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Beginnings and Endings
Chapter 1
It was happening again. Catherine flexed her fingers as hope drained out of her. She was tired and her back ached from hours of driving. Her turbulent past and uncertain present ground together, turning her thoughts to sand. She pulled over to the side of the road and flung the door open. Why had she imagined coming here would make things better? She still heard his voice, soft but clear, over all these intervening years. “Te Hokianga—the returning place.”
A warm breeze, heavy with salt, ruffled her hair. She was standing in a bath of briny air, breathing in and out, trying to stay centred. If she didn’t throw out an anchor-stone she would drift into the past again, tangled in nets of words—Te Hokianga—Chris’s harbour.
It was funny to think that just two weeks ago she’d been filling buckets at the tap in the ashram. The water splashed into the metal pail, children squealed in the courtyard, and she knew, finally, it was time to come home. She’d tried, damn it—tried so hard to forget—loved beautiful boys and wise old men, walked spiritual paths, and suffered the hardships of the road, and yet the accusing look he’d given her on that last day at the airport had been a bur against her skin.
He’d made her his pilgrim; that was the trouble. She had to break his hold. If she could make this place her own, then perhaps she could be free.
A little black shag sunned itself on a rock near the shore. It was unperturbed by her presence as it stretched its wings into a cruciform. Her eyes were gritty with unshed tears as she climbed back into the car.
The curves of the hills were Reubenesque—tarted up in summer green as they rolled around the rumpled sea. She was so intent on the rugged coast that the village came as a surprise. It lay sleepy and drenched in sunshine; half a dozen wooden buildings lining the foreshore and a straggle of widely spaced houses with pretty gardens climbing the hill. A small orange and white yacht bobbed at its mooring by a rickety wharf, people chatted by the door of the library and a little café stood on stilts out over the water.
“This is it,” she whispered, squaring her shoulders. He’d talked about these shops and houses, describing them so clearly she’d known exactly how they would be: the little red fire station, the bowling green, the art gallery. She parked the car and sat playing with the bangles on her wrist, becoming aware of discontinuities. In her mind, the houses had been shinier. The tin roofs weren’t brown with rust spots and the paint around the shop windows wasn’t peeling. She hadn’t thought there would be a cloud of wasps around the rubbish bin, or a fish head lying open-mouthed in the gutter. She gave a shaky laugh.
“Idiot,” she said. The whole point of coming here was to ditch her mythology. She got out of the car and headed for the cafe.
It was almost empty. Two women sat in the corner with their heads together in earnest conversation and a tall man read a paper. The girl behind the counter was polishing the espresso machine.
“Do you do lattes?” Catherine asked.
“Sure do, take a seat and I’ll bring one over.”
The sound of swallowed New Zealand vowels made her want to weep again. She opened the glass doors and went out onto the deck that overhung the water. Waves splashed against the piles and gulls and cormorants wheeled and cried. Inside, someone started strumming a guitar. She squinted back through the door. The guy who had been reading had abandoned his paper and had produced an instrument from somewhere. Voices lifted in harmony as the women at the other table joined words to music.
The girl brought out a brimming cup of frothy coffee with a fern frond pattern etched in the milk. Her skin was luminous.
“Does this happen often, this spontaneous singing?”
“When Finn's around it does. He mostly comes down here on Friday nights. You're lucky to catch this.”
“It's lovely.”
The waitress nodded and turned to go.
Catherine reached out and touched her wrist.
“Do you know of anywhere I could spend the night?”
The girl shrugged. “Depends on what you want. There are a few B and Bs, and Swallows Nest. It has cabins. Nothing fancy, but nice if you like trees. Otherwise, you’ll have to catch the ferry to the other side. There’s a lot more to choose from over there.”
Catherine picked up the teaspoon and stirred her coffee, eradicating the intricate design. She didn’t want to socialise she needed solitude.
“I’m looking for peace and quiet,” she smiled.
* * *
Swallows Nest was impossible to miss. Someone had erected a large sign and painted the name in dramatic red lettering on a white background. The intricately carved posts were alive with birds and leaves that seemed to spring, fully formed, from the wood. Catherine got out of the car to examine them, running her fingers over wooden feathers. There was nothing crude about them. They reminded her of carvings she’d seen in India.
“Hi, can I help you?”
She pulled her hand away from the bird she was stroking. Someone was standing in the shadow of one of the magnolia trees that flanked the driveway.
“Oh, yes, sorry. I was admiring these…” Her voice trailed off.
The other woman took a step towards her and stood with her arms folded. She was short and muscular with dark hair that stood out in a frizz of curls. The Mediterranean type, with big hips, small waist and rounded breasts. She looked stern, as if she were guarding her gate from unwanted intrusion.
Flies buzzed through the daisies in the ditch and a horn hooted somewhere in the distance. Catherine shifted her weight from one foot to the other. This was ridiculous. Her heart thumped against her rib cage.
The guardian took another step into full sunshine and broke the spell. She no longer looked like a Minoan priestess who might dance before the Minotaur. She was an ordinary woman in early middle age.
“Hello,” Catherine said, feeling idiotic. She must control these flights of fancy.
“Were you looking for somewhere to stay, or are you lost?”
Catherine smiled, uncertainly. “They told me at the cafe that you might have a room. I need somewhere for two or three nights.”
“I have. You’re lucky; we’re usually full this close to Christmas. I’m Anna Balfour, by the way.” She took Catherine’s hand in a strong grasp.
“Catherine Jennings,” Catherine said, trying not to wince. “Who did the carvings?”
“I did.”
“They're amazing. The birds look ready to fly away.”
“Thank you.” Anna Balfour dipped her head. Tendrils of hair fell about her face hiding her expression. “Why don’t you drive up to the house? I’ll be with you in a moment.”
“You don’t want a ride?”
Anna chuckled and shook her head. “No need, I like to walk.”
Extraordinary woman, Catherine thought as she watched her disappear into the trees. She’s elemental, like a thunderstorm. You’d be in trouble if you got in her way.
The rough gravel driveway wound up through tall trees and plantings of hydrangeas. Catherine rounded the last bend and drew in a sharp breath. The house was long and lovely—nestled into tree ferns, surrounded by verandas, linked to outlying cabins and gazebos by bridges and walkways.
She drew to a halt and got out of the car.
“So you made it up the drive?” A voice said from behind her.
“What an astonishing place.”
Anna pushed aside the spiky frond of a young nikau palm. “Shall I show you around, and then you can decide whether you want to stay? We have a bunkroom or separate cabins.”
“These are the cabins—these hobbit houses?”
“I guess they do look a bit small, but there's a bed and a sofa in each of them and most of them have en suites. They aren't expensive.”
Catherine smiled, “I meant they're perfect—just what I've been looking for. I’m on a bit of a pilgrimage.
“Pilgrimage?”
I had a friend who loved this harbour. I thought I’d come and see it for myself.” The words tumbled over each other in their hurry get out. I’ve been alone too long, she thought.
“Be careful, this place is seductive. I came here for a weekend and couldn’t go back to Auckland. I'll show you the cabin up by the lily pond, that's my favourite. There's a family of ducks up there I'm keeping an eye on.”
The path was thick with leaf mould that scented the air with every step. Tiny ferns and mosses grew on low banks.
“At night there are glow worms,” Anna said over her shoulder. “And if you’re lucky you might hear a kiwi.”
The cabin overhung the lily pond. Its veranda doubled as a jetty, and had a small raft tied to it. There was a wooden bench against the wall and a table with a potted slipper orchid. Anna threw the door open, and stood aside. A small double bed with a patchwork quilt, a bedside table with a lamp, a built in wardrobe, and a little cane couch were all the tiny room contained and all it needed.
“The shower and loo are through there.”
“This is luxury,” Catherine said, peering into a pristine bathroom. She sat down on the bed. “Did you do all this—all the planting and building and everything?”
Anna leaned against the doorpost and shook her head. “I designed most of it. My husband, Chris, is the builder.”
Catherine's heart thudded. Not my Chris she thought. Anna’s name is Balfour. Her husband would be Chris Balfour not Chris Webb.
“Why don't you settle in and then come down to the house later? I'll show you the rest of the place then.”
Catherine unpacked, then went outside and sat on the low bench. Pink lilies lay open on heart-shaped leaves on the surface of the pond and the family of ducks cruised past in single file. The air was pure. A sense of tranquillity descended on her and with it a conviction that she had been right to come. As she watched, a dark ripple disturbed the surface of the water and one of the ducklings disappeared.
* * *
“It's the eels,” Anna said, as they sat on the wide veranda of the main house sipping merlot as night fell. “They come up from the bottom of the pond and pull the poor little things under. We lost two last week the same way. Chris goes fishing for the wicked creatures all the time, but you can never catch them all.”
“Maybe you could tell—erm—Chris, that they're at it again? It is Chris Balfour isn’t it?” Catherine asked.
Anna looked puzzled. “Yes, of course, why do you ask?”
Catherine smiled, relief surging through her. “No reason, just wondered.”
“It’s a pity he’s away in Auckland—otherwise I'd send him up to do battle on behalf of the ducklings.”
“I couldn't believe it. One minute there were eight and the next there were seven.” A shudder ran through her.
Anna sat facing out into the gathering dark. “Have you got any plans for what you want to do while you're here?”
“That was what I was going to ask you about. I love this place. I had another walk down to the village this afternoon. I think I'd like to find somewhere to rent for a while. Do you think that's possible?”
“Sure,”
“It must seem very sudden.”
“Not really. It happens all the time. I'll ring Finn in the morning.”
“Finn? The guitarist in the cafe?”
“Ah so you've run across our estate agent already,”
“He looks more like a gypsy.”
“One rule for living round here,” Anna, laughed. “Don't make assumptions about anyone.”
“I'll remember that. Tell me about Finn.” She twirled the wine glass between her fingers, not quite believing she was indulging in gossip.
“Finn is lovely, but he’s much too charming for his own good. Half the women in the village are in love with him. I think it’s the Irish brogue.”
“I'm too old to be susceptible to that kind of thing,”
“He's been compared to an angel by some of our more poetic souls.”
“So he plays the harp as well as the guitar?”
“Yes, he does. He can play anything he picks up—tin whistle, harp, trombone, you name it. But be careful. He could sell fridges to Eskimos.”
“I think I need to talk to Finn. I’ll make it clear I don’t need a freezer.”
* * *
“This is a great little cabin,” said Finn as he unlocked the back door and held it open for her. Catherine stepped inside and looked around. Despite Finn’s optimistic assessment, it didn’t send her spirit soaring.
It had been empty for a long time. Piles of fluff lay in the corners and dust coated the floorboards. In some places, the walls hadn't been plaster-boarded at all and the bare bones of framing showed through like ribs. She ran her fingers over the kitchen bench. It was sticky with congealed fat.
“Kevin had great plans for this place, but he didn't get round to all of them.” He gave her a boyish grin.
She felt him watching her as she began to explore.
“It doesn’t look like Kevin did anything to the place, ever.” She pointed at the grey-green mould that grew in clumps on the ceiling and the kitchen paintwork, which was thick with grime.
“It’s been empty awhile,” he said, as if that explained everything.
She couldn’t help smiling. “Well let’s try the acid test, shall we?” She opened the oven door, but had to slam it shut when a tide of grease began to flow out of the tray and onto the floor.
“The bedroom has a fine view over the harbour,” he said, ushering her away from the appliance and flinging open a door. A peculiar smell wafted out to meet her. “He had a dog.”
“Right,” said Catherine. The bed was iron framed and the mattress had a suspiciously deep valley in the centre. Finn pulled back the curtains. Blinking against the sudden light, she joined him by the French windows that ran the entire length of the room, and looked out.
The harbour embraced the house. It seemed that she hung in a meadow between earth and sky. In a single moment, she knew she didn't care about garish paintwork, missing walls or the doggy smell. Wandering into the sitting room again, she drew back the curtains and drank in more of the view.
“You should see it by moonlight,” he said, as he opened the veranda doors with exaggerated care.
She caught her breath. Chris had talked about the moon-road on the harbour. It was fate.
Finn held the door open and looked back at her. His eyes were green. She’d always liked green eyes.
“What sort of rent am I looking at?”
“Furnished or unfurnished?”
Catherine gazed at the faded brown plush couch that might have been trendy in the seventies. It was clear Kevin's dog had considered it part of its territory judging by the amount of brindle hair that clung to the fabric. A battered old china cabinet stood on three legs and a milk crate. She peered through the fly-spotted glass at a lemon squeezer and a watering can.
“Which is cheaper?”
“Furnished,” Finn said, without hesitation.
“You've got to be kidding me—why?”
“Kevin's son will have to arrange to store all this fine furniture if you don't take it as it is. He’s an Aucklander. He doesn’t do anything for free.”
“Okay—how much with the heirlooms?”
“A hundred dollars a week and you look after the gardens.”
She shook her head, sighed, and let the silence grow. “Fifty dollars a week and I don't ask the landlord to get me a new stove.”
“Ninety and I'll stuff the furniture in the shed for you—can’t say fairer than that. How can you resist this splendid view?”
He was grinning. She wanted to laugh too, but that would be fatal. If she so much as smiled, Finn would know how much she wanted this place.
“I'm not going to be living outside in the view—though, by the look of the damp in the bathroom, I might as well be. I'll pay sixty, and I promise I won't call the council and complain this place is substandard.”
“I see you're a hard woman with a bargain. Hang on a minute.”
He left via the back door. Catherine stared after him, thoughtfully. It was a bit cheeky haggling over the rent. It wasn't the done thing here, but she'd lived in India a long time and couldn’t resist the urge to beat him down. He must be calling Kevin’s son to see if it was okay. She fidgeted. Anna was right; he was a charmer, this Finn. Quick witted—a bit of a rogue. She rattled the handle on the veranda door. It was surprisingly solid. She'd half expected it to come off in her hand.
There was a noise behind her. She turned. Finn walked in holding his guitar case. He sat on the couch, lifted the guitar from its black box and began playing Somewhere Over the Rainbow. It was silly, and old-fashioned and perfect. She returned her gaze to the harbour. The tide was halfway in and the surface of the sea was rucked with waves.
“Ah, damn it, I'm a soft touch. Let’s not haggle over price. He lay the guitar down on the couch. “Seventy bucks and no hard feelings.” He held out his hand.
Catherine stroked the bangles on her wrist as she pretended to consider his offer, and then said, “Sixty-five and I won't call the police and say I’ve been robbed.”
“Sold. If it were my dad doing the deal he'd spit on his hand before he shook, but I think we can dispense with the horse-trading traditions, can't we?”
“I'd be relieved if we did. Have you got something for me to sign?” She smiled up at him. He winked and she knew he’d been playing with her. He’d let her win. If Finn had wanted to strike a hard bargain, he would have.
He shook her hand and then whisked an agreement out of his guitar case, filling in the amounts in neat handwriting. She initialled the pages, signed on the dotted line, wrote out a cheque for the first month's rent and bond, and felt as if she'd bought herself the world.
He handed her the key. “Welcome to your new home. “I'll wait in the car while you get to know it.”
As he closed the door behind him, Catherine was grateful for his understanding. All she wanted was to stand alone between the water and the sky.
* * *
“Did you miss me?” Chris asked. He dropped his bag, took Anna into his arms and kissed her.
“Miss you? Have you been somewhere?” She leaned her head against his chest and listened to the steady thump of his heart. She was barely five foot; he was over six foot six. The fact he was so much taller, made her feel safe and warm.
“How was the conference? Have you eaten?”
“Complete waste of time. I don’t know why I bother going to these things. They’re always the same. I wouldn’t say no to a sandwich.” He ruffled her hair.
“How have things been here?”
“Bookings are down a bit. We’ve got a couple of Canadians up in the pond cabin, three Germans and two Aussies in the bunk room.”
“It’s the same everywhere,” he grunted. “The dollar’s too strong.”
He seemed distracted. Perhaps it was just tiredness. She studied his face; there were dark smudges under his eyes. He let her go, picked up his bag and began to climb the stairs to their bedroom. She followed him up and stood by the door as he dumped his case by the bed.
“Can I get you a beer?”
He shook his head. “Maybe later.”
“I had a nice guest staying while you were away,” she said, hoping to pique his interest.
“Oh, yeah.”
“She was here a couple of nights—liked it so much she’s going to rent Kevin’s old cabin.”
“Kevin?” He sounded a million miles away.
“You know—Kevin Mackenzie.”
“Good luck to anyone who takes that place on. It’s a death trap. I bet Finn’s happy.”
“It’s not that bad, is it?” Anna asked. The thought that she’d been instrumental in setting up the rental worried her. She didn’t want to feel she was responsible for Catherine living somewhere sub-standard.
“Is she handy?” Chris laughed. “I hope she knows which end of a hammer is up.”
Anna shook her head as she remembered Catherine moving like a dancer along the bush path to her cabin. “She doesn’t look the sort to do repairs. Maybe we could go up and give her a hand to straighten the place out?”
“Yeah, I guess. Though, really, it’s Finn’s responsibility. He’s supposed to take care of that.”
They looked at each other and Chris rolled his eyes. Finn often fell down on practicalities.
“So what’s she like, this new neighbour?” Chris got up, walked past Anna and headed back downstairs to the kitchen. Anna trailed behind. He took a loaf of bread out of the breadbin and cut a couple of thick slices.
“She’s very pretty—blonde. About our age, I suppose, maybe a bit younger. Her name’s Catherine.” Anna leaned against the bench watching Chris’s hands. They were long-fingered and strong with large knuckles. I might do some sketches of them later, she thought.
