in a bright mood and had taken care with her appearance, even for a trip to get groceries. Her lipstick, her blue eyes and the pencilled black arch of her eyebrows were accentuated by the frame of loose, white hair.
She began to make coffee, but the phone went, and so Sheff took over the task. ‘They’ve put the stone up,’ she said when her conversation ended. ‘Just finished it today. I said it had to be a marble one. Some of the lettering becomes unreadable on those others. Do you think we could go and see?’
‘Of course.’
‘No hurry. Have your coffee.’ But there was hurry. It showed in her quick repetition of small, unnecessary movements, and the glances she gave to see how often he was sipping his drink. It showed in the minor agitation with which she gathered white climbing roses, and the urgency with which she clipped them to length. Not until they were in the car did she relax. ‘I told them I wanted a rounded top,’ she said. ‘Less stuff builds up on it then, or grows.’
         
The cemetery was peaceful and deserted, seeming more spacious without an above-ground population. It was a border setting: the even town on one side and the country hill on the other. The demarcation seemed appropriate to Sheff. Unhesitatingly Belize headed for the new headstone, although Sheff was already unsure of the location. ‘Warwick Edgar Davy 1935–2012’, bare of any religious platitude, or claim of achievement. Belize stood as close as she was able. ‘They don’t allow any planting around it,’ she said. ‘I told them to have the lettering quite high. Anne said Peter’s is often covered up by the grass.’ With a finger she tested the depth of the lettering, and then slid her hand over the dark, polished surface. ‘Space has been left for me. You’ll see to it when the time comes?’
‘If that’s what you want,’ said Sheff, ‘but that’s years away yet.’
His mother wasn’t convinced he could be left unaided to fulfil a pledge so vital. ‘I’ll talk to Georgie about it, too,’ she said.
Warwick’s memorial stood out from the others in its stark newness, catching the sun at an angle to glint as Sheff and Belize moved back. Soon enough it would dull like all the others, have a tinge of verdigris in the crevices of the lettering, and faint outlines of bird shit, despite regular ministrations.
‘I’ve got a container,’ she said. She gave the black plastic flower-holder to Sheff, who went to a nearby tap and filled it so that she could arrange her white roses in it. There were too many roses. She put those left over on the nearby grave of Esme Pearl Buchanan. ‘I knew an Esme years ago,’ she said. ‘Lovely name, lovely girl.’
Mother and son sat on a bench in the small paved enclosure built to commemorate stillborn babies and infants. The significance wasn’t lost on Sheff, but Belize, rather than being saddened by the occasion, was buoyed up by finding all in place, and as she wished it. ‘Warwick used to say that in most countries they can’t afford the loss of productive land for burials now. We visited cemeteries in Italy and they were always immaculate, mostly with sealed photographs of the dead. Our city graveyards are so often a disgrace.’
         
‘We’re not religious any more,’ said Sheff.
As they talked, two people came into the grounds. A youngish, dark-haired man in business clothes despite the heat, and a girl of about Emma’s age, wearing shorts and carrying a small spray of flowers. They placed the flowers at a grave some distance away, and almost immediately turned back. Although they weren’t close, the girl’s voice carried well in the quietness of the place. Her words couldn’t be made out, but the tone was cheerful and she skipped once or twice as she walked. Perhaps she was pleased to have been taken out of school. Her dark hair was in a pony-tail, and she made graceful, upward gestures with her arms as if she was about to begin a ballet exercise. Perhaps she’d lost her mother, but was too young to carry the grief on in her life.
‘It was good of Lucy to come to the funeral,’ Belize said. ‘It was an awful thing that happened, and nobody’s fault. Your father was really cut up about it – we both were. We only saw Charlotte twice, but what a beautiful baby she was. I wish we’d gone up to you more often in those months, but we weren’t to know. You wonder how such a short life can be so important, don’t you?’ Sheff had no response, and after the pause his mother turned her startling blue eyes to him. ‘You don’t mind me talking about it?’ she said.
‘No. It’s okay. Mostly I don’t like to dwell on it, but it’s okay with you and Georgie. You and Dad liked Lucy with good reason. It just doesn’t work between us any more.’ His mother maintained her searching yet sympathetic gaze, and Sheff noticed again the slight, persistent tremor that had come with age, and was most evident in her head and hands. ‘What about you, though?’ he said. ‘You don’t have to stay in Alex if you don’t want to. We know you were here because of Dad and his business. You could sell up and come to Wellington, or Auckland, closer to us. There’s all sorts of cultural things going on in the cities.’
‘Well, who knows, but I think this is it for me. It takes a long time to realise that you’re ordinary, and longer to accept it. I thought I was talented as well as good-looking, but I was just pretty and young. It’s a common enough confusion at that time of your life.’
         