The knife stopped in mid-slice and hung for a moment, and then continued sawing through the bread.
“I’ve never liked that name.”
“Really—why?” She stood breathless. It was another of those moments when she teetered on the brink of his past. This time would he tell her? Why didn’t he care for the name Catherine?
He finished cutting the bread, got out the butter and spread it thickly, cut some cheese, his back turned to her. He was shutting her out again. Didn’t he know how much it hurt her? Did he think she was stone?
He wandered into the lounge munching on his sandwich. The CD player went on and the sound of Nina Simone filled the space between them. Damn. If only she had the courage to insist. But the rule of silence had been set at the beginning of their marriage and had grown stronger with the passing years. At first, she'd believed that they’d find a way through this forbidden territory, but she’d never been able to cut a track through the thicket of his past.
She yanked the back door open, and left him to it. She needed to get to her studio and do something productive—to feel the solidity of wood under her chisel. To hit something hard and watch the chips fly.
* * *
Chris waited until he heard Anna leave the house. He paced the lounge, feeling hemmed in and edgy. His life was unravelling. This latest trip to Auckland had been fraught. He ran his fingers through his hair. There had to be a way to explain things to Anna—a way that would help her to understand why he hadn’t told her before.
The music stopped. In the emptiness it left behind, he remembered Rosie’s face, white and tear-stained. He could still see her sitting on the bench near the fountain in Albert Park. He’d given his word he'd stay in touch. It was a promise he intended to keep. That left him with two choices—to carry on lying by omission to his wife, or to come clean. If he chose the status quo, he risked her finding out anyway, but if he told her the whole story would she believe in his innocence—or would he lose her altogether?
He ran his hand over the wood panelling. It smelled of beeswax and hard work. They’d stripped away the dirt and old paint and taken it back to the boards. The house was an easy place to live, and Anna was easy and accommodating too. She never demanded or criticised. She let him be himself. They fitted together in ways he'd never expected.
“I have to tell her.” He hunched his shoulders and pushed his hands deep into his pockets. “But how do I do it? Where do I start? Jesus, I’m a coward.”
* * *
“There we are.” Finn manoeuvred the old couch into the shed and shut the door.
It had pleased Catherine when he’d offered to help her clear out the old furniture. She had to admit to a shiver of anticipation at meeting him again. It had been too long since she’d felt that way.
“You’re sure Kevin’s son won’t mind us shoving the bed and the couch in here?” she asked, wiping her forehead. “I’m a bit worried it’ll get damp.”
Finn put his hands in his pockets and shrugged.
“That bloke hasn’t got a clue. He was bloody rude to me on the phone last night.”
“Really? What did he say?”
“That I hadn’t asked for enough rent—that I was a poor excuse for a businessman.”
Finn took a rusty key out of his pocket and locked the shed. “He hasn’t been back up here since Kevin’s funeral, two years ago. The place is going to rack and ruin. This stuff’s so manky no one would want it in the house—and he has the cheek to criticise.”
He pulled a face as he leaned up against the door. “So what time are you expecting the furniture van?”
A horn honked somewhere down the drive.
“That’ll be them now,”
The truck had drawn to a halt halfway up the drive, its progress impeded by the overhanging bough of a grandfather Puriri tree. The driver and his mate looked over the bank to where the massive limb joined the trunk. They stood with their arms folded, shaking their heads.
“She ain’t going any further, Missus,” the driver said, as Catherine hurried towards them. “How far up to the house?”
“About a hundred metres.” Her heart sank. Please don’t let them unload the furniture and leave it here, she prayed.
“It’s going to be one of them days, isn’t it?” He stamped around to the back of the truck and unlatched the double doors.
“I’ve got cake and a cup of tea for you when you've finished,” she wheedled, feeling a little grubby for offering a bribe.
“What’s the access like once we get up there? Plenty of room to get this lot in?”
“Erm…yes. Yes I’m sure there is.”
“Bags of room,” Finn said, flinging his arms wide. “Double doors everywhere. And I’m happy to help.”
“Me too,” said Catherine. “I can carry.”
The men began unloading. They made the journey to the house seem effortless. Finn, also, took the steep driveway in his stride. I’m the only one having problems, Catherine thought, as she struggled with a nest of tables. I have to get fit. I’m only thirty-eight—this is pathetic.
The day got hotter and the driveway seemed to get longer and steeper. In the end, the men took pity on her and sent her up to prepare the tea.
After they’d finished, they sat perched on the veranda drinking out of ill-assorted mugs left behind by the late, unlamented, Kevin.
“Will you be able to back the truck all the way down?” Catherine asked. The banks of the drive dropped away steeply on the left so that only the tops of the trees were visible.
“Al’s a master at backing. Don’t you worry, Missus. This is easy compared to some round here.”
They finished their tea and thick slabs of fruit cake Catherine had bought from the cafe, put their dishes in the sink, and headed back to the truck. Catherine and Finn leaned over the veranda rail to watch the backing operation. Slowly, smoothly the vehicle negotiated the first bend and lumbered out of sight.
“I suppose they’re all right. I haven’t heard the sound of breaking trees.”
“They’ll be fine. They do this all the time.”
“I guess.” She walked back through the doors and ran her forefinger over the tape that sealed one of the cardboard boxes.
“Can I help with anything else?” Finn asked, following her inside.
She hesitated, wanting him to stay and keep her company. She hated unpacking. These boxes contained tangible evidence of her memories—photographs, letters, and diaries. She shook her head.
“I need to empty them on my own,” she smiled.
“I’ll be off then,” he said. “Great to have you for a neighbour.”
There was something in the way he said it that made her feel as if the room had filled with sunlight.
After Finn had left, she unzipped a battered case and lifted out an old silk sari. She draped it over the bare wooden framing of the walls and then tweaked it to the right to straighten it. That was better. The rich crimson and gold of the material shimmered. She would surround herself with soft colours and the smell of incense.
This was where she wanted to be. The people she’d met were great. She felt drawn to Anna and Finn. She hadn’t felt this connected to anywhere in years, not since…a faint mewing interrupted her thought. She went to the door. On the doorstep sat a small calico cat. It looked up at her with round green eyes, and then walked in as if it owned the place.
“Hello,” she said.
It ignored her and ran over to an empty cardboard box, put its paws up and levered its nose over the top. Then it leapt in and began turning in circles.
Catherine went over and touched the kitten’s soft fur. It purred.
“I know I shouldn’t do this, but I think I have a tin of sardines somewhere,” she said.
As soon as she opened it, the kitten abandoned the box and wove around her legs. She put the tin on the floor and watched the small creature bolt down the fish. New life, new house, new cat, she thought. No doubt, things were unfolding as they should. As she watched, she became aware of her own hunger.
Chapter 2
The station wagon coughed and grumbled as Chris changed down and parked in front of the general store. The bloody car was on its last legs. After New Year, he'd trade it in and get himself one of the gutsier four-wheel drives. It would be useful for towing the boat if he and Marcus went fishing further afield. They could run day trips over the dunes for the tourists. His mind buzzed with plans.
He turned the engine off and ran into the shop, leaving the keys in the ignition. Janice was talking to some out-of-towner, so he slipped down the first aisle without going up to the counter for his usual chat. The voices of the two women rose and fell in a steady murmur. He could hear Janice’s nasal burr. He scanned the shelves looking for the flour Anna liked to use, and as he did, he became aware of the second voice. It was low in pitch, very low for a woman, but warm. Her crisp vowels held the unmistakable hint of an English accent.
“I’m renting the old Mackenzie place,” he heard her say. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled.
“You’re a brave lass,” Janice chortled. “I’m surprised it hasn’t fallen down yet. No one’s lived in it since the old boy died. Not worried about ghosts, I hope?”
“Not me, I’m used to them. All the house needs is some tidying up, that’s why I’m buying all this cleaning stuff. Oh, and do you have any chickpeas?”
“Pretty sure we do, let me check for you.”
Chris cowered behind the bread stand, sweat beading his forehead. It can’t be, he told himself as he peered around the blue plastic frame. The stranger with the contralto voice was facing away from him. She raised her arm to point at the shelves and her bangles caught the light like waterfalls of cut glass. Then she turned, and there was no mistake.
For a moment, he stopped breathing.
“Jesus Christ, it is her,” he muttered to himself. Why now, after all this time? After he’d almost forgotten her. He sneaked back to the chiller and put back the six litres of milk he'd collected, intending to slip out of the shop, unnoticed. He needed to think.
“Couldn’t find what you were looking for, Chris?” Janice’s good-natured voice boomed out as she rounded the corner, heading for the tins.
“Erm...just remembered I’ve left my list at home,” he stammered, hoping Catherine couldn’t hear him.
“Don’t you want your milk order, then?” Janice asked. “You might as well take it while you’re here.”
There was no escape. He retraced his steps, picked up the milk again and trudged up to the till with it.
Catherine eyes widened when she saw him. He felt the years fall away as she tugged at her braid. Then she got control of herself and gave him a nervous half-smile.
“There you go, dear. That’ll be sixteen ninety-five.” Janice came back and plonked a tin of chickpeas on the counter next to Catherine’s other purchases.
She paid, and then packed her provisions into an ancient cane basket. He felt he should say something, but his mouth was dry and his thinking fuzzed over with panic. She was older of course, but he'd have known her anywhere. She always seemed to float an inch above the surface of the ground.
Janice rang up his purchases on the till and he dug around in his wallet and extracted some notes.
“You not talking to me?” she asked.
“What?”
“You’re miles away, boy.”
“Sorry, I’ve got lots on my mind.”
“I can see that. I guess I’ll have to make the introductions. Chris Balfour, this is Catherine Jennings. She’s renting the old Mackenzie place. Catherine Jennings, this is Chris Balfour. He runs the local backpackers.”
He stuck out his hand and prayed she wouldn’t give away the fact that she knew him. If Janice got wind of anything between them it would be all over the village in the space of half an hour.
Catherine smiled uncertainly at him and shook his outstretched hand. “Hello, Chris Balfour.”
“Pleased to meet you,” he said, with what he hoped was an air of friendly disinterest. “Better get back with these.” He gave her hand a perfunctory shake and then picked up his shopping.
“I stayed at Swallows Nest a couple of weeks ago. Give my love to Anna. I hope you caught some of those dreadful eels.”
Why had she said that? Was she laughing at him? “I’ll tell her. Must get on,” he ducked his head to avoid her gaze.
Janice handed him his change. “Tell Anna to ring me if there’s anything urgent you’ve forgotten and I’ll drop it off on the way home.”
“Right.”
When he got into the car, he resisted the urge to slump down in the seat. His shirt was wet with sweat and he was sure he smelt rank. Fuck. Why had she turned up after all this time? What did she want? A careless word from Catherine Jennings could shoot his life to pieces.
* * *
Anna watched Chris fiddle with his tool kit. He’d picked up the same drill bit three times in as many minutes.
“Have you lost something?” she asked.
“Hmmm?”
“You’ve been faffing about for ages.” She walked up and put her arms round his waist, stood on tiptoes, and kissed the back of the neck. He tensed under her touch. “Is everything okay?”
Unlocking her arms from around his waist, he turned to face her. For a moment Anna felt rejected, but then he put the drill bit down, drew her close, and rested his chin on the top of her head.
“Perfect,” he said. “Just the right height.”
“That’s what they all say,” she whispered against his throat.
“What, all your men?”
“Yes. They all think I’m the perfect height.”
He kissed her, but her doubts wouldn't melt away. He'd been acting oddly since he got back from Auckland, losing things, snapping at her, it was out of character. Maybe it was the male menopause. They were such emotional creatures, men. She gave him another hug and asked, “Is there anything I can help with?”
“No, not really. I can’t seem to settle to building at the moment.”
“Then don’t. Why don’t we go for a walk instead?”
“Where shall we go? You choose.”
“We could go up past the old school and call in on Catherine. See how she’s settling in.”
He let her go, walked over to the French doors, and fastened them shut.
“Why don’t we leave that for another day? I’m not feeling very sociable. Poor woman doesn’t need the whole population of the village traipsing up her drive before she’s had a chance to unpack.”
Anna found herself wanting to look into his eyes. “Okay, we could go for a picnic to the rock, instead.”
“Great choice, the rock it is. I’ll ask Tanya to take over at reception.” Chris shot through to the office.
Anna shrugged, sighed, and picked up a bottle of wine, a corkscrew and a couple of glasses and packed them into a basket. What was the matter with him?
* * *
Catherine poked a loop of wire through the ends of the wooden shingle she'd made, and gasped as she stuck it into the tender flesh between thumb and forefinger. She sucked away the blood and sighed. She'd never been much good at woodwork. The sign looked ‘Rustic’ with a capital R.
Catherine Jennings
Homeopathy, Naturopathy,
Healing Massage
The letters wandered off at jaunty angles, but at least it made her profession clear. She'd hang the thing up and see if she had any takers. The money would be useful.
She picked up the hammer and a couple of large nails off the kitchen table, slipped her feet into her flip-flops, and headed down the drive. The disused boathouse at the bottom would be the perfect place to hang it and then she'd go exploring.
The green lace of the tree ferns and the songs of unseen birds lifted her spirits. When she was little, her mother used to take her walking and talk to her about the English countryside. The implication was it was so much better than the New Zealand outdoors. More civilised, softened by cultivation and time. Catherine had skipped beside her, spinning her own stories from her mother’s memories. They came back to her now, jumbled with the scent of lavender and Pears soap.
Her mum had been dead for five years. Sometimes it seemed to Catherine that her life had been an endless series of goodbyes. And until this morning, she'd assumed Chris was part of those bleak leave-takings. Or had she? Was she being completely honest with herself? Hadn’t she had an inkling of hope that she might bump into him here? But not like this—not now he had a wife. She needed to reassure him that she’d put the past behind her. It would be wonderful if they could be friends. In the shop, he'd given her that long, pleading look—half angry, half begging. Perhaps, once he'd had a bit of time to get used to the idea of her living here, it would be all right. She wouldn’t betray him. He'd changed his name from Chris Webb to Chris Balfour and walked away from his old life. She couldn't blame him for that.
The boathouse was a crumbling heap. Dry rot had eaten away the boards, giving them a chewed appearance, and kikuyu grass grew in long rooted strings up the back wall. She fixed her sign to the door, put her hammer down, and stood back to admire it. It looked okay; even the wonky lettering seemed straighter out here.
A long, loud toot made her jump back onto the grass verge, as a logging truck hurtled by. It took some getting used to: these periods of intense quiet where no one was on the road punctuated by a flurry of cars when the ferry got in, or the suicidal speed of the long haul timber trucks. She watched the disappearing trail of dust and decided she’d had enough of cleaning and chores. Leaving the hammer where it lay, she sauntered along the road.
As her stride lengthened and she began to enjoy the sun, she wondered what Chris was doing. Perhaps he was catching eels in the pond to save the ducklings, or building more little hobbit houses. She lifted her chin and stared along the road. She tried to imagine Chris with Anna, the internal workings of their marriage, but she couldn’t and that surprised her.
Be careful, she cautioned herself. It was silly to let her thoughts stray in his direction. She was in rapid motion, pulled along by her own uncertainties. It was a dangerous state. In this kind of mood, she knew she could be rash. The thing that had struck her, once she’d overcome the initial shock of seeing him, was how little he'd changed. He still had those tight curls at the nape of his neck and that self-deprecating smile.
She went where her feet led her, absorbed in thought. It was only when the land began to rise that she realised the road had turned away from the harbour and was heading up a very steep hill. Panting with exertion, she stopped, turned and looked back, pushing her fists into her sides and taking in large gulps of air. She was considering whether to go back or push on when she heard the murmur of voices. That decided her. Time to meet more neighbours, she grinned. With renewed vigour, she continued to climb. But, on turning the corner, she was surprised to see the road remained empty. She looked around, puzzled. To the right there was a barbed wire fence, and on the left was a notice saying: Scenic Reserve, and a track that dropped, steeply, into trees. Above the canopy, rising like the bald pate of some forgotten giant, was a limestone outcrop. It was from there that the voices drifted. For a moment, she hesitated. The steep downward track would mean another tiring climb back up. But curiosity got the better of her, and she edged down the overgrown path.
It was deceptive. From the road, it seemed that the rock rose straight up out of the trees, but in reality, a large meadow of swaying grasses surrounded it. She swished through. Seed heads tickled her legs and green juices streaked her pretty cloth shoes. The voices that had drawn her grew louder. She peered round the rock.
Chris sat on a picnic rug sipping a glass of wine. He looked relaxed—happy. His hand was resting on her knee.
Catherine realised it was dangerous to be lurking there. If Chris or Anna moved, they’d see her. On impulse, she walked round the rock as if she’d just arrived. The two on the blanket looked up, startled.
“Oh hello,” she said, trying to sound surprised. Panic shadowed Chris’s face for the second time that day.
“Catherine,” Anna smiled.
“Sorry to disturb you. I was out exploring.”
“No, no. You aren’t disturbing us. We're just having a quiet glass of wine.”
Chris uprooted a fistful of grass, and refused to look at her. What was wrong with him? Hadn’t she made it clear enough that she wasn’t going to give him away?
“Nice to meet you again,” she said, solemnly.
He looked at her, his eyes pleading.
“We met this morning, at the shop,” she said.
Relief washed over his face.
“Yes...of course. Catherine isn’t it? I think you know my wife, Anna.”