‘So the saxophone won’t be coming down?’
‘That’s a bit cruel,’ said Belize. ‘I will say that I wasn’t a bad actor for an amateur.’
Son and mother were alone again as they walked back to the car. The visit had been easier than Sheff had anticipated, even profitable in its closeness. ‘He was a man of gestures,’ Belize said. ‘Understated and not always easy to understand.’ It was true. Warwick’s signals were sometimes indirect, and all the more meaningful for that. Friendliness can be a shield also. ‘On our tenth wedding anniversary we flew to Wellington, and went to the railway station. He said he’d first seen me there, coming in with the varsity group for the theatre competitions. Even though it was cold and wet he wanted me to stand on the platform, and he stood where he thought he’d been that first day, and waved and then came through the rain. I thought he was going to kiss me as a romantic conclusion, but he laughed, smacked my bum, and said it was time to find a bloody good restaurant.’
So many such memories of their life together, and now that he was dead, would they lose half their power, or be doubled in significance when Warwick wasn’t there to share them? ‘You remember the girl from Burkina Faso I sponsored?’ Belize continued. ‘It was supposed to finish when she left school, but he took over and sent money for almost two years despite not hearing back, until he got a letter from a man who said he was her husband, asking for a larger amount. He would never buy any firewood from that place on the way to Clyde, because he once saw the man there thrashing a dog with a stick, and he never went to sleep without saying goodnight.’
‘I remember him whistling when he drove,’ said Sheff.
‘That’s right. Yes, but that stopped when he got sick.’
‘And I remember that at picnics he’d often wander off to some quiet place and just sit there by himself for a while. He loved hills, didn’t he?’
         
‘He was good with people, and just as happy with himself. Not everyone likes their own company.’
‘Would you like to drive round a bit before we go back?’
‘No, Georgie’s going to ring later and I want to be there. I want to tell her about the headstone.’
‘I’m sorry I didn’t get down more when he was sick, and even before that.’
‘Everybody’s got their own life to lead,’ said Belize. ‘I wonder if you could take the car in to have the window chip looked at before you go? He wouldn’t have liked it in his field of vision all the time as he drove. Sometime I must think of getting a smaller car.’ She ran her finger over the star craze on the windscreen, and then went round to the passenger’s side and got in. ‘We should’ve brought the camera,’ she said. ‘Georgie and Cass would want to see the headstone. Next time that’s what I’ll do.’
[image: ]

HE HAD A DREAM ONCE of his daughter’s wedding. A high-vaulted building with abundant light from clear glass windows. His daughter was taking her vows. She was tall, slim, imperturbable, like a woman in a Swedish film. So pale as to appear unfinished, colours still to be filled in. She turned from the celebrant and her groom, smiled at him in joy and affection.
         


  
  
    

  
    
      
    
         
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

JESSICA WAS RUNNING late on the day Sheff was to accompany her on the farm visits. She’d been delayed at the clinic because she stayed to give assistance to her partner who struck trouble with an operation on a German shepherd. Jessica said that was just the way the job was, you never knew how the day would go.
She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, but had a thick jersey and a heavy, black apron in the car. She wore boots, too. ‘You can get filthy in the close-quarters work,’ she said, ‘and once stood on, twice shy. It’s not a job for anyone with a delicate stomach.’
‘I’m strictly an observer,’ Sheff said.
‘And today you’re just a journalist out for the story. These people don’t need anything personal about us, right?’
‘Professional it is, at least in company. Would ten minutes make a hell of a lot of difference?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Just that if it’s okay I’d like to make a quick call at Emma’s school,’ he said.
‘What on earth for?’
‘A message for Pamela Rudge. I’ve been feeling a bit of a wimp about her. Just a quick word, and I promise not to mention you, or Emma.’
‘Well okay, but I’ve a hunch it’s not a good idea. Better to let well alone.’ Yet she headed for the school without further argument. ‘Make it snappy,’ she said when they were there, ‘and remember, nothing about us. I think you could turn out to be a bit of a stirrer.’
         
All visitors please report to the office, a sign instructed, and reception was easy to find: a rubber plant and two dark, wooden chairs outside the principal’s study, and immediately across the small corridor the large glass slide of the school office where Pamela Rudge and a fellow secretary sat at their desks. The principal’s door was ajar in keeping with modern leadership practice, and Sheff tapped it a little farther with his foot before stepping across the corridor and opening the slide. Pamela’s face showed no alarm, and no welcome. Her older companion looked up with a practised smile.
         
‘I just had to pop in and say how much I love you,’ he said boldly. ‘Can’t eat or sleep for thinking of you. I don’t want to interrupt anything. Just wanted you to know I’m mad about you, that’s all. You’re always so generous with expressing your own feelings.’ He blew a kiss, turned away and began to walk back down the corridor. When he glanced back, Pamela remained expressionless at her desk, her companion had her hands to her mouth, and he caught a glimpse of the woman principal’s askance, enquiring face at her doorway. Sheff didn’t turn again, and there was only silence behind him. He had a sense of small but necessary accomplishment, of having unfurled his own flag in answer to Pamela’s challenge. Nugatory perhaps, but a satisfaction nevertheless.
‘So?’ said Jessica when he was back at the car.
‘I told her I loved her. It was a warning.’
‘I don’t get it.’
‘No, but Pamela will understand,’ he said. ‘It’s a sauce for the goose and gander thing. Don’t mess with me. Anyway, now let’s concentrate on a day in the life of a lady veterinarian.’
‘I hope you’re not going to be weird. I have to live and work with all these people, you know.’ She gave him a long, level look before starting the car.
‘Boring is my middle name. I promise to behave.’
         
Jessica drove with accomplished ease, heading towards Omakau and then on the side roads into the Dunstans. Air-conditioning made it pleasant enough inside the car, but already the landscape was beginning to quiver slightly in the heat, as if in resistance to the suction cup of the immense blue sky. Off the main road they passed only one vehicle, a faded yellow ute with a sheepdog in the back pushing its face into the false wind of momentum, as eager to see ahead as a curious child. The driver was a young woman with short, blonde hair, and she lifted just one finger from the wheel in acknowledgement as she passed. The pale dust in her wake drifted like smoke from the gravel road.
‘Georgie rang me yesterday,’ said Jessica.
‘She rings us most days. I’ve run out of things to say, but she and Mum talk for ages.’
‘She asked me how I thought you were coping.’
‘I get on a lot better with her now. She’s pretty shrewd about people.’
‘Well, you’d hardly spent any time together as adults before you came back here. She’s not just your little sister now, is she?’
‘So what did you tell her?’
‘That you seemed okay to me. I think she feels you’ll go back to a city paper in the end, and maybe get a better handle on things than before.’
‘I’ve hardly thought about it. I’m in a sort of limbo here and actually quite enjoying it. I could set up as a local reporter for the Otago paper. And I’m expecting quite soon you’ll invite me to move in.’
‘Dream on,’ said Jessica.
‘I could be your cover so nobody knows the truth.’
‘But there’s nothing to be ashamed of. It’s just nobody’s business.’ Not even his business, but he knew from the tone of voice that it wasn’t her intention to make that plain. Sheff watched her hands steady on the steering wheel and her face in profile, mouth relaxed, a slight shimmy of her dark hair because of the car’s movement. She turned briefly to him to smile, but said no more. He let his head tip back and watched the tawny hills fold in around them, with the ground on the shady side of the rock outcrops worn bare by sheep. In places the schist was like old scabs on the land, elsewhere sometimes resembling crouched birds with beaks raised.
         