* * *
The fact that Chris hadn’t mentioned meeting Catherine puzzled Anna. It seemed a strange omission considering the fuss he’d made about not going to visit her. She watched him pulling up fistfuls of grass, and waited for him to say something. The silence grew long and embarrassing.
“Why don’t you join us? Would you like some wine?” she asked. She shot Chris an encouraging look.
“I ought to go; my house is a complete mess. I’m still unpacking boxes. I came up here to blow away the cobwebs,” Catherine said.
Anna admired the way her whole body swayed in negation. Perhaps she’d been a dancer, she moved like one.
“At least sit down and have a bit of a rest before you tackle that hill.”
Catherine hovered at the edge of the picnic blanket looking undecided and then, abruptly, sat down tucking her feet up under the hem of her skirt. Several tiny beads had snagged on her cloth shoes and dangled on precarious threads.
“Do you need help with unpacking? We know what it’s like trying to get things organised when you’ve just arrived in a strange place, don’t we, Chris?” What was the matter with him? Why wouldn’t he say anything?
“I’m fine. It’s only a few boxes.” Catherine made a graceful gesture and her bangles glinted, emphasising her slender arms.
“They’re pretty. Where did you get them?” She knew she was babbling.
“From a friend in Jaipur as a going away present.”
“I’ve always wanted to go to India, but Chris is such a homebody. I can never convince him to travel.”
“You’d both love it.” Catherine looked at Chris with her clear blue eyes.
“Maybe this year I’ll succeed in winkling him out. It would be difficult to get someone to run Swallows Nest if we travelled.”
“It must be hard to get away.” Catherine was still looking at Chris. Finally, he looked back and something passed between them, something Anna couldn’t put a name to. A tremor ran down her spine. She shook her head to rid herself of an old fear. Why harbour it now? What was the point?
“I’ve never felt any need to go traipsing off halfway around the world,” Chris said. “Everything I need is here.” He took Anna’s hand in his and kissed her fingers. She looked at him in astonishment.
“I’d better be going,” Catherine said.
Anna stood, and walked with her to the edge of the clearing.
“Why don’t you come and see us when you’re sorted out? Come for dinner.”
“Yes. I’d like that.”
“I’m sorry about Chris; I don’t know what’s got into him.”
“We all have our off days, don’t we?” With a wave, she disappeared into the trees.
When Anna got back, Chris lay sprawled out on the blanket. She sat down beside him and draped an arm over his back.
“That wasn’t like you. You were so rude.”
“I was looking forward to getting you alone, dammit. A little wine, a little...” His hand caressed her inner thigh, and then moved higher.
“Shhh,” Anna giggled. “She’ll hear.”
“Who cares?” He growled.
* * *
Catherine’s breath caught in her throat as she began the climb. The way he'd kissed Anna’s fingers had upset her equilibrium.
It had hurt—how surprising that it could after all this time. She'd heard him say, “Who cares.” as she fled. She felt the bitterness encapsulated there. And now she could hear them making love as she toiled back up the hill. He must be enjoying his revenge. Anna was very vocal.
She tried to concentrate on putting one foot in front of the—but she couldn’t shut out the sounds that floated on the breeze. The roughness of Totara bark against her palm became the smoothness of skin on skin. The leaf mould, turned by her passage, was deep and moist. All she could think about was sex. She clenched her thighs. They ached. It had been such a long time. It wasn’t fair. A throaty sob rose from somewhere. Catherine wasn’t sure whether it was her voice, or the woman’s below. Perhaps they’d both cried out in unison, one in rapture and the other in longing, and their voices had entwined. As she stepped onto the road, a deeper baying reached her—the sound of a triumphant male. She hung her head. Her mouth was full of salt. She brought her fingers to her lips and they came away bloody. She had bitten her lip.
* * *
It was going to be a scorcher. The mist was already burning off the surface of the water, and it was only seven o’clock. Anna lay asleep, as Chris watched her bury her nose in the pillow. She made small snuffling noises.
It hadn’t been a good night. For the first time in years, his nightmares had returned—bad dreams in which Rosie accused him of neglecting and abandoning her. He’d heard her calling out his name over vast distances, but hadn't been able to find her again. In the end he'd given up trying to sleep and slipped downstairs to read.
Catherine was the catalyst. Her being here stirred up all sorts of detritus from the past. Events he thought he’d left behind were rising like scum to the surface of his life. Looking down at his sleeping wife, he vowed Anna wouldn’t become a casualty. He touched her hair. A strong urge to protect her swept over him. He knew he’d made mistakes. He should have told her about his past long ago, but the events had been too painful and raw when they’d first met. He hadn’t felt equal to the task. He'd shied away and now his demons had sought him out.
Sometime in the last three years, his feelings for her had changed. When he’d married her, it had been for companionship. She’d been easy to get on with, tranquil and self-contained, and he’d needed that. But now the thought of losing her, of never hearing her laugh or feeling her strong fingers, was more than he could bear.
As he crept downstairs, he decided enough was enough. It was time he faced up to things like a man. She deserved to know. Perhaps he could whisk her away to Spirits Bay for a few days and tell her everything. It would be a relief to take that final step. He trusted her commonsense and understanding. Surely, she wouldn’t blame him. Surely, she’d see he had no choice.
But first, he needed to speak to Catherine. No good would come of putting that off. It would be tricky. Dealing with her had always been fraught because she was emotional and unpredictable. He had to make her see the impossibility of the situation. She must promise to go. He thought about her in the clearing, with the sun shining through her cotton skirt and knew he couldn’t be trusted with her.
* * *
Anna woke, enjoying the coolness of the sheets against her feet. She hoisted herself up and gazed out of the window at the little shingle beach beyond the trees. The tide slapped in. She could hear Chris bustling around downstairs, and the smell of fresh coffee wafted up to her.
Idly, she wondered about Catherine. She seemed to have led such a varied life. This harbour attracted drifters. People fetched up on its shores all the time, and then float away again. Catherine Jennings had that look of transience—a wistfulness about the eyes.
“Shit.” Chris’s yelp broke into her musings.
“Are you okay?” She called down, imagining all sorts of disasters.
“I dropped the toast butter-side down. Why does it always do that?”
“Incontrovertible law of physics?” she suggested with relief, as she shrugged into her dressing gown and headed downstairs.
“Some smart-arse will have a proof, I guess,” he said, wiping butter and marmalade off the floor with a cloth that had seen better days. He hadn’t shaved, and looked tousled and bleary-eyed.
“You look like crap,” she commented to his hunched shoulders. He didn’t give any indication of having heard, just carried on wiping.
“Babe, would you mind if we don’t go to the village New Years' party?” He lifted his head.
She must have looked stunned, because he started to go into a convoluted explanation.
“I know we always go, but, well, how would you feel...?” His words trailed off into incoherence.
“What’s this all about?”
“Nothing—absolutely nothing. We don’t have many bookings and I thought it might be good to do something different this year, go away somewhere by ourselves. Maybe take the tent and go up to Spirits Bay?”
Why was he pleading with her? “All right,” she said, trying not to panic.
“It’ll be like old times. We could go hiking.” His voice was eager. She nodded, wanting to make him happy, wanting to cover her own unease.
“Sure, okay. You mean you want to drop everything and go?”
He stood up and flung the sticky cloth into the sink. “Pretty much. It's a long time since we’ve done anything spur-of-the-moment and I miss it. Let's take off, do what we want, when we want. That was the idea of living up here in the first place.”
She glanced at the calendar. Tomorrow was New Years Eve. “It’s going to be hard to get someone to run the place for us. Everyone will have plans.”
“Leave it to me,” he said. “I’ll sort something out.”
He had his back to her. She reached out. She needed to feel the clay of him.
“You’re a mate,” he said. “I was feeling hemmed in.”
“I know.” She ran her hand across his chest. “I knew there was something going on. Are you sure that’s all it is—that you need some space? I haven’t done anything to upset you, have I?”
“Not that I can think of. In fact…” He dashed upstairs and returned with a huge grin on his face.
“What on earth are you doing?”
With a flourish, he produced a small package from behind his back. It was a silver box covered with stars. A Christmas morning feeling of expectancy washed over her.
“What’s this?”
“Open it and see. I’ve been saving it for a while. I thought I’d give it to you for our anniversary, but this seems like a better time.”
Lifting the hinged lid carefully, Anna peeped inside. On a bed of black velvet lay a curving pendant made of greenstone. It looked very old.
“It belonged to my great grandmother. There’s a family legend that it’s lucky. Here, let me put it on for you.”
He fastened it round her neck. The weight of it pleased her. She ran her fingers over its smooth surface. She had always felt there was something special about greenstone. It picked up warmth from the skin and felt like a protection.
“Do you like it?”
“You're wonderful, you know that?”
“Nope, I’m anything but.” His hand stroked down to her breast.
“So, tell me about your great grandmother.”
He laughed, “What now? Give a boy a break. You have such wonderful tits, round, with these fantastic nipples.”
“Tell me about her and I’ll be grateful.” She said sliding her hand to his crotch.
He caught hold of her and guided her fingers. “Nothing I can tell you—she died before I was born.”
“Then how did you get the pendant?”
“My mother left it to me.”
Anna stroked the flesh of his thigh.
“I will understand,” she said gently. “I know what families are like.”
He looked down at her, his eyes blank. She knew he was remembering.
“Soon,” he promised, “very soon. I need to sort out a couple of things first.”
She hoped he was telling the truth, because she was getting to the point where she couldn’t bear secrets anymore. His erratic behaviour was making her edgy and suspicious and she hated being like that.
Chris stepped back from her and began to clear the dishes from the table. Plates clashed. The phone rang. The day began. Anna touched the pendant. It hung heavy on her neck.
* * *
Chris finished talking to Tanya about running Swallows Nest for the week they were away, and then drove to the village in Anna’s car. He wasn’t looking forward to confronting Catherine. God knew how she’d take what he had to say. She’d probably cry. In the old days, she’d been good at that. Anna never cried. He tugged the steering wheel over as a logging truck came careening round a blind bend. That bastard will kill someone one day, he thought.
The village was quiet, apart from a few tourists poking around in the art gallery. People would be getting ready for tomorrow’s community New Year’s bash at the village hall. He waved to Finn who was manhandling a speaker out of the back of his van.
“Give us a hand, Chris.”
“I would if I could, mate. I’ve got to catch the post.” He called out of the side window.
He pulled up at the post office and ran up the steps. He was procrastinating, and he knew it. The sooner he sorted things out with Catherine the better.
“Hello, love.”
“Hello, Merle.” Chris smiled at the woman behind the counter. “Any post today?”
“Three bookings, a bill from the council, your electric rebate and one that looks personal. It might be a late Christmas card.” Merle handed the bundled letters to Chris. The joints of her fingers were swollen and misshapen.
“Are you taking those green lipped muscle tablets I told you about, sweetheart?” He touched the old woman’s hand.
“I am. They help a bit.”
He left the post office and sat in the car opening the mail. Merle always knew what was in the post. It wasn’t that she pried. She considered a précis of one's mail was an integral part of the service she offered. He recognised Rosie’s writing on the Christmas card envelope. The neat script in gel ink was unmistakable. He tore it open, his hands shaking, and scanned what she’d written.
She sounded beside herself. Tears pricked his eyes. No more procrastinating, he had to get things sorted. First he'd straighten Catherine out, then he'd talk to Anna, then he'd look after Rosie. He pushed the letters and card into the glove compartment, reminding himself that he'd need to remove the card before he returned the car keys to Anna. There were too many complications, too many details to remember. It was time to simplify his life.
* * *
Catherine watched from her eyrie on the front veranda, as the car negotiate the tricky camber on her drive. It didn’t miss a beat. It had to be Chris.
He'd been angry with her at the rock and he’d made that clear. But why had he waited so long to confront her? She gripped the railing, pushing her fingertips into the recessed wood.
He got out of the car and slammed the door. Her hand shook as she tucked stray wisps of hair into the top of her plait. He disappeared from view and then, moments later, knocked on the back door. Taking a deep breath, she went to answer it.
“Hi Chris, great to see you.” Should she kiss his cheek? Partway through the movement, she saw the look on his face and pulled back, taking his hand and drawing him into the room instead.
“Catherine.” Her name sounded like a condemnation, not a greeting. His face was grey. There were bags under his eyes.
“You look tired. Come and sit down.” She led him to the sofa but he turned away and chose an armchair instead. He sat there, clasping and unclasping his hands.
“I can’t stay very long. I told Anna I was getting petrol, and we’re off camping tomorrow so I need to help pack.”
“Can I get you anything? Tea? A beer? It won’t take a minute.” She kept her tone light.
He shook his head and shuffled in his seat.
“Why did you come here?” he asked his voice soft with anger.
She knelt down on the floor beside him, wondering how to begin. “I came to see your harbour,” she said.
“What?”
“I needed to lay the thing between us to rest. I thought going away to India would do it, but that didn’t work so I came here to let you go.” She hoped she sounded calmer than she felt. He always had this effect on her, made her tongue-tied and muddled in her thinking. It was ridiculous. “Am I making you uncomfortable, sitting here?”
“Yeah, as a matter of fact you are.”
She got up and sat on the couch opposite him. She wished he'd allowed her to make tea; the ritual of it would have steadied her.
“The first thing I need to tell you is that I didn’t know you were here.”
His head came up.
“You probably don't believe me, but that’s the honest truth.”
“Didn’t it occur to you that this was where I’d come?”
She looked at the floor. “I had to see it to let you go. I was guided...”
“Rubbish, Catherine. Don’t give me any of your claptrap. You came here because you felt like it. Five seconds of rational thought would have told you it was a dumb idea. All you’re going to do here is stir up trouble. Trouble for me—trouble for Anna.”
“Why should my being here change anything?” She leaned forward. She wanted him to understand she wasn’t a threat. “I know I hurt you. I shouldn’t have run. If only you’d let me explain.”
“It doesn’t matter anymore. I got over it. I don’t want to know.”
“It matters to me. This is a chance to set things straight, to be friends again. I miss your friendship, Chris.” She held her hands out towards him, palms up, in supplication.
“Catherine,” he said, softly. “Did it ever occur to you that I might not want to be your friend?”
That shocked her. In all the endless ‘what ifs’ she’d indulged in since meeting him again, that particular scenario had escaped her imagination.
“I don’t believe you.”
He cleared his throat.
“Let me explain a few things to you. I have a life now. An ordinary life, but I’m happy with it. I’ll be extremely pissed off if you swan in here and muck it up.”
“I'm not trying to ruin your life.” Her temper was rising. She leapt up from the sofa and began to walk a narrow track.
“Can we start this conversation again?” She pleaded.
“If you like.”
“I think we can have it all. A friendship, your new life, everything.”
“Bullshit.”
“Why not?”
“You’re being naïve, that’s not the way things work. I don’t want Anna getting hurt.”
Catherine stopped pacing and sat down. “I don’t want to hurt her either. I like Anna. I’m sure once I’ve talked to her and explained...” Her voice trailed off when she saw his expression.
“You’re not to talk to Anna about anything—do you understand? I swear, if you even hint about our past, I’ll never forgive you.”
“Why are you being so mean?” Catherine felt tears gathering in her eyes. She’d dreamed of telling him all the things that had happened to her over the intervening years. Had hoped he'd relax enough to share with her. “I just want to be your friend,” she said, tears sliding down her cheeks.
He rose, sat beside her on the couch, and handed her his handkerchief. She dabbed at her eyes.
“It won’t work, Catherine. Anna doesn’t know anything. I’m living on a knife-edge, waiting for the day you let something slip.”
She leaned into his shoulder. The familiarity of his smell astounded her. Maybe if she’d had the courage to face her problems they might still have been together. If only she hadn’t run.
“You see,” he stroked her hair. “You see what I mean. There’s no way we can live in the same place.”
He does still feel something for me, she thought, her heart beating loud in her ears. “We’ll find a way. I know we can.”
His body stiffened. “Catherine.” It was a warning.
“I need to be here,” she said, hating the tremor in her voice.
He gave her a little push. It dislodged her from his shoulder.
“No, you don’t. We don’t want you here. When I get back from our camping trip next week, I want to hear that you’ve moved on. You know you can do it—you’ve had plenty of practice.”
With that parting shot, he left the house. As she watched him disappear down the drive she tried to wipe her tears away with her sleeve, but it was futile. The more she wiped the more they flowed.
Chapter 3
Anna was sitting curled up on the dilapidated cane couch on the veranda watching the sun sink into the sea. Her novel lay discarded on the rattan table, abandoned in favour of a glass of chilled Sauvignon Blanc. The sky looked like a bolt of shot silk, dyed hot pink, red, violet and a most improbable green.
She’d finished packing an hour ago. It was all there piled up by the kitchen door: packs, tent, cooking gear, the lot. The clean air of Spirits Bay called to her. She was sure Chris would relax up there and they would be able to sort things out.
She began to feel fidgety just sitting there with nothing to do but wait for him to get home. She decided to put something on the stereo. Wandering inside she riffled through the stack of CDs. There, right on top, was a Leonard Cohen. She grinned. Chris’s love of the morose Canadian singer was a standing joke. She was always threatening to confiscate the Cohen. He said she was a Philistine and accused her of slandering a man of genius. Even after seven years together, he still made her laugh.
She put the Cohen on for the hell of it, walked over to the kitchen window and peered out into the gathering gloom. She listened for the sound of a familiar engine. Chris had gone to fill up her car. She’d said it was unnecessary, but he’d insisted. The only petrol station was on the other side of the harbour, which meant taking the ferry. Still, it was getting late.
The broccoli and carrots lay on the chopping board, ready to steam. A casserole cooked gently in the oven, the table was set and Anna waited and listened. Bright balloons left over from Christmas hung in crazy clumps from every available light fitting and picture hook, but they looked a bit sad now. They’d started to deflate and had the wrinkled appearance of leftover sausages.
She glanced at her watch as the last rags of day faded from the sky, and puriri moths and huhu bugs began to bump their heavy bodies into the lights on the veranda. Where was he?
The knock on the door made her jump. Later, she'd remember the door sticking on the jamb—it took her a few moments to free it. She’d remember looking at Bill Andrews and wondering why he was standing on the doorstep in his police uniform.
He shuffled his feet, removed his cap and tucked it under his arm, and then took her hand, awkwardly, as if he wasn’t sure whether the gesture was appropriate.
“Anna, can we go inside? I need to talk to you.”
Something lurched deep inside her. Oh no, she thought, oh no. She clutched the greenstone pendant like a lifeline.
“I don’t have time, Bill. Chris and I are about to leave.” She didn’t want to look at him. She thought if she could stop him speaking, it might be all right.
“Anna,” he took her arm. She wanted to shrug him off, but controlled the impulse. Bill was a musician. He played with Chris in the jazz band. He had an instinctive understanding of rhythm. Anna followed, as he guided her back into the house. Five policeman-sized steps from the back door to the counter dividing the kitchen from the living room, six across the living room to the couch—Anna felt as if they were waltzing at some sort of macabre dinner dance. He sat her on the sofa and sighed. Her face must have made him decide to be direct.
“Anna, it’s Chris. I’m afraid there’s been an accident.”
How do I respond to that? Anna thought. What am I supposed to do? If I were a proper wife I’d scream, or cry. But I can’t. So she said nothing, did nothing, sat on the couch like an idiot trying to work out the right way to act. Time stretched out. The sound of their breathing filled the void.
“I’d better turn off the dinner,” she said finally, appalled at her words as they hung in the emptiness.
Bill lifted his eyebrows, walked to the oven, turned it off and then returned to her side. He had the air of a man doing his duty.
“I know this is hard.” His voice was soothing. His blue uniform said: Trust me.
Anna looked down and saw a large scuffmark on one shoe, and his left trouser leg had a streak of mud running from ankle to knee. She stared it and knew he’d been with Chris.
“You’re telling me he’s dead aren’t you, Bill?” Inside her head, icebergs the size of continents ground together.
He didn’t need to confirm what she already knew, but he did anyway. Anna fastened on to the facts he gave her and clung. She wanted them all—every tiny detail and nuance. The car had left the road two hours earlier; it had failed to take a bend on the way back from the ferry. There were no other vehicles involved. He was already dead when they got him out.
Some questions, she knew, would keep visiting and revisiting her for years. Did he suffer? Did he realise what had happened? Had he known he was dying? Was it while the sun went down, while she sat enjoying her wine, while she relished her moments alone? Now there would only be moments alone.
“He’s at the Doc’s surgery, Anna. I’ll take you there.”
There wasn’t anything to say to that, so she stayed silent. All she could see was Chris grabbing the keys off the bench, could that only have been a few hours ago? He’d made a joke, as he left, about her not drinking too much wine. He said it would be an unfair head start. He’d promised to buy chocolate. The last conversation she would ever have with him had been about how much chocolate they needed.
Bill patted her hand in a kind but inadequate way. She could see he was uncomfortable, and who could blame him? It couldn’t be easy being an official messenger of death.
The phone began to ring. She picked it up out of habit. Catherine’s calm voice drifted through the icy fog.
“Hi Anna, can I speak to Chris for a minute?”
The mention of his name cut like glass. She gulped for air.
“Anna, are you okay?”
“I can’t...I can’t”
“What’s happened? What’s the matter?”
“He’s...”
Bill took the phone away from her. “Hello, who is this?”
“It’s Catherine Jennings. I’m a friend of Anna’s. What on earth is going on?”
“This is constable Bill Andrews, Catherine. I’m afraid there’s been an accident. If you could come and help Anna, I’m sure it would be appreciated.”
Anna left him talking to Catherine. She felt queasy, as if she’d drunk a little too much. She leaned over the kitchen sink, wet a tea towel and wiped her face. The cold water was the first real thing she’d felt in half an hour. She probed the edges of the wound at her core and wondered when it would begin to bleed.
* * *
Catherine put down the phone and hugged herself. There was a scream trapped somewhere deep inside her that couldn’t get out. She’d rung with the intention of telling Chris she’d decided he was right, she would leave the village. She was going to apologise for the grief she’d caused him. She rocked backwards and forwards as she replayed the last moments she’d spent with him. Now it was too late to make amends. Why, oh why had she come here? What had possessed her? Instead of gaining tranquillity and reviving an old friendship, she’d brought chaos in her wake. Chris was dead, and it was her fault.
She rushed into the bedroom and gave vent to silent grief. Tore a delicate silk scarf, broke a scarlet candle, threw some clothing into a hemp bag, went into the bathroom, packed a toothbrush and spilled her patchouli oil. Instead of acting as a release, her quiet rampage weighed her down, increasing the burden of her grief. It was karma all right, operating as it always had—to tear her and Chris apart. And now the wheel had turned and there was no help for it, at least in this incarnation. All she could do was comfort Anna, be her friend and try to salvage something out of this horror.
* * *
She smells of patchouli, Anna thought, as Catherine’s arms went round her. White noise buzzed through her brain. She kept circling round the truth, wanting to think about him but not daring to. She was aware of Bill and Catherine shepherding her to the police car like a couple of border collies.
“It’s okay,” she snapped. “I can still get myself to the car.”
Bill took a couple of giant strides and got ahead of them to open the rear passenger door. Anna climbed into the back seat and Catherine got in beside her. The interior of the police car smelled of upholstery cleaner. It made Anna gag. She stared at Bill’s back as he turned the ignition. She could tell by the set of his shoulders that he was relieved to be doing something practical again. He had offloaded her into a woman’s care.
“I want to stop and see where the car went over.” Anna hadn’t intended saying anything, but her voice echoed through the car.
Bill cleared his throat. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Anna. Anyway, it's too dark to see anything much.”
“I need to see where it happened—now, before I see him.”
“Take her, Bill.” Catherine’s voice was stern, as if she were exercising tight control over her emotions. Bill shrugged and they drove past the surgery, where Chris was lying, and wound round the three sharp bends on the way to the ferry. As they approached the fourth, the car drew to a halt. Bill took a torch out of the glove compartment, and the two women got out of the car.
They stood in a tight huddle on the lip of the drop. A length of yellow plastic tape tied between two stakes marked the place where the car had left the road, plunging to the rocks below. The policeman shone the beam of his torch down the steep bank. At first, Anna couldn’t make out much. Some scrubby bits of gorse and elephant grass straggled over the bank and the water winked with reflected light. Then her eyes detected anomalies—broken branches and vegetation. Finally, Bill found what he was looking for and the beam rested on her little red VW. Her pride and joy had fallen, nose first, onto the rocks. The tide was rising. It lapped around the car’s bonnet. Even by wavering torchlight, Anna could see it was broken beyond mending.
She stared down at the tableau. Pictures flashed through her mind. She was in the car. It veered, the brakes were soft, it left the road and she was falling.
“Was it a brake problem?” She asked.
“We don’t know until we examine the car. Have you seen enough?”
Anna nodded and they shuffled back to the police car. Paspalum seeds glued themselves to her ankles, leaving black marks on her skin. She sat in the car trying to rub them off.
Through it all, Catherine remained in the background. Anna was dimly aware of the other woman’s stillness, and on some level was grateful for it.
The drive from the accident site back to the surgery took three minutes. She wanted the journey to be long so she could delay the moment when reality caught up with her. Please don’t let him be too smashed up she thought over and over again, as if this mantra alone could keep him whole.
Cicadas sang their deafening summer song. Bill knocked on the door of the doctor’s house and Phil Green answered it straight away. He said something soothing to her—she registered the sound of the words but they held no meaning. All Anna could hear were those damned cicadas singing—singing.
They shuffled along the hallway in an awkward line. At some point, the others disappeared. Anna and the doctor hovered by the surgery door, and then he opened it. The room beyond was brightly lit.
Someone lay on the surgery bed. She took several halting steps. It was Chris. As she leant over him, a momentary urge to giggle seized her. She thought about telling Phil he’d made a mistake. The face was swollen out of shape; the body could be anyone’s. She tried to form the lie, but the words wouldn’t come. She knew it was Chris—knew it in every cell. She couldn’t deny him and rob him of his dignity.
She reached out her left hand and laid her palm against his misshapen cheek. She wished he looked like he was sleeping, but his skin was cold and hard and she knew he was gone. Fury rose and engulfed her. This thing on the trolley wasn’t her Chris. It wasn’t funny, and irritating, and loving. Its lumpen stillness was a parody of his dear flesh, and she didn’t want to look at it anymore.
“He’s not here,” she said, and ran outside onto the dark road.
* * *
Catherine heard the front door slam, and looked up as the Phil Green, the doctor, poked his head into the room.
“She’s in shock,” he said. “I’m going after her.”
“I’ll go.” Catherine pushed herself out of an over-stuffed chair.
“Are you sure? There’s a torch on the hall table,” Phil said, as she rushed past him.
Picking it up, she ran after Anna. She had no idea what she'd do when she caught up with her, all she knew was she had to get outside. She was barely managing to hold herself together. There was so much grief and rage in her. The thought of him lying alone in the next room flayed her. She wanted to wash his body and prepare it with sweet oils, to show her reverence for the man and sanctify his passing.
Instead, she went after his wife, knowing that was what he would have wanted. She caught Anna up in seconds and then matched her steps. The warm, moisture-laden night enveloped them. Floating up from the harbour, Catherine heard the whisper of a hundred thousand ghosts on the path to Spirits Bay—the final leaping off place of souls, according to Maori legend. Soon Chris would join the legions of the dead, but right now, he walked with her and Anna, a pace or so to their right. Somewhere an owl called, and a possum screamed and hissed.
“I keep thinking I can feel him,” Anna muttered. “Feel him right here.” Her arms hugged her body, fingernails digging deep into her flesh.
“Of course he’s here. How could he leave you when you’re in pain?” Catherine hoped her words sounded warmer than she felt.
“Rubbish,” Anna snapped. “We both know he’s back there, on that bed, in the surgery. He’s left me. How will I manage without him?”
Catherine clasped her hands in front of her. She wanted to slap Anna and tell her not to whine. At least she had a legitimate channel for her grief; at least she didn’t have to mourn in secret. Catherine's teeth chattered, even though the air was warm. She had to get a hold of herself. If she didn’t she'd say, or do, something unforgivable
She made herself reach out and drape an arm loosely over Anna’s shoulder. A lock of wild hair brushed against her. The touch of it stilled Catherine’s resentment. She tried to put herself in Anna’s place, to let empathy wash her clean of jealous thoughts.
Anna’s shoulders lifted and Catherine dropped her arm, judging her touch was unwelcome. There was a sharp fresh smell in the air, as if it might begin to rain.
“I think there’s thunder somewhere close.”
‘Yep that would figure,” Anna sniffed, “I’ll probably be struck by lightning next.”
“Life’s a bitch,” Catherine said, reflexively. No sooner had the words left her mouth than she wished she could have snatched them back.
“And then you die. That was one of our sayings, damn it. He'd say—Life’s a bitch—I’d say and then you die. It was our thing. Our bloody thing.” She began to giggle. “I guess we were right. Life is a piece of shit.” The giggles turned to laughter as brittle as sea biscuit. She laughed until she bent double and sat on the ground.
Catherine sat beside her on the chunks of loose stone by the roadside and let her laugh. Anna’s breath came in loud hiccoughs; she shook, choked, and then vomited. Her wild, brown, mop of hair hung over her face. Catherine tried to tuck it out of harm’s way under her collar, an exercise in futility as it frizzed out in a medusa mane. She gave up and let it go. When the paroxysms subsided, she handed Anna a man’s hanky to clean herself up.
“Does that feel better?” she asked, trying to sound gentle rather than weary.
Anna shook her head. “I’m not sure—I feel emptier.”
“Empty is good,” Catherine said, retreating into counsellor mode. “At least you’ve cleared a bit of the anger out of your system. Hanging on to that poisons people...it's great that you’ve been able to let go of it so soon.”
“Psychobabble.” Anna spat on the road to clear the vomit from her mouth.
“Fine.” Catherine tried to keep her tone light. “Just don’t hold the pain too tight, okay. That’s not what Chris would have wanted.”
“How the hell do you know what Chris would have wanted? You didn’t even know him. Are you left with a hole in your life, now that he’s gone?”
Catherine felt as if she’d been hit between the eyes with a crowbar, she actually saw stars. She leaned her head on her knees and dropped the torch. It rolled to the side of the road casting a puddle of light into the ditch. Anna picked it up and switched it off, leaving them in darkness.
“Catherine, I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that.”
“It's okay. Really it is.” Thunder growled low and menacing in the distance, and the first drops of rain fell, bitter-scented, on the road. “Forget it. We’re both in shock.” She reached out and squeezed Anna’s hand. This time Anna didn’t pull away. They stood up and ran for the surgery. By the time they reached it, they were soaked to the skin.
Back at the doctor’s, Beth, the doctors wife, gave them towels and hot sweet tea. Catherine loved tea, but she noticed Anna grimacing her way through it. The sitting room was stuffy and full of plump leather furniture. She perched on the edge of her chair trying not to slide off.
“What happens now?” She asked, more to break the silence than because she wanted to know.
“There’ll be a post-mortem. That should happen quite soon.” Phil Greens eyes flicked towards Anna, who had put down her teacup and seemed to be examining a print of a sailboat that hung on the wall opposite her.
“So how long? How long till I can have him back?” Anna asked, without moving her eyes from the picture. It sounded as if she was asking about an impounded dog, not her dead husband. She looked exhausted slumped there on the couch, her hair a bedraggled mess.
“I’ll talk to the coroner tomorrow. It’s a formality. I promise I’ll phone you the moment I know anything, Anna. They’re usually pretty quick.”
Catherine looked at his careworn face. She guessed he was about fifty, though at this moment he looked ten years older. She prayed that someone would make a move to leave soon. The adrenaline rush, that had sustained her for the last few hours, was ebbing. Dark shadows gathered in the corners of the room, or perhaps in the corner of her eyes. She needed to confront them on home turf, but she still had work to do. She leant forward in her chair and made eye contact with the policeman.
“I think we ought to get Anna home, don’t you, Bill.”
They shepherded Anna out of the house and back to the police car. As they sat in the dark on the way back to Swallows Nest, she allowed a single tear to roll down her cheek, unseen.
* * *
Anna fumbled with her keys. Finally, she managed to get it to turn and the door swung open. The lights going on made her blink. She walked into her house. Nothing had changed. She fingered Chris’s tape measure, pressed her foot against the camping gear that lay by the door, touched the kitchen counter.
Catherine sat down at the table. “Is he everywhere?” she asked.
Anna nodded: his carpentry tools, the smell of his spoiled dinner, everything screamed loss at her. She picked up his library book and hurled it across the room. It rebounded off the wall and lay like a tent flattened by a high wind.
Catherine didn’t even flinch.
“Can I suggest something? You have a shower, then go and get one of Chris’s tee shirts and put it on.”
“How could that possibly help?”
“Try it and see.”
Resentment rose like bile in Anna’s throat. How dare she sit in Chris’s chair making pronouncements like some carrion crow?
“How the hell would you know?”
“I found it helped me after my fiancé died.”
Anna made a helpless flapping movement with her hands then looked down at the rug.
“It’s okay. You didn’t know. Look, why don’t you go and wash some of the grime off and I’ll get make us a drink.”
Anna nodded and obeyed. She stood under the shower for ages trying to rinse away her despair. When she got out, she rubbed the towel over her body in a perfunctory way, not really drying herself at all. She felt remorse for having snapped at Catherine, but resentment too. Things had started to go wrong from the day they’d met her. She shook her damp curls out of her eyes and then raked them back from her face with her fingers.
She looked at the laundry basket. She and Chris had bought it at a garage sale even though the weaving at the top was a little loose and the lid wobbled. For a moment she hesitated, then dug around in the dirty clothes feeling ridiculous and desperate, until she found Chris’s tee shirt. It reached halfway to her knees, but he was there. The intense smell of him surrounded her. She could feel his hands on her body. She stumbled out of the bathroom, her face wet with tears.
Catherine waited until she sat down and then handed her a double whisky. Anna swirled the contents of the glass letting the ice and whisky roil together, and then took a long pull.
“Better?”
“I don’t feel so cut off from everything.” She sniffed the tee shirt’s sleeve and let the heady scent of Chris’s sweat wash over her. “What happened to your fiancé?”
“He drowned off the Poor Knights Islands nine years ago in a diving accident.”
Anna wrapped her hands around her glass. Beads of condensation clung to the outside. What was Chris now? Was he some sort of wraith with the consistency of water vapour?
Catherine cleared her throat. Anna looked up, startled by the sound.
“Please don’t do what I did. I got rid of every reminder of Malcolm, everything. Gave it away, burnt some of it. Left my home, my job, the country and lost the one person who could have made me happy. I spent a long time feeling sorry for myself and in the end it made things worse, running away always does.”
Steady rain was battering the corrugated iron roof and the wind was rising again.
Anna took a deep breath. “I’m sorry about how I acted before. Thanks for being here.”
“That's okay. This is such a nice house, so cosy.”
“We like it...” Then she realised what she'd said and covered her eyes with her hands.
Catherine squeezed Anna’s shoulder. Her touch was surprisingly acceptable.
“I’ll be okay on my own you know, you can go home, you don’t need to stay with me.” In reality, she dreaded the thought of being by herself. Later, she hoped she'd welcome it—later—but not tonight.
“I’d like to stay. The weather is dreadful. A flash of lightning followed by a drum-roll of thunder underlined her words. “Do you think you can sleep?”
“Probably not,” Anna said, stifling a yawn.
“I think you should try, tomorrow will be long and hard.”
“Thanks for that.” She rubbed her eyes. “There’s a guest room through there. I think it’s made up.”
“Don’t worry about me. I’m used to fending for myself,” Catherine said in a soft, sad voice.
As Anna padded into the bedroom that she and Chris had shared, the last of her numbness faded. Alone in their big old bed she began to cry in long sustained sobs. The tee shirt and the bedclothes, suffused with the scent of Chris’s body, helped her release some grief, but not the anger. For ages, she tossed and turned. The summer storm did nothing to ease the humidity. She felt as if she was suffocating. In the end, she got up and flung open the French doors. A cooling wind whipped around her.
She lay back on the bed. Her eyelids grew heavy, so she closed them. She was drifting in the shallows of sleep. But something was wrong. Unease enveloped her. A choking sensation closed her throat.
Her eyes flew open in panic. That was when she saw the straight-backed old woman standing in the corner of her room. Anna wanted to cry out, but she couldn't. The woman put a finger to her lips and scowled. She was holding open a narrow door. Through the door trudged a multitude. They wound in a crocodile line for as far as the eye could see. Then Anna saw Chris. He stood at the end of the line and moved along a fern flanked path towards the door. She knew he'd seen her. He didn’t speak, but from him radiated such a feeling of regret that she could hardly bear it.
As she looked at him, a picture formed in her mind. It was the face of a child; a little girl, with dark hair, a determined chin, and a funny crooked smile. Sadness washed over Anna in terrible waves.
She woke up crying. Snapping on the light she examined the corner of the bedroom. It was empty. The dream had been so real. Had Chris reached out to her? She'd always wondered if he'd secretly mourned the fact they couldn’t have children. Was that what he was trying to tell her? But the girl she'd seen didn’t feel like a last wish, she seemed real.
The more she thought about it, the more Anna was sure Chris had spoken to her. Whether she was picking up his last conscious thought as he died or his energy after death, she didn’t know. But whatever it was, she felt obligated to act on it.
She switched on her reading lamp, and fumbled in the drawer of the bedside cabinet for her sketchpad. Starting with a freehand oval, and then modifying it to catch the shape of the eyes and nose, Anna drew the face of the child she'd dreamed. The girl had Chris’s eyes.
Chapter 4
When Anna woke, she reached across the bed and encountered emptiness—a hollow space where warmth should have been.
“Jesus,” she whispered, lifting her aching head off the pillow. Outside, in the predawn light, fingers of mist rose from the harbour. Soon they would fatten and clump into a fist, obscuring the world.
She pushed back the covers and dragged herself up. The room revolved around her. She clung to the iron bedstead and took several deep, gulping breaths.
Must, get on. Keep busy. So much to do. Bread to bake. People to feed. No time for slippers. No time to dress. Just get downstairs and make a start. That was the way to handle it—don’t think.
Her feet slapped on the wooden floorboards, then slipped on the rug as she crossed the room. Floors they’d built. Rugs they’d chosen. “Don’t go there. Don’t.”
Flick on the lights, illuminate the darkness, and tread the stairs—“one, two, three, four, five, six, seven.” Was counting steps insane? It was, wasn’t it?
Stumbling into the kitchen she reached into her apron pocket, which hung as always on the hook on the pantry door. Her fingers closed on a matchbox—square and reassuring. She arranged paper and kindling in the firebox of the wood stove and held match to tinder. It sputtered and wavered, but finally caught. She knelt and fed in more kindling till the fire roared. With water and soap, she cleansed the smudges of soot from her hands. Soot like bruises. Bruises on skin. She opened the pantry, collecting flour, and yeast, and sugar, and salt, and oil. The staff of life, the stuff of life, the bread of life. She turned on the tap and added water to the yeast and sugar. What was she doing? She baked bread every morning; she could do it in the dark if she had to. Yet here she was using cold bloody water. Bloody water. Tip it out, start again.
She piled flour onto scales, adding, taking away, hoping she had the balance right, unable to see the proper measure through her tears. “Get a grip girl, get a grip.” Pour the flour into the bowl. “Did you leave the yeast to stand for long enough? Did you?”
Don’t think; just scatter flour across the Kauri bench. He made it. The silken texture of the wood whispered through her fingertips. She read the familiar nuances of the grain by touch. “This is home,” she whispered, “Swallows Nest.” But the words echoed in her hollow places.
Turning the dough out of the mixing bowl, she pressed the heels of her hands deep into it. Raising her eyes, she looked out of the kitchen window into the grey of the mist. The dough was alive under her fingers, releasing its pungent smell as she pummelled and pushed. She left it by the stove to prove while she stared out of the window as the clock tick-tocked long minutes. Her mind was as greyed out as the landscape. She wore his tee shirt from the night before. It still smelled of him. Soon people would begin to wake. She’d have to face them—she couldn’t face them.
Make the bread, she reminded herself.
“Pat it,
And punch it,
And mark it with T
And put it in the oven for baby and me.”
She pounded the dough. She knew she ought to have left it to rise for longer, but she couldn’t be bothered. She was sick of the stuff. She picked it up, shoved it in a loaf tin and slid it into the woodstove. Her arm grazed the cast iron side but she barely registered the burn. She released the door and it banged shut.
Upstairs, she couldn’t get any further than opening the wardrobe. She stared into its interior, transfixed by the enormity of deciding whether to wear jeans or a skirt. Time stretched out in quantities she couldn’t measure.
“Anna, something's burning,” a voice called. There was a short pause, then the sound of a door opening. The smell of smoke drifted up to her. “I think the oven’s too hot.”
Let her deal with it, Anna thought. I do everything.
Moments later Catherine appeared, wiping her hands on a tea towel.
“I couldn’t save the bread. The crust was burnt and the inside was raw.”
Anna continued to stare into the wardrobe.
“Are you okay?” Catherine asked. “I’ll get coffee.”
Thank god she knew what to do.
Anna felt a gentle hand on her elbow, then Catherine steered her back downstairs. The windows were open to let the smoke out, but the room still smelt acrid. Later, she sat rigid on the couch and tried to sip the coffee Catherine gave her. The harbour was a shroud. Grey found its way through the open windows and clouded her eyes.
“Did you sleep?” Catherine asked.
“A little.”
The silence dragged out between them. They were, after all, strangers.
Anna ran splayed fingers through her hair. There was something in the air, something other than incinerated bread. She sniffed. He was here again, as he had been last night—standing in the shadows smelling of wood shavings. A sob shook her. She tried to suppress it by twisting her frizzy hair into a hard knot.
“I think I’ll go to my studio. I have work to do.”
“Don’t worry about the bread, I’ll see to it. I’ll ring the shop and get Janice to bring some over for the guests.”
Anna nodded. She wasn’t going to admit she'd forgotten all about the people staying at Swallows Nest. Let Catherine cope with complaining guests. Anna needed to get out—to be on her own ground.
“I’m off then. It's just up the hill, if anyone needs me.” She rushed upstairs, picked up the drawing pad from her bedside table and hurried out. Her feet were bare. They sank into the leaf mould on the crooked path. A fantail darted from branch to branch, hunting for gnats. She watched it flick and bob, its tail feathers snapping open and shut. It flew so close she could feel the disturbance of the air caused by the movement of its wings.
“Go away death bird,” she hissed, flapping her hands at it. The fantail flew just out of reach, but followed her nevertheless.
The studio door creaked as she opened it, the draught setting in motion the spider webs, which festooned the ceiling. In the corners of the room, the spiders had hung tightly wrapped packages containing insects stored alive. She walked in, leaving the door open in anticipation of the morning’s heat.
In her studio, Anna had always felt at ease with her powerful frame—her strong arms and hands, and short legs didn’t seem out of place there. Chris joked she was like one of those prehistoric earth goddesses, all dark sex and muscle. Today, more than anything, she needed the comfort of this place; not the voices and arms of friends, but the silence, the simplicity of stone.
She set the chisel against a piece of marble that lay abandoned on the bench and picked up a mallet. But she hit too hard. With that single blow, it shattered. The fractured stone lay in useless shards. She sat down heavily, pierced by memories.
* * *
Catherine waited for the door to slam after Anna, and then leaned against the wall. Her head throbbed. It was so hard being in his house. She could feel him in the attention to small details—the old iron hooks on the back of stripped pine doors, the generous dimensions of the rooms. She remembered his large hands and the fine movements of which they were capable.
Shaking her head, she stared out of the window at Anna’s retreating form. The bread she'd thrown outside lay on the grass in sticky, incinerated lumps. Even the sparrows didn’t want it. She looked up towards the guest cabins scattered among the trees. Anna was right. People would soon arrive down here asking what had happened to the bread, fruit and milk Anna always provided for breakfast.
“Hello, Anna, Chris, yoo-hoo, sorry I’m late.” A tall olive skinned girl, with a nose ring, burst into the kitchen.
“Oh, hi. Where’s Anna?”
“Who are you?”
“Tanya.” The girl looked at her with her head on one side and her arms folded.
“Are you a guest?” Catherine asked.
“No, I’m the receptionist. Have Anna and Chris left for their camping trip already?”
Catherine shook her head. More fallout to deal with. More pain.
“Come and sit down, Tanya.”
“What’s all this about?”
Catherine hesitated. The girl was barely out of her teens. She wished she knew her well enough to gauge the best way to break the news. How did you prepare someone for such a shock?
“There’s no easy way of telling you this, Tanya. So I’ll just say it straight.”
Tanya lifted her eyes. Somehow, that made it easier. It gave Catherine the courage to put the inexpressible into words.
“Chris was killed in a road accident last night.”
Tanya gasped, but she didn’t look away. Her fine brown skin reminded Catherine of the girls in India, though her nose was broader and flatter.
“Oh, god. I heard the siren.” Tears welled. “I was here with him yesterday morning.”
“Yes,” said Catherine.
“I…I can’t believe it.”
“No,” said Catherine.
“I’m sorry, but…who are you? How do you know this?”
“I stayed with Anna last night, to help her through.”
“Oh.” There was another long silence as the girl digested the news. “What happened?”
“The car ran off the road, that’s all I know. It ended up in the harbour.” She didn’t want to think about him lying in there, broken on the rocks.
Tanya shook her head and stared out of the front window. “Where’s Anna?”
“In her studio.”
“Best place for her. How’s she taking it?”
Catherine shrugged. How did Tanya think Anna would take it?
“She’s numb. I don’t think she believes it.”
“She’s not the only one.”
“Listen, Tanya, can I hand over to you? I got hardly any sleep last night.” Catherine’s words dragged across her tongue.
“Of course,” said the girl, leaping up. “I’ll make arrangements for breakfast and talk to the guests.”
“Thanks,” Catherine said, “I don’t have much idea of what to do.”
“Leave it to me.”
Catherine tried to smile but she was so tired she was sure it must look more like a grimace. “I’ll get my stuff.” She pointed towards the guest room. But Tanya was already leaving.
Wearily, she gathered up her holdall then trudged up to the studio to say goodbye to Anna. She found her standing on the front porch, with a mallet and chisel in her hand.
“I’m off home now. Tanya’s arrived and is getting things organised.”
Anna's head jerked round. “Oh, okay.”
“Have you been working?”
“Not much.”
She looked so lost Catherine felt she had to say something to fill the silence. “I’ve always wondered what goes on in an artist’s studio. I went to plenty of workshops in India, silversmiths and block printers and so forth. But I suppose you’d class them as artisans.” The words rang false. She knew she was trying too hard.
“I’m a bit of an artisan myself,” Anna said, tersely. She bunched her hair back and pinned it up again. “Would you like to look round?”
Anna stood aside, allowing her to climb the three wooden steps onto the small veranda.
“Should I take my shoes off?”
“Only if you don’t mind stone chips and splinters in your feet. It’s a bit dusty I’m afraid. Your clothes might suffer.”
“These old things? They’re fine.”
“I don’t have much to show you. Most of my finished stuff is down at Village Arts. Oh, there are these.” She flicked a cover off some fern fronds carved from stone.
Catherine ran her fingers over them, and then pulled her hands away. “Sorry, is it all right to touch?”
“That’s what they’re for—to make touching inevitable.”
“How do you get this texture?”
“It’s in the stone. Different rock, different properties. Same with any material. You just have to know what’s possible and then set it free. Listen, Catherine, I need to thank you for putting up with me last night.”
“Anyone would have done the same.”
“No, I don’t think so.”
Catherine cleared her throat. Anna’s gaze was making her uncomfortable. She felt dishonest and a bit sullied. She hadn’t looked after Anna because she was compassionate; she'd looked after her for Chris’s sake.
She began to walk through the studio, stroking tools, touching pieces, picking up wood and clay and stone. Then she stopped by the sketchpad.
“Did you draw this?”
“Sorry? Draw what?” Anna looked over Catherine’s shoulder.
“This. It’s very good. When did you do it?”
There was a long pause as they both examined the drawing.
“Last night, after you’d gone to bed.”
“And this girl…Who is she?”
“I’ve got no idea. Last night was weird. First I thought I felt Chris when we were out on the road, and then I had a visit during the night.”
“A visit?”
“I guess it was a dream.”
“And you saw this child in your dream?”
“Yes. She was compelling. I needed to draw her.”
“You’ve never met her?”
“No, why do you ask?” Anna said, sharply.
Catherine scuffed the sole of her shoe through the dust on the floor.
“No reason,” she lied.
* * *
New Year passed by unmarked except by storms, and now, five days later, Catherine sat curled up in a window seat looking out at the back garden of Swallows Nest. She was exhausted. She’d spent the days buzzing backwards and forwards between the Nest and her own house like a blowfly in a bottle. She felt bruised and battered.
She and Tanya had closed the place to travellers and rebooked people at various local B&Bs. She'd helped with housework and had comforted Anna. Anna, who was a mirror for all Catherine’s pent-up sorrow—Anna, who was angry, and calm, and panic-stricken by turns.
“I keep having nightmares. Every time I fall asleep I dream about him.”
“You need to break the cycle,” Catherine told her, wishing she could follow her own advice.
Anna had frowned and looked in the mirror. “I guess I do look a bit like a demented panda.” She pulled down the rims of her eyes and made a face.
That had been an hour ago. Now there was a kind of peace. The park-like grounds stood empty. The only movement was a pair of dragonflies darting between the reeds and the sunlight striking the surface of the pond. The tranquillity of the place bore mute testimony to Chris and Anna’s hard work. A tear splashed onto the couch cushion.
“Stop being daft,” Catherine muttered to herself. “It’s stupid to feel jealous that he was with her—stupid and small.”
She was so mixed up. All her years spent gathering calm and perspective had gone for nought in the face of Chris’s death. She liked Anna—that was the trouble. And, if she was honest, she knew Anna had been better suited to Chris. More tears dripped off her nose. She shook her head in self-disgust and decided to go outside for some fresh air, when the phone rang.
“Hello, Swallows Nest, Catherine speaking,” she said, without even having to think about it.
“Hi, Catherine, it’s Phil Green—the doctor, is Anna there?”
“She’s having a sleep, Phil. She’s pretty exhausted.”
He made sympathetic noises. “I have some news for her. The Coroner has released Chris’s body for burial. I also have the cause of death, so if you could get her to ring me.”
“I’ll wake her.”
Catherine carried the phone upstairs. Velvet curtains, drawn against the afternoon sun, darkened the room. She peered into the gloom. On the bed lay a hunched form, curled as tightly as one of her fern fronds.
“Anna,” The mound didn’t stir. “Anna,” she reached out and touched the figure. It crumpled under her hand. She gasped, and then realised it was a pile of clothing. Now her eyes were accustomed to the dark, she could see the wardrobe door was open. She found Anna sitting amongst Chris’s clothes.
“You caught me.” She said it like a naughty child.
“That’s daft. I’m not a prison guard. You’re allowed to sit in the cupboard if you want to.” Catherine squatted beside her.
“It’s not normal though, is it?”
She shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I’ve given up trying to define normal. The doctor's on the phone.”
A look of dread passed over Anna’s face as she took the handset.
“Be brave,” Catherine mouthed. She busied herself with drawing back the curtains and opening the windows, to let in the light and air. Perhaps she should go downstairs while Anna heard Phil's news. She glanced over her shoulder. Anna was conducting the conversation in monosyllables.
“Yes...mmhmm...right...I see...Oh...no, no, okay…bye.” She put the phone down. Her whole body was shaking.
“They’ve issued a death certificate.”
“Oh yes?” The words caught in Catherine’s throat.
“He was stung by a wasp, that’s why he drove off the road.”
“A wasp?”
“Yes, multiple stings.” Anna’s fingers raked through her hair.
“Anna?”
“It was a wasp, a bloody wasp. I don’t know if there’s a god up there,” she said, looking heavenward, “but if there is, he’s got one hell of a sense of humour.”
“What do you mean?”
“Chris was scared stiff of wasps—every time one came into the house he’d leap around swatting it. I used to call it his happy wasp dance. I told the silly sod it was stupid. What a ridiculous reason to die.”
Catherine bit her bottom lip and let Anna rant. She remembered it now. Years ago, on a walk with Chris, they’d found a wasps’ nest in a bank. He’d turned tail in panic. She’d been so angry with him for leaving her that they hadn’t spoken for hours.
Anna was becoming more and more distressed as the implications of the news struck her.
“So he would have known as the car plunged, would have realised he was going to die. He must have seen the rocks rushing towards him.”
Catherine couldn’t cope with any more of this.
“Come on,’ she said abruptly, “let’s go.”
“Go where?”
“Anywhere but here.”
She frog-marched Anna out of the house, down the road and through the village. They turned left into Rakautapu road and headed up the hill. The gravel road was steep and winding. Anna trailed behind, shuffling her feet in the dust.
“If you’re taking me to the rock, it’s a crappy idea.”
“And why is that?”
“Because I never want to go there again.”
Catherine stopped so suddenly Anna walked into her heels.
“You know something, you’re right, maybe it would be better to avoid it,” she said, conversationally. “The trouble is…everywhere in this village will remind you of him, so will everyone you meet. You could pack up and run, but your memories will follow you. You won’t be able to leave them behind.” Her voice rasped with anger.
Anna looked at her in stunned silence.
I’m not going to feel guilty about yelling at her, Catherine thought. She needs to harden up—we both do.
Anna hunched her shoulders and walked past Catherine without a word.
I’m a cow. Why do I behave like this? Catherine wondered. She caught Anna by the arm. “I’m not trying to be mean. I think we should face it now, together. Get it over and done with in a place you both loved.”
They left the road and walked down through the trees. It was wet underfoot and there were footprints in the mud. Catherine stole a glance at Anna. She’d be wondering if they were Chris’s.
“They aren’t his,” she said, softly. “The storms washed them away days ago. It wasn’t this wet when he last walked here.”
She thought about the afternoon when she'd discovered Chris and Anna picnicking at the rock. Every step she took reminded Catherine of her flight two weeks before.
Now they headed down through the thinning trees to the grassland beyond. There was a barbed wire fence hung with dozens of little bundles of wool. The sheep obviously liked to use the barbs for scratching. Cabbage trees with pom-pom heads stood in scattered groves. The grass had grown waist high, and scrubby stands of manuka blossomed white. Everything smelled newly scrubbed by the summer rain.
The rock face rose vertically from the surrounding grassland like a castle wall. It was a geological anomaly. There was nothing to indicate it was there, no scattering of smaller rocks, or any other cliffs or cave formations nearby. Shaped like a bishop’s mitre, it had a wide indentation on the top—the views from up there must be stunning.
Anna walked up to it and leaned her cheek against it, running her fingers over the rough surface.
“Are you up for a climb?” She turned to Catherine. There was a challenge in the way she stood with her hands on her hips.
“What, up there?”
“It’s okay, I haven’t lost my marbles. It's an old friend, Chris and I have climbed it dozens of times.”
“Don’t we need ropes, and rock hammers, and special shoes and things?”
“You’re wearing shorts and trainers—you’ll be fine. It’s a very easy climb, almost a staircase. All you need to do is to make sure you have three solid points of contact with the rock. Just follow me.”
She scooted up well above Catherine’s head by way of demonstration, and then jumped to the ground.
“I need to be up there, Catherine. It brings me closer to him—you are okay with heights aren’t you?”
“I suppose.” Catherine screwed up her nose in concentration. She didn’t want to let on how uncertain she was about this climbing business. How hard could it be?
She started up the rock, feeling its enduring strength through her feet and fingertips. Here was something of substance. It had stood for millions of years through wind and weather. Watching Anna moving steadily up the face helped bolster her confidence. She concentrated on finding good hand and footholds.
“You’re doing great,” Anna called to her. “Look at the rock; plan your next move, the surface is full of cracks and ledges.”
The rhythm of the climb took possession of her. She was moving through a set of vertical dance steps. Her breath came in little gusts.
“There’s a small ledge to your right.” Anna’s voice drifted down to her. “Stop for a minute and have a rest.”
Catherine reached the ledge and glanced down. Vertigo engulfed her. It was as if a hand had reached up from the ground and tried to swat her off her perch. It was so far down. She clung, unable to move.
“Catherine?”
“Mmm.”
“Are you okay?”
She shook her head.
“I forgot to tell you not to look down.”
“I can’t move.” Catherine despised the panic in her voice.
“Yes, you can. The hardest part of the climb is over; the rest is easy compared with what you’ve already done.”
“I can’t move.” Her palms were slick with sweat and her legs shook. She resisted the impulse to look down again, knowing that if she did she'd fall.
“There is no drop,” Anna said calmly, climbing down beside her. “You’re just a few feet off the ground. There’s a clear pathway above you. Look up Catherine. See...”
Catherine looked up. A series of rough steps angled back into the rock.
“You can do it, you just have to stop being afraid.”
Catherine took a deep draft of air into her lungs and let it calm her. Giving full attention to her hands and feet and their solidity on the rock, she drained the fear. It flooded like water from holes she opened in her hands and feet. Empty, she lifted her left foot and began to move. She was vaguely aware of Anna’s voice, but she let go of the sound. Her body moved. She was a lizard who loved walls. She had clinging pads on her fingers and toes.
When she reached the top, she heaved herself over the lip and lay curled beside Anna. Her muscles cramped. She let herself shake. It took several minutes before she could speak.
“I’m so sorry; I should never have brought you up here.”
Catherine hoisted herself up, and looked cautiously around. The mitre on top of the rock formed a perfect hollow. It was a crows' nest. From it, she could see the tentacles of the harbour reaching far inland. It was breathtaking.
The sea-filled watercourses, bordered by mangroves, reached deep into the countryside. In the old days, these rivers were lifelines. Ships, laden with supplies from Auckland, plied the harbour loading timber from the mill for the return journey. Now the harbour was empty, except for the odd rowing boat and the ferry that crossed the harbour on the hour. The cries of gulls and herons replaced the calls of boatmen and loggers.
“I can see why you want to be here.”
The tide was ebbing, leaving the mangrove mud exposed.
“This is how I met him,” Anna murmured.
“Chris?”
“Yes, on a climb in Nelson. He was working as an instructor on one of those adventure holidays. Climbing was second nature to him; it became second nature to me as well. There’s nothing quite like it.” Anna plucked some lichen off the rock, and sighed. “The first time we climbed Chris was ahead of me calling encouragement, like I did for you. I should have remembered how difficult it was in the beginning, finding handholds and trying not to look down. He was so self-contained, focussed on rock and rope. I sometimes wonder why he chose me. He liked risk and I play it safe.”
“Perhaps he didn’t really like risk; maybe he was acknowledging there's no such thing as safety.” Catherine thought of her time with Chris. The tumult they’d both gone through, neither of them stable, both longing for a solidity that the other couldn’t give.
“Maybe,” Anna said, thoughtfully. “Since we moved here, he lost that restlessness. I think he relaxed, as if he’d decided to lay down a burden he’d been carrying for a long time. This place got into us, somehow, calmed us down.”
“Funny, that’s what I felt the first time I drove round the harbour. A sense of peace.”
“But look where that led. It lulled us into a false sense of security. Now he’s gone and I’m left. I don’t know what to do.”
Catherine leaned back gingerly, wedging herself into the ledge with her elbows, still not quite comfortable with her position on the rock.
“When Malcs drowned I went to bed for a week and cried non-stop. I wanted to lie down and die. But look at you, climbing rocks, out by the sea every morning, dealing with the world.”
“It's another kind of running away. I keep thinking that any minute he’s going to come home, with a soppy smile on his face and some lame excuse for being late.”
“I know,” Catherine squinted at the sky. “I know.”
“How long did it take you, to accept Malcolm wasn’t coming back?”
Catherine went on resolutely tracing shapes in the clouds. The question pierced her like an arrow. Chris had helped her after Malcolm’s death, but who would help her now?
“The circumstances were a bit different for me because there was an inquest. I was his diving buddy you see.” She felt Anna scrutinising her face, trying to fathom out what she was saying. “I was his partner. I was supposed to be there for him if he got into trouble, but I wasn’t.” She gripped the lip of the rocky depression and hauled herself to a sitting position. Instead of the harbour, she saw the deep, cold seas off the Poor Knights Islands. She felt Anna’s hand on her arm, but she ignored it. “I could never stand sea caves, they scared me silly and he knew it, but he went in anyway; I waited—he didn’t come out. Malcs was a show off—too macho for his own good. By the time I’d signalled for help and the rest of the group went in to look for him, it was too late. He was floating in the kelp.”
“How terrible.”
“There was an inquiry—it was in all the papers. People thought it was my fault and didn’t hesitate to say so. She rested her forehead on her knees. “It was all such a long time ago and anyway you have enough to cope with.”
“We’ve both been through it. Knowing that helps.”
A shudder ran through Catherine. She shook herself and swallowed. “When it was over I wanted to crawl away and hide.”
“So you went to India.”
“I needed distance.”
The hills on the far side of the harbour were shadows against the sky. Catherine studied their line, unable to meet Anna’s gaze. She stared at the hills, but she was remembering the feeling of being on the run. The feeling of having abandoned everything she cared about. Flashing lights scintillated in her peripheral vision. She recognised the signs. Tomorrow she'd have a migraine. She should move things forward. Give them both something to focus on.
“You know what we should do, while we’re up here close to the sky,” she said.
“I’m almost too scared to ask.”
“We should plan the funeral.”
Cumulus clouds, heavy with the promise of rain, formed on the horizon. Anna didn’t say anything for a moment, and then she nodded.
“I’ve been trying not to think about it ever since Phil rang to say they’ve released him. Doesn’t that sound weird? Released—as if he’s a prisoner on parole.”
“What would he have wanted?” Catherine asked, curious about what she would say.
‘‘He didn’t want a formal church service.”
“What about the Marae?”
“No. Why would he? He’s not Maori.”
Catherine fiddled with her bangles. This was the crossroads. This was where she stepped from dissembling into deceit.
“I thought he might be. He has the bone structure, the build.”
“He’s got lots of Maori friends. I feel quite torn about it. In a way, I’d prefer to hold the funeral on the Marae, but it’s not my culture. The one time Chris and I talked about funerals, he was adamant he didn’t want any formalities. He said, “Put me on a platform for the hawks and go down to the pub for a beer.”
“A Tibetan sky burial,” Catherine said. “I don’t think the authorities would wear it, do you?” She looked out over the land and sea spread out below. It wasn’t her place to interfere. If Chris had never mentioned his Maori heritage to Anna, how could she? “It’s great up here; you can see everything that’s going on. Look there’s some cows off to be milked, and someone’s hauling in fishing nets.”
“That’ll be Eddie Hemara. He’s often out at this tide. Everything looks normal, that’s the trouble.”
“Everything is normal, that’s why it’s so hard. Burial or cremation?” Catherine's words were swift, almost brutal. She needed to get the problem by the throat, without prevarication.
“Chris hated insects, and that’s a fact. The thought of him lying under the ground with bugs making homes in every orifice is more than I can bear. Fire is cleaner. I think he was a Viking at heart. I imagine him sailing out to sea on a burning longboat with the sounds of sagas rising above the flames.”
“Cremation then. The advantage of that is we could bring him up here afterwards. To your special place—you can even see your house from here.”
“You can see the whole village from here. It’s perfect—much better than a graveyard. I want to keep it simple, Catherine. Chris would have hated a fuss. I don’t want solemn speeches, hymns, and sentiment. I want people to remember him as he was.”
She nodded and took a pen and a piece of paper out of her pocket. Anna looked so alarmed she laughed despite herself.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m just making a few notes so we don’t forget what we’ve decided.”
The afternoon breeze blew in off the harbour carrying with it the pungent tang of mangroves. Catherine wondered what it would be like to be a small creature living in the cool water beneath those all-protecting roots—wonderful—until you met with an eel or a heron. She pressed the paper flat on her knee, trying to write without skewering it with the pen.
“You look so funny when you concentrate.”
Catherine tugged at her plait and shrugged.
“Most of the time I go with the flow, but at the moment I think we need a plan.”
“I guess.”
“So let's start with the easy stuff. What about the music?”
Anna thought for a while. “We’re pretty eclectic. Chris loved jazz, rock and folk.”
“What does your instinct say?”
“I’m worried that if I choose Chris’s favourite songs, people might be offended. He always loved Tom Petty’s Free Falling. But it’s not funeral music and given how he died....”
“I think it's perfect. He would have thought it was a hoot. Chris and Tom Petty—both bad lads.”
“You know, when you say things like that, it feels like you knew him.”
Catherine ignored the comment and continued with her note taking.
“You told me he belonged to the jazz club. Why don’t we get them to do a short jam session before the service, while people are walking in? Then they could play some of his favourite music without offending people. Maybe I could ask Finn to organise that?”
“At the end we could play Leonard Cohen’s No Way To Say Goodbye. It was Chris’s party piece,” Anna suggested.
Catherine wrote it down.
In less than half an hour, they had the funeral planned. The service would be in the community hall. Everyone would bring something that reminded them of Chris and then share a story about it. There would be jazz to start with and Cohen to finish. Then she and Anna would accompany Chris on the hour-long journey to the crematorium. When they got the ashes back, they’d have a barbeque at Swallows Nest for the whole village, with the guys from the jazz club playing the night away.
As she wrote, Catherine tried to stifle her feelings of guilt. All along, she'd wanted to be a part of the funeral arrangements, so why did she feel like she was behaving badly? Her motives were pure. All she wanted was to be close to him.
The air grew chilly.
“Is it time to go?” She asked.
“I’m getting cold,” Anna said. “How do you feel about the climb down?”
Catherine looked over the edge.
“Do you know, now I’ve got used to it, it doesn’t seem quite so high.”
“It isn’t, but descents can be tricky, that’s why Chris left this.” Anna produced a length of rope that was fixed to a crevice at the back of the rock. She secured it around Catherine’s waist with a complicated looking clip. “This’ll give you confidence for the climb down. I’ll be up here controlling the rope. If you slip you won’t fall, okay?”
Typical Chris, thought Catherine with an edge of bitterness, always a hidden escape route.
“So, I’ll ring the hall committee, talk to Finn and arrange for the death notice, shall I?” She asked, before she clambered over the edge.
“Would you?” Anna said. “I don’t know what I’d have done without you.”
“Oh, you’d have managed. Remember, I know how hellish this is. Anything you need me for—I’m here.”
She descended the rock far more quickly than she’d climbed it, and waited at the bottom for Anna to join her. They wound their way through the summer fields and onto the dirt road. An old blue truck laden with hay bumped past them covering them in a cloud of fine yellow dust that stuck to their sweaty arms and faces. The shirtless farm boys, sitting on the bales in the back, whistled and waved.
“Jeez, thanks,” Catherine yelled after them, shaking her fist and pretending to choke to death.
“Idiot,” Anna laughed. “Why should they care about two old women out on a walk?”
“Cheek, after all the climbing you made me do, am I given any credit? Not on your life. I get called old!”
Anna picked a dog daisy from the roadside and presented it to Catherine with a flourish.
“To the fairest old lady of them all,”
Catherine took the flower and tucked it behind her ear. She was thinking of Chris. Imagining him at rest on his mitred rock with the harbour-side world laid out, at his feet, like a blessing.
Chapter 5
Anna stabbed the off button with her index finger and put the phone down on the table, regretting the old days of being able to slam down the receiver. It used to be so much more satisfying, hanging up on someone.
She’d been talking to her sister in Palmerston North—an activity guaranteed to bring out the worst in her. The trouble with Lisa was that she was an expert at being insulting while sounding sympathetic. In the space of a five-minute conversation she'd managed to imply that the community hall would be unsuitable, the decoration bizarre, the idea of bringing something that reminded her of Chris outlandish and the choice of music profane. And she said it all with a sugar coating of darlings and sweethearts.
Anna had been hoping Lisa would decide it was too far to come for the funeral. She saw her sister once every three or four years, on a flying visit, and that was enough. Lisa was a woman with standards. Unfortunately, the way Anna lived seemed to contravene most of them. Lisa pointed this out with terrible kindness.
Sven, Lisa’s husband, was a business studies lecturer at Massey University. That must have sent Mother into raptures, Anna thought, bitterly. She could imagine her parents’ gushing pride at such a suitable engagement. Her oh-so-eligible brother-in-law was about as Nordic as a garden gnome. In fact, a large red hat would suit him very well, and holding a fishing rod would give him something to do with his wandering hands.
When he was away from Lisa’s watchful eyes, Sven became an octopus, lurking in dark corners making predatory grabs for any unsuspecting female. It never occurred to him that paunchy red-faced guys who wore their jeans a size too tight weren’t of much interest to the female population at large.
The thought of having to put up with Lisa and Sven while she was trying to get through the funeral was enough to give her hives. Lisa had a jealous streak a mile wide, and spent her time following Anna about, making sure she wasn’t leading Sven astray. It was downright insulting.
Chris had always found it funny and egged Lisa on in her paranoia. Now, Anna would be coping with them by herself. And hanging up on her sister would have made things worse. Anna glared at the telephone. She should ring back and apologise. While she dithered, she riffled through the pile of letters and papers that had been piling up on the bench for days. There were accounts, receipts, and a bundle of letters from the glove compartment of her wrecked car that the police had brought round. She knew she ought to sort through them.
Her solicitor’s business card slithered out of the heap and onto the kitchen counter. Someone else she ought to call. She sighed and perched on a kitchen stool. The thought of ringing the solicitor made her feel ill. She picked up the card and turned it round and round. It was stupid to avoid it. She dialled the number. A tremor ran through her hand, as if someone had just stroked it.
The solicitor’s secretary was warm, but efficient. She told Anna that Mr Gibson was with a client, but would ring back as soon as possible.
“Bugger,” Anna muttered, after she rang off. She shuffled the papers into a tidier pile in an attempt to stave off dealing with the Lisa problem for a bit longer. Her throat was dry so she poured herself some lemonade, and then wandered onto the veranda carrying the glass in one hand and the phone in the other. She had just put it down on the table, when it rang. Taking a deep breath, she steeled herself for Lisa’s hurt compassion, but to her relief the voice was masculine.
“Mrs Balfour, Brandon Gibson here.”
“Hello, Mr Gibson.” There was a silence while she collected her thoughts. Now that she had him on the line, she didn't know what to say.
“How can I help you Mrs Balfour?” He sounded as if he had all the time in the world. She guessed he must be used to people like her, who asked him to ring them and then fell silent on the other end of the phone.
“My husband, Chris, died last week. We made our wills with you several years ago. I wanted to let you know. I'm not sure what I'm supposed to do.” She sounded pathetic. She wished she could go back and start the conversation again.
“I’m very sorry to hear that,” he said. He spoke in a slow drawl and she heard him shuffling through papers.
“Is there a problem?”
“No. You were aware that Chris made me executor?”
“I don’t remember Mr Gibson; it’s all a bit overwhelming. Chris’s death was so sudden.”
“Yes of course. Leave the details with me and I’ll get in touch when probate has been granted and all the arrangements are in place.”
“Okay, thanks. Arrangements?”
“I need to contact all the beneficiaries.”
“I don’t understand. I’m the only beneficiary.”
Brandon Gibson cleared his throat. “Chris added some codicils to his will. He made two special bequests.”
“Oh,” her voice shook. “Can you tell me...?” She trailed off.
“I’m sorry, Mrs Balfour.” His words were gentle with sympathy. It was beyond bearing. “I promise I'll be in touch as soon as I can.”
“Oh, yes of course, goodbye.” She fumbled for the disconnect button so he wouldn’t hear her sobbing. A host of questions, spectres from the past, reared up. What had he been hiding from her?
She stumbled inside and replaced the phone on its base station. “Don’t be idiotic,” she told herself. “You know Chris wouldn’t hurt you. Maybe he left something to the Salvation Army or the S.P.C.A.” But another little voice whispered—so why didn’t he tell me?
The phone rang again. This time she knew it would be Lisa. It was the final straw. She picked up the car keys, left the house, and jumped into the station wagon. If she answered that call, she knew she'd say something she'd regret. Lisa could hold a grudge for a very long time.
The engine whirred, and then cut out. Anna tried it again, being careful not to flood it. She hated the car, it was Chris’s and she was sure it didn’t like her. Chris always laugh at her for imparting human characteristics to inanimate objects, but the damn thing always misbehaved when she drove it and acted like a lamb when Chris was behind the wheel. If only he’d taken it that day, maybe the heavier frame would have saved him. Maybe he wouldn’t have...I’ve got to stop thinking like this, she muttered through clenched teeth.
The engine grumbled into life and she backed up and headed off to Catherine’s. She should walk, she needed the exercise, but the house was up that long drive and it would take her half an hour to hike it. And if she walked, she would spend the whole time stewing over those phone calls.
She turned off the main road, reasonably confident of her driving ability even in the ghastly station wagon, which was heavy and steered like a pig. But it had rained hard the day before and now the drive was more like a streambed than a road. Yellow clay embedded with stones glistened slickly and the potholes could have swallowed a small dog. The car bucked and shuddered as she tried to avoid the worst of them. More than once she was sure she'd end up in the deep water-filled ditches that flanked the drive.
By the time she reached the top and pulled on the handbrake, she was drenched in sweat. She got out of the car, slammed the door and leaned against Catherine’s concrete water tank, trying to regain her equilibrium.
Catherine’s house stood on top of a ridge. Its former owner, who must have been colour-blind, had painted it a violent shade of blue. As she mounted the steps of the wrap-around veranda, the French doors opened. Catherine floated outside, followed by Radiohead singing at full blast. How appropriate, Anna thought, as she waved.
“Better not let the old biddies down in the village hear you playing that,” she grinned. “They’d be aghast at the f word.”
‘”Oh, no…you’ve caught me out. My reputation is in tatters.”
“Nothing I haven’t heard before, Chris loved that song,”
Catherine gave her a hug, “Why don’t you sit out in the sun, and I’ll pour us a cuppa. I was making a pot of jasmine tea.”
“Are you okay? Your eyes look a bit red.”
“Hay fever.”
Anna plonked herself down in a wide wicker chair. “I feel like Queen Victoria,” she laughed. “What a commanding view.”
“Good, well you sit there and amuse yourself, your majesty, while I finish making this tea—or would you rather have coffee?”
“I’m okay with Jasmine tea.”
Catherine bustled off into the kitchen. Turning sideways, Anna looked inside. She was curious to catch a glimpse of how Catherine lived. The house was open plan, so there were very few interior walls. For privacy and warmth, Catherine had screened off areas with wall hangings and curtains. It’s a turtle house, Anna thought. It has a hard carapace and soft insides.
Catherine was filling the kettle at the old terrazzo sink, her long plait swinging as she moved between tap and wood stove. Anna wished she could acquire some of the other woman’s easy grace. Each movement seemed to flow into the next as smooth as water. I’d like to draw her, make some preliminary sketches and then a mould. She followed Catherine with her eyes, planning how to capture her in clay: Catherine turning the taps with supple wrists, putting the kettle on the hob, unlatching the windows and flinging them wide. As Anna watched, Catherine hurried across the kitchen, scooped up some papers from the pine table, pulled open the dresser drawer and shoved them away. A flash of colour caught Anna’s eye. A photograph fluttered face down to the floor like a dead leaf.
“You’ve dropped something,” she called.
Catherine looked startled, then bent, snatched up the photograph and slid it into the drawer.
* * *
I always begin with good intentions, Catherine thought, and then I let myself down. That had been the case this morning. She’d started contacting people about the funeral, arranged for the hall and talked to Finn about the music. He’d been so sweet, asking her to dinner down at the café so they could sort things out.
Talking to Finn had left her feeling warm, and then thoughts of Chris and their first meeting had snuck up on her. She remembered his big capable hands lifting her up off the courthouse steps. His deep voice and the ironic twist he always put on his words. In a trice, she had all his letters and pictures spread out across the kitchen table. Then she'd put the stereo on loud, and cried and cried. That was why she hadn’t heard the car. That was how Anna had caught her unawares. She’d had a moment to collect herself while Anna rested against the water tank. There had only been time to push the letters into a pile and wipe her eyes. Her heart hammered as she opened the door. She’d seated Anna outside, using the excuse of the lovely weather, and busied herself with boiling the kettle. But then that damned photo had slipped out onto the floor. If it had landed face up...if the picture of her and Chris in each other’s arms had fallen so Anna could see it. She shook her head, feeling sick at the thought.
Anna smiled through the French doors at her, completely oblivious. Catherine hated being deceitful, but there was no way around it. Anna had been hurt enough. Besides, she didn’t have the courage to face the consequences of coming clean. She suspected Anna was a creature of very strong emotions. She didn’t want to be on the receiving end of them.
Something brushed against her calf. She jumped, then realised it was Cassiopeia’s feather-duster tail. She opened the veranda door and the cat sauntered through and introduced herself to Anna by butting her delicately pointed head against Anna’s hand. Then, with a bunching of muscles, Cassie leapt into Anna’s lap, turned round twice and sank down with a wide yawn.
Catherine finished making the tea, took the mugs out and set them down on a small rattan table.
“I see Cassiopeia is making herself at home.”
“Good grief, is that her name? What a mouthful for such a little cat.”
“I have a thing about stars the way you have for rocks. I think it suits her. It’s beautiful and dignified. I suppose you’d call her Igneous or something.”
“No, Schist. Schist, the calico cat. It has a ring to it don’t you think?”
They sipped their tea and looked out over the rolling meadow of wild grasses that formed Catherine’s garden. The sea breeze rippled through green and yellow seed heads and blue forget-me-nots making them nod and bow.
Catherine glanced back through the veranda door to reassure herself she'd left nothing incriminating on the kitchen table. It was clear. The CD player clicked off as it finished the last song on the album.
“So what’s the problem?” she asked.
“Does there have to be a problem?”
“You drove up my driveway. People don’t do that unless they’re desperate.”
“Okay, you win. I got a call from our lawyer today.”
Catherine leaned forward in her chair. “Oh, yes, what did he say?”
“It was weird. He said there were other beneficiaries. Chris made additions to his will without telling me. Why do you think he'd do that?”
Catherine looked down at her feet. She had a very good idea who that other beneficiary might be but she wasn’t about to tell Anna. The situation was getting worse by the minute
“Perhaps he left something to a friend?” she suggested.
“But why didn’t he discuss it with me?”
Catherine shrugged, wishing she could find a way of changing the subject without arousing suspicion.
“I have a bad feeling about all this. I’m having ugly thoughts.”
Catherine reached out and stroked the cat, as it reclined in Anna’s lap.
“Don’t,” she said.
“Yeah, I know I shouldn't, but I can’t believe he didn’t talk to me about something so important.”
Catherine continued to stroke Cassie. The movement soothed her.
“Maybe he meant to tell you. He didn't expect to die. Perhaps he left something to a relative.”
“He said they were all dead.”
“Sometimes people say dead when they mean left behind.”
Anna wrinkled her nose.
“Could that be it? Perhaps there’s some close relation Chris felt he had to remember?”
“It's just a thought.” She got up, walked down the steps, dead-headed a couple of roses, then wiped her hands on the side of her skirt and returned to her seat.
Anna's hands caressed the cat's thick fur. “That’s not my only problem,” she continued, as if Catherine hadn’t moved.
“There’s more?”
“Mmm-hmm. My sister called. She’s coming to the funeral.”
“You never even mentioned you had a sister.”
“Wishful thinking. I used to daydream about being an only child. But she and Sven are coming up, and gawd knows how I’m going to cope with the pair of them. An hour in their company is enough to send me loopy.”
“So what’s she like, this sister of yours? Why is it so difficult? I’m an only child. I've always wanted a sister.”
Anna looked out over the wind tossed grasses and sighed.
“I guess I do seem ungrateful, but all I remember is the rivalry. My hair was always barbed wire and swallowed combs—hers was beautiful, blonde, and shiny. Mum spent hours fiddling with it.”
“And that made you feel neglected?”
“Inferior—it made me feel as if I was never up to scratch. Too short, too dark, not feminine enough—a cause for despair.”
Anna circled the cup, put it down, picked it up, swirled the liquid in it.
“Would you like to be Lisa?”
“Not in a million years. But she still makes me miserable.”
“Why?”
“She makes me doubt myself, makes me feel worthless. I’m being constantly judged and found wanting. It’s complicated. I can’t explain.”
Catherine took a breath, wondering whether she should be honest. She decided to risk it.
“For what it's worth, it sounds like it’s more your problem than hers.”
Anna’s head snapped up.
“I guess it does. But then you’re tall, and blonde, and pretty aren’t you—how could you possibly understand?”
“I’ve still known rejection. My mother tried to abort me—that’s the ultimate rejection. She never tired of telling me how I'd messed up her life.”
Anna’s face turned grey. The cup fell from her hand and shattered, and Cassie sprang from her lap and streaked off to hide in a daisy bush. Anna buried her head in her arms.
Catherine was out of her chair in a moment and enfolding her in a hug.
“Anna, I’m sorry, what is it?” But Anna said nothing. Her body convulsed with sobs. “Please, Anna. Whatever it is, I didn’t mean it.”
* * *
The café was busy when Catherine arrived at seven. For a moment, she hovered at the door wondering whether she could cope with such a crowd of people. Anna’s outburst had left her drained. She felt grubby and in need of redemption.
“Catherine.”
Finn’s voice lifted above the general chatter. He was waving to her from an outside table. She waved back and wove her way to him.
He stood up as she approached, which flattered her. She wasn’t used to old-fashioned manners.
“I thought it would be better out here,” he smiled. “Easier to talk.”
She nodded, grateful for his understanding. Every time she met him, she felt a sense of calm settle over her. Could one be in a state of calm excitement? Wasn’t that contradictory? But that was how his sea-green eyes and crooked smile made her feel. She sank into her chair and sighed, looking out over golden water as the sun dipped.
“You look wonderful, girl. Let me get you a drink.”
“Thanks very much. Best compliment I’ve had all day.”
“Never let it be said I don’t know how to make a lady feel better.”
The funny thing was she did. She liked the way he lifted his eyebrows when he was being amusing and the way his red-gold hair fell to his shoulders. The more she saw of Finn, the better she liked him. Be careful she warned herself, knowing she wouldn’t heed her own advice.
They ordered wine and food. The sun set and the night embraced them. Fairy lights strung along the veranda found their echoes in the water. It could have been wonderful, but it wasn’t. The spectre of Chris loomed between them as they planned his send off.
Finn was diffident. Twice he reached for her hand and then drew his fingers away. They talked about music for the service; they talked about Anna and her grief.
“Can I ask you something?” He said. “Something I’ve been wondering all night?”
She looked into his eyes, giving him permission to continue. “Why are you doing this? You hardly know Anna and you didn’t know Chris at all. It doesn’t make sense to me.”
“Can I trust you?” she asked, her heart beating as if she'd run too far.
He put his head on one side and took her hand. Her question hung between them.
“I guess you’ll have to decide that for yourself. I don’t betray my friends, but you only have my word for it.”
“I can’t go on the way I am.” Her voice sounded far away even to her own ears, as if it were coming from the bottom of the sea.
“Tell me.”
“I knew Chris a long time ago. Knew him very well.”
“You were lovers?”
“Yes, for a little while.”
“And I’m guessing Anna doesn’t know this?”
“No, she doesn’t.” She thought she read disappointment, perhaps even distaste, in the way he looked at her. “It’s not what you think. I promise it isn’t.”
“What do I think?” His voice was soft as the night breeze.
“We hadn’t restarted the affair or anything. He was angry when I arrived. It was a mistake for me to come here. I feel I have to make it up to Anna.” Incoherent sentences tumbled from her. “I know I'm not making much sense, but I need you to understand that Chris was blameless. I was blameless, too. There's such a thing in the universe as chance or fate that throws people together and then tears them apart. That's what I am—torn apart.”
“Take it easy, Catherine. It’s okay. He was acting strangely the last week of his life. I couldn’t work it out.”
“He was terrified I’d let something slip to Anna. He was with me just before the accident. I can’t help feeling that if he hadn’t come to see me he'd still be alive.”
The words were out; the ones that had been haunting her. She pushed her plate aside and laid her head on her arms. Finn stroked her hair.
“It's okay,” he crooned. “It's okay, sweet girl. This isn't the right place for this discussion. I'll pay the bill, and then we'll get you home.”
Catherine let him take control. Pay, shepherd her out of the side entrance, get her to his car and drive her home. Inside, he sat next to her on the couch.
“You know you can’t take the blame for the accident, don’t you? It’s not logical. None of us knows what our future holds.”
She nodded. “But I can’t help thinking…”
“You’re doing what Chris would have wanted. You’re helping Anna in a selfless way. You’re being a friend to her.”
“I’m right not to tell her, then?”
“What would be gained by her knowing? She'd be hurt. She'd doubt Chris. She'd question the basis of their marriage. Why would you put her through that?”
Catherine sighed and leant against his shoulder. He smelt of salt and mown grass.
“It’s getting more and more difficult to say nothing. There are things I know, that she doesn’t—things that could cause terrible damage.”
“My advice is to trust your instincts. Do no harm.”
“What happens if harm results either way? That’s what frightens me.”
He wrapped his arms round her, lifted her chin and kissed her. She opened to his warmth and reassurance, clung to his offer of comfort. A surge of desire swept through her, and the absolute knowledge that she would take Finn O’Neill to her bed.
Chapter 6
Lisa and Sven arrived the day before the funeral, making a grand entrance in their BMW convertible. Anna cringed with embarrassment. The village was not a wealthy place. Most of the houses were old and tumbledown; with rust-red corrugated iron roofs, and paint that has seen better days. Cars were functional, and if the engines were only on the second time around the clock you were considered well off. Lisa and Sven, sweeping around the tight bends in their latest sports car, attracted a lot of attention.
“We’re like peasants gawping at visiting royalty,” Anna muttered to Catherine, as they waited to greet them. “I hope you’re ready to do a lot of forelock tugging,”
“Behave,” Catherine said, with mock severity.
The car slid to a halt and Sven’s smile turned to a leer, as he looked Catherine up and down. Lisa noticed. The corners of her mouth drew down, and her door swung open with a vicious snap.
“Watch the door, Lisa, it’ll cost a fortune to repair,” Sven said. He was trying to sound hearty, but his voice whined in the upper register.
“Anna, sweetheart,” Lisa cried, as she teetered on her high heels in the gravel. She was wearing a pink suit straight out of Hello magazine, and her honey-blonde hair was expertly cut and styled. Anna found herself enfolded in her sister’s arms. A cheek, thick with foundation, pressed against hers. “You look haggard dear.” She held Anna at arm’s length and tut-tutted. “Your hair.” She tucked a random piece of frizz behind Anna’s ear and gave a dainty, but despairing, sigh. “I hope you haven’t gone to a lot of trouble for us. We don’t want to be any bother, do we Sven?”
Sven was too busy ogling Catherine to reply.
“No, no,” Anna murmured between clenched teeth. “No trouble at all.” From the expression on her sister's face, she realized this was the wrong thing to say. She decided to change the subject. “This is my friend Catherine. She’s been a godsend through all of this. Catherine, meet Lisa and Sven.”
Everyone shook hands and kissed in an atmosphere of false congeniality. Anna’s jaw ached. The effort of trying to be pleasant was already taking its toll.
“Doesn’t the garden look pretty? So relaxed and informal. I don’t know why cottage gardens ever went out of style.” Lisa ran her forefinger over a geranium, no doubt checking it for dust, then walked up the steps and stood on the veranda.
“Just go in, Lisa, the door’s open.”
Lisa swept through without looking back.
“I’d forgotten what a dear house this is, Anna, so rustic. Thank you for letting us stay at this sad time.”
Anna picked up a bag, and Catherine lifted another. They were struggling to get the heavy suitcases up the steps.
“Let me help you with that,” Sven said. He’d finally finished removing specks of dust from his car. Anna was about to accept with a smile, but he elbowed his way past her and took the case off Catherine. “We can’t have such a lovely lady straining something.”
Lisa turned round and gave Catherine a look that should have killed her stone dead.
“I’ll leave this one for you too, Sven,” Anna said, dropping her burden on the decking. “You’re in my room.”
“But where are you sleeping, love? We couldn’t possibly take your bed from you. We’ll just fit in any old where, won’t we Sven?” Lisa made small fluttering motions with her hands. A misguided drama teacher had once told her she had expressive hands, and ever since she’d acted like a demented Madame Butterfly. In Anna’s opinion, the guy should have been shot. Sven grunted and, ignoring Lisa’s remark, took the cases up to the bedroom.
“It’s okay,” Anna smiled at her sister. “I’ll bunk down in the cabin next to the studio. I’m happy there.”
“Ah,” said Lisa. It was amazing how much contempt a single syllable could convey. Anna clenched her fist, longing to slap that pretty face. Lisa turned and followed Sven up the stairs to Anna’s bedroom. She stood on the top landing for a moment and then came straight down. “I can’t stay in that room, Anna.”
“Sorry, what?” Anna was bewildered.
“That room, I can’t stay there, it has an aura.”
“Oh, for crying out loud!”
“Sven, we'll be moving.”
Sven heaved a sigh, picked up the cases and brought them back downstairs.
“What do you mean my room has an aura?” Anna’s temper was rising.
“There’s a spooky feeling in there, Anna. I can’t sleep in it.”
“It’s no bloody spookier than it’s ever been.”
Catherine put her hand on Anna’s arm. Anna knew she was right. It wasn’t worth losing her temper over one of Lisa’s I’m psychic routines.
“There’s an old lady standing in the corner by the mirror, and I’m not spending the night with her in my room.” Lisa’s voice lifted towards hysteria.
“An old lady? You can actually see her?” Anna’s breath caught in her throat.
“Can’t you?”
“Only when I dream, Lisa.”
“Well she’s stayed behind, and I don’t want her for a roommate.”
Anna nodded. “Sorry. Of course you can sleep in the other room. The beds aren’t made up though, and they’re singles.”
Lisa walked past her and put her handbag on the kitchen bench. Turning, she looked at Anna over her shoulder. “You can’t keep running you know. Some things need to be confronted head on or they come to get you.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“I think you know.”
“And I think you’re playing the drama queen as usual. It’s not you who’s lost her husband.”
“It’s not me who can’t face the past either. God help you if you bury this along with everything else, Anna. I’m glad I’m not the one who has to carry your burden of guilt. The way you’ve ignored your family is a disgrace. You’ve hurt Mother and Daddy so much.”
Anna turned on her heel and strode out of the house, slamming the door behind her. A second later, it opened and Catherine appeared.
“I’m not going to ask you what that was all about,” she said. “Will she mind if we go AWOL for a while?”
“Probably, but I couldn’t care less.”
“Let’s take my car.”
Anna got in, glad to make her escape. For a while, she was content to watch her friend negotiate the tight corners. Finally, her curiosity got the better of her. “Where are we going?”
“To Mitimiti; I’m tired of harbour beaches, there's too much mud and shingle. I need to blow the cobwebs away and see some real waves. Besides, I think you could use the distance.”
The countryside flew past as they travelled the dirt road that led to the ocean beach. The roadside plants wore dusty overcoats, and soon Anna and Catherine were enshrouded too. Anna’s hands were grimy and there was grit in her mouth. The heat was suffocating. Lisa’s accusations were as choking as the dust. She wanted to deny that her sister’s words had any validity, but she couldn’t. She was running again, and she didn’t know how to stop. For too brief a time Chris had offered her safe harbour. She wasn’t ready to face the future without him, but nor could she turn and confront the past. All she could do was to deal with things moment by moment, and try not to think too much. It was a straightjacket of her own weaving; she was fleeing her demons with her arms bound behind her back.
The silence hung between them for so long it was beginning to take on a personality of its own. In the end, Anna wished Catherine would speak. As she gazed out of the window, trying to think of something to say, a picture flitted into her mind of the two of them sitting on Catherine’s front porch a few days before. That extraordinary confession that Catherine’s mother had tried to abort her. What had started that cascade of bitter memories—the righteous anger of the unloved child? It had ignited her guilt. There was no way to make it right, no way at all. She, also, was culpable.
They drove past a scattering of weatherboard houses that had seen better days, and then carried on down the hill to the estuary road. The dunes rose ahead of them, tufted with rippling marram grass. The road ended in a wide area of compacted sand that did duty as a car park, but they were the only people using it. A lively breeze whipped up swirls of sand, as they headed up over the dunes, still accompanied by the silence.
Sand slid under Anna’s shoes as they climbed—one step forward, half a step back. She stared down at her feet, willing them to keep walking.
“Yes!” Catherine shouted in exultation. She had stopped a short distance ahead, at the crest of the dune. Anna slogged over the remaining expanse and stood beside her. They stared out over the wild waves of the Tasman Sea. “It’s magnificent. Look at that driftwood tossed about down there. There must be tons of it. So much power.”
Anna looked out over the sweep of a bay that stretched for miles in either direction, until the march of the white sand halted by the harsh black-rocked headlands. Treacherous tides had strewn giant logs the length of the beach and rolled large boulders like pebbles to punctuate the piles.
“So, I don’t suppose you feel like a swim?” She joked, attempting to lighten her own mood. Then she remembered the memories the sea held for Catherine and wished she could have cut out her own tongue.
Catherine plonked herself down on the sand and started to laugh. Anna didn’t know what to make of it. They hadn’t been friends for long enough for her to interpret the lift of the sound, or the slight, breathy hiccough at the end.
“You’re amazing,” Catherine said, shaking her head. “You manage to say the wrong thing, at the wrong time, every time, and yet you’re absolutely right. I was thinking how wonderful it would be to dive through those waves without being battered to bits, or caught in a rip and dragged out to sea.”
Anna sat hunched beside her. The big sea made her uneasy. It was too uncertain for her now. “Far safer to swim in the harbour,” she murmured.
“Except that’s where the sharks go to breed. Finn tells me they caught a hammerhead a few metres off the wharf the other day.”
“I guess that puts paid to the idea of swimming then. It's not much of a choice, get battered to death out here, or end up as shark fodder in calmer waters.”
“And yet kids dive in off the wharf all the time. The current is treacherous, they know about the sharks, but they love to swim. Lisa isn’t like you described her. What did she mean when she said you were still running?”
Anna stared at the churning waves. She couldn’t tell her...didn’t want to.
“Lisa always over dramatises.”
“It’s funny you should say that, she strikes me as being a bit of a control freak and certainly dramatic, but not as flaky as you implied. I can see the similarities between you two.” Catherine picked up a stick and began boring holes into the sand with it.
“She disapproves of me. I left home at sixteen. After I went, she was on her own with my parents for company—not a fate I’d wish on anyone. I guess she feels I ran out on her. I suppose I did, if the truth be told. But I didn’t think I had a whole lot of choice at the time.”
“Why?” Catherine’s hands twiddled with the twig—poke, bore, drill. Anna wanted to snatch it away, but that would have been an over-reaction.
“Just normal kid stuff. My parents didn’t understand me.” She knew Catherine was looking at her. That gaze pressed her into the sand. She braced herself with her hands.
“So let’s take it as a given that you need to run, and I promise that I won’t pursue you. God knows, I understand the need for flight, and it’s probably not a good time to go digging up the past. But Anna, when you need to talk, and you will need to, I’ll be here.” She dropped the twig and squeezed Anna’s shoulder.
“This is old news. Over and done with. Lisa exaggerates.”
Catherine nodded, but Anna knew she wasn’t buying it.
“When you’re ready.”
She stood and stretched, then sprinted down to the water’s edge. They spent the rest of the afternoon fossicking amongst the driftwood, without reference to ancient history.
* * *
The atmosphere at the funeral was profoundly unsettling. Anna was numb. The village hall filled with her neighbours and friends, but they were remote. They didn’t have anything to do with her, or Chris, or the calamity that had overtaken them.
She wished she were Maori. They had the right idea. She would rather sit with Chris for three days, and get it all out of her system—the grief, the anger, the fear. She wanted to scream at him. Tell him what an utter bastard he was for deserting her—that this was too sudden a leave-taking.
She’d insisted on walking into the hall on her own to prove to herself that she could be strong. That had been a mistake. She hated everyone looking at her. Their pity was palpable. Once she'd taken her seat, she tried to ignore their whispers and glances.
In an effort to distract herself, she looked around the walls. She was amazed at what Catherine and Finn had achieved. Ponga fronds and nikau palm branches lined the hall. There were pictures of rock formations, climbers, jazz combos, and instruments peeping between the boughs. It was Chris’s life, summed up in visual form.
The community was out in force. Marama, from the pub, wearing her best leather stockman's hat, gave her a gap-toothed smile. Anna tried to smile back.
The jazz combo began to play Someone To Watch Over Me, but there was no sax and its absence made her ache.
She sat in the foreshortened front row looking round at a sea of heads. There was a bewildering variety of dred-locking, backcombing, shaving, mohawking and styling in evidence. That was without even considering the weird collection of hats. It was funny how different her neighbours seemed en masse. They looked ill at ease.
Something brushed her arm. A black-gloved hand rested on her wrist like a fat spider.
“Oh Anna,” Lisa whispered, in a sweet tearful voice.
She looks more like a widow than I do, Anna thought.
She was jittery, on the edge of panic. This whole thing was surreal. None of them knew Chris. He had no past. While he was alive, it hadn’t mattered; the actuality of him had been enough. But now his history had become immensely important.
It had been growing steadily within her, this need to know whatever the cost. The previous evening she, and Lisa, and Sven had sat with Mr. Wilson, the funeral celebrant. It was a difficult meeting. Long silences had stretched out as they tried to piece together Chris’s life. She’d ended up feeling quite sorry for the fussy little man. He couldn’t understand why none of them knew anything about Chris’s early life. He kept clearing his throat and saying things like, “Surely you know something about his family?”
She had to tell him repeatedly that she knew nothing about Chris’s background: not where he’d gone to school, whether he had brothers and sisters, who his friends were. She’d had to resort to hauling out the photo albums as proof.
When they’d first met, Chris had made it clear that the past was a place he didn’t want to revisit. They both had so much baggage that it seemed easier to leave it behind and start afresh. That was their agreement, but explaining the basis of their marriage to Mr. Wilson was a challenge—not helped by Lisa’s continual apologies.
Finally, after plying him with tea and chocolate cake, he left armed with the information she’d been able to provide. He promised to do his best with it.
However, trying to clarify things for Mr. Wilson had forced her to face her own sense of betrayal. Chris had gone, leaving her adrift. If she didn’t know him—all the ins and outs of him—how could she mourn him?
His coffin lay on a trestle to one side of the podium. It was open. Looking at it was hard to bear. On a small table beside it were his climbing boots, sax and fishing rod. She stared at them, knowing this was a delaying tactic. She should stand up and go to him. She really should.
It took her fifteen minutes to get up the nerve to move. Lisa’s continual sniffing finally drove her to it. She went to the coffin. It seemed a long way. She could feel everyone watching her.
He was dressed in his favourite pair of Levis and a long sleeved shirt, to hide the cuts and abrasions on his arms. Looking at him for the first time since the doctor’s surgery, she was surprised to feel very little—not sadness, not fear, not anything.
They’d tried their best with his face, but nothing could disguise the trauma he'd undergone in the accident. It was like looking at an effigy in wax—a candle man awaiting the final fire. She ran her finger down the line of his jaw and wondered if it would be all right to kiss him. Maybe not. What if it were like kissing a stranger, cold and unimportant?
A shuffling of feet heralded the arrival of the funeral celebrant. The Jazz Club slid to a halt, leaving the honeyed strains of Summertime hanging in the air. Anna crept back to her seat, glad that she was no longer the focus of attention.
She watched Mr Wilson fumbling with his notes and felt sorry for him. Poor man—it couldn’t be easy work. Everyone was waiting for him to sum up Chris’s life and woe-betide him if he made a mistake.
His speaking voice was surprising. Not the confidential half whisper he'd used the night before, but rounded sonorous words that made Chris sound important. As promised, there was no mention of the early years. No childhood pranks or youthful scrapes. It was as if Chris had leapt into life a fully formed adult. It was a tribute to the man’s skills that he made this seems possible.
To Anna it was a lullaby: The singsong of the celebrant’s words, the coughs, the whispers, the slow ticking time kept by the plastic clock on the back wall. Somewhere, high in the kauri rafters, a blowfly buzzed, sleepily. She looked over at the coffin. Then came the words she’d been dreading.
“Would anyone like to share some memories of Chris?”
There was an uneasy silence as people looked around to see if anyone was going to get up. Please let someone say something, Anna prayed, closing her eyes. She remembered attending the funeral of her great aunt, years before. When the priest had called for people to speak no one had come forward. Not one of them could think of anything to say about the old dear. She’d lived in her kitchen with her cat and a succession of sherry bottles. She used to forget to put her teeth in when she answered the door. None of that seemed suitable to mention in church. In the end, the priest had made a stuttering speech on what a fine member of the community she’d been. Anna was sure he’d only met her as a corpse. She couldn’t stand the thought of Chris going out unremembered and unspoken for.
Then Eddie Hemara strode to the front of the hall resplendent in his best green waistcoat. He didn’t go up to the podium, or take the microphone in his hand. Instead, he walked over to Chris’s coffin.
“How’re ya doing mate, caught these today,” he said, opening the flax basket he carried and flopping a couple of fresh mullet onto the table. “Thought I’d bring them over to you for old time’s sake. I’ll miss your help with the nets, bro. No one sets a mullet net the same as you.”
Laughter rippled around that hall. Chris had a reputation for being a bit of a klutz with a fishing net. Often, he’d come home with his clothes soaking wet and his gumboots full of stinking mangrove mud. Eddie ignored the laughter. He reached into the coffin and gripped Chris’s hand. Tears made silent tracks down Anna’s cheeks. She wished she had Eddie’s courage. He was a plain man; some people might have called him rough, but the gentleness he displayed, the way he took his friend’s hand and spoke to him as if he were still present, affected her more than any of the formal condolences she’d received.
After that, there was no stopping them. It was like the January sales, with multitudes queuing up for the microphone clutching articles that linked them to her Chris. Everyone had a story, some of them funny, some touching; all of them showing the huge hole his absence would leave in their lives. Anna teetered on the brink, but still couldn’t go forward, couldn’t tell them what he meant to her. She had no words—just a chasm opening up before her feet.
Then, it was too late. Leonard Cohen’s raw voice filled her ears as he sang No Way to Say Goodbye. The song ripped her apart. She filed past the coffin, slipped her wedding ring off, dropped it into the satin folds of the white interior, and then escaped to the rear of the hall.
In a back corner, hidden by clumps of greenery, she watched Lisa give Chris a rose. She looked fragile and bereft. She does this so much better than I do, Anna thought. It was surprising how many people murmured things to Chris. Marama even sang Amazing Grace in Maori. The warmth and richness of her voice, was an embrace.
Then it was Catherine’s turn. She stopped, looked down, and then reached into the coffin. Anna held her breath. It looked as if Catherine was putting something between his hands. But that was silly. What could she want to give him? Anna pulled further back into her sanctuary amongst the fern fronds. There was something disturbingly intimate about Catherine’s actions.
The line of mourners, snaking past Chris, was getting shorter. Near the end of the queue stood an old man in a blue suit, which was too large for him. From the medals pinned to his chest, Anna guessed he’d been a soldier. He was coughing into a handkerchief. The way he stood seemed familiar. As his steps took him closer to the casket, his shoulders hunched and he seemed to shrink. On reaching the coffin, he looked into it, one hand gripping its polished rim. His body swayed for a moment, and she worried he might fall in. A macabre picture formed in her mind. She could see the tabloid headlines now: Granddad Killed in Coffin Catastrophe.
Chris would have laughed. She imagined him sitting at the breakfast table and chuckling from behind the paper. “Just listen to this one. Some old codger got over eager to pay his respects at a funeral and pulled the coffin over. He was killed by the corpse.”
“Oh, so there you are, I was wondering where you’d gone.” Catherine was standing beside her.
“Oops, you caught me,” she said. “