The Vallance farmhouse surprised him: large and modern, big windows, and solar panels on the roof, but it stood on the site of an earlier home, for the established garden and fully grown trees were undisturbed in encompassing it, and the sheds and yards a little downhill were much older. ‘These people are fourth-generation farmers,’ said Jessica as she stood by the car and put on the jersey and a cap with a long, soiled brim. No dogs barked them in. There was just the pinging noises from the car as the engine cooled.
As they approached the house a slight, fair-haired young man came out, greeted Jessica with cheerful familiarity and was introduced to Sheff as Sam. His handshake was unusual, and Sheff noticed that the little finger was missing. Sam was interested in Sheff’s article, and talked of farming as becoming increasingly a science and a business, as well as a lifestyle. ‘I don’t imagine my grandfather ever had a vet come onto the property, or ever did an annual budget. He was a hell of a stockman, though, and could read the weather in the sky. I seem to spend as much time with the accountant as anything else.’
There was a high pipe and wire netting gate to keep animals out of the garden, and suspended scrap metal ensured it shut firmly behind them as the three went down to the yards. ‘What paper are you with?’ Sam asked. It’s the custom in the south to take the piss out of anything to do with Auckland, but Sam wasn’t bothered by Sheff’s answer. ‘Well, we’re happy enough with Jessica. She’ll do me. You can quote me on that.’
Jessica paused as they passed the kennels. ‘Flotsam and Jetsam okay?’ she asked Sam, but with a glance at Sheff. She knew he’d pick up the dogs’ names to use in his story as a touch of quaintness in a practical world. There was a small mob of merinos compactly penned at the yards, and Sam and Jessica began checking rams. Sam had a notepad computer and recorded information on each animal as they worked. He was enthusiastic about the part breeding played in improving productivity. National lambing percentages had risen twenty-nine per cent since 1986, mainly through genetics, not management, he said.
         
Sheff leant on the grey, timber rails and asked questions, made notes from the answers and his casual observation of the activities. His more intense awareness was of Jessica, her competence and ease within her chosen setting. He wished he had a hat, like the others, for the sun beat on his head and he couldn’t look at the blaze of the sky. He had enough experience with photography to be apprehensive concerning the effect of the harsh light, and when Jessica and Sam had finished, he asked if they would come into the shearing shed and let him include them in shots there. The interior was large, shadowed, and almost all the surfaces had a patina from fleece oil, and a lingering smell of dags and sweat. A new wool-press stood out as a modern incongruity. Sam told them the shed was a hundred years old, and the timber had been brought all the way from Wanaka.
‘Come up and have a drink,’ said Sam when Sheff had finished with camera and questions.
‘We should push on. I told the Harpers I’d make it by lunch, and there’s no way now,’ said Jessica.
‘Text them. You can’t go on without a wash-up and a cuppa. Di’s away with a school trip to St Bathans, but she’s left baking and given me instructions about using the plunger.’
They drank seated on a patio paved with the local closely banded stone, and with a view of a shingle creekbed partly obscured by gorse and broom, and with bare sweeps of rising ground beyond. With work over, Sam and Jessica didn’t talk of stock, but of the spread of wilding pines. Both of them belonged to a local group campaigning for greater action against the threat, and gave time cutting and spraying seedlings. Sheff thought of his own constant complaints concerning his chosen profession, and his equally consistent failure to offer anything constructive towards its improvement. ‘There used to be snow tussock up to the stirrups over a lot of this country originally,’ Sam said. ‘Before the sheep and the spread of rabbits, of course. The rabbits have become a fair bastard again. They’ve developed resistance to RHD.’
         
He leant forward and took two pieces of shortbread with the hand lacking a finger, held them like a small sandwich and took a bite. ‘There’s lots of stuff you could write about here,’ he told Sheff. He seemed very much of the place in which he lived: tanned, fit and with longish, restless hair, itself almost the colour of tussock.
‘One story at a time is enough to be going on with,’ said Jessica, although Sheff was more drawn to Sam’s suggestions than to Albie Waltenberg’s fervent fears of refugee hordes. Perhaps, however, it was just that Sam’s problems were local and manageable, and Albie’s on too large a scale. Misery, malice and malpractice were rampant in so much of the world, and Sheff felt for a moment the privilege of being in a quiet, clean place, with attractive, intelligent people, and where threat was the incremental spread of pine trees and the multiplication of rabbits.
‘What happened to his finger?’ Sheff said when he’d shaken hands again in farewell, and he and Jessica were back in the car.
‘I’ve no idea. I’ve never thought to ask. It doesn’t seem much of a hindrance.’
‘No, but you always wonder about the cause when someone’s got a part missing. So many bizarre possibilities.’
‘It’s how your mind works,’ said Jessica. ‘Always on the lookout for an angle.’
‘I’ve been accused of worse. Anyway, he seems a nice enough chap.’
‘He is. He plays away a lot, though – notorious for it. Poor Di. He’ll drive all day for a shag.’
‘I’ve never heard you talk like that before,’ said Sheff, pleased that she could be so relaxed with him.
‘We’re in the country now.’ Jessica grinned.
‘How long to the Harpers?’
‘About twenty minutes. I’m running late as usual. I guess I’ll have to chop one of the calls.’ She stopped at Sam’s road entrance which was a considerable distance from the house, and Sheff got out to open the gate. Instead of driving through immediately, Jessica came and stood with him on the rise above the gravel road. He watched her taking off the work jersey: an unselfconscious arc of arms and torso that had its own natural grace. ‘Don’t need this on now,’ she said.
         
The two of them stood for while, attention caught by the landscape. Patches of thyme gave a green-grey smudge to some of the ridges across the dry creek, and because the sun was high there were few shadows, little escape from the heat. There was no other building in sight, no cloud in the burning blue sky. The landscape was unfettered and with the beauty of harsh simplicity. Quietness is not the same as emptiness, or silence. There were the muted, harmonious sounds of open country – the movement of the breeze, the crunch of gravel at the gate, the faint carry of the stock at the yards.
‘It’s difficult land to farm,’ Jessica said, as if Sheff had expressed admiration. ‘Drought in the summer and snow in the winter.’
‘It’s got something, though, hasn’t it? I’ve always liked it.’
‘Good. You can get yourself sorted in a place like this.’
‘Mum says she doesn’t want to leave, not permanently anyway. I think that’s the best decision, because of all the people she knows here.’
‘She seems a strong person to me,’ said Jessica. She went back to her car and stopped at the door. ‘Bugger,’ she said, and more loudly, ‘Bugger, bugger.’
‘What?’
‘I’ve left my hat at the house. We’ll have to go back.’
‘I’ll wait here,’ Sheff said. ‘Have the gate open for a quick getaway.’
He watched the car accelerate up the track. He was happy in the day and being with Jessica. He felt no need to justify himself, or find some sensible link between present and future. Things couldn’t be reined in, you had to make the best of them. No longer able to believe that life was fair, he gave more weight to love and beauty.
         
While walking up to Sam’s patio from the yards, he’d found a single stone in his trouser pocket, the last of those few he had taken from Warwick’s bowl, and all of which he thought he’d put in his case. Sheff took it out again to examine while he waited for Jessica. It was small, and so smooth that it reflected sunlight as if from water, and there were glints of green and blue within dark swirls like galactic images.
‘Goodbye, Dad,’ he said. It came without conscious meditation, but brought a surprising relief. So he repeated it several times, and felt better for it. There was no guilt whatsoever. The right thing had been done. Perhaps in the future he’d be able to say goodbye to Charlotte also. It seemed possible now. ‘Goodbye, Dad.’ There was no voice in reply, no apparition, no sudden darkening of the sun, but there was an easing in all around him, and within himself. The landscape held something of his father. There was nothing of the supernatural in that, just the strong, plain truth of association. He placed the stone on the grey gatepost and the sheen was such that it seemed to quiver.
What did it matter that he had no neat plan for the future, and no greater ambition than to be at peace with himself and at ease with others? Here was a place to get himself together, and he could be with his mother when she needed him. And after his visit to the school, he doubted Pamela Rudge would do for him with a staple gun, or stifle him in his sleep. He’d have Jessica’s affection in whatever form she was comfortable with, and accept that. There were people with worse prospects. Millions and millions, no doubt. It was days since he’d experienced a nosebleed, there was no click or discomfort when he turned his neck a long way around, and although there was the faint cicada chorus of tinnitus in his ears, surely that was just because the world was so quiet.
So often little seems to happen, but things are changing all the same. Sheff was okay with that. He would cut himself loose from the tyranny of the past, be open to opportunity and optimism. He would hold no one accountable for the loss of his daughter and father, not even himself. Things were all right, he decided, better than they had been for a long time, and that was enough to be going on with.
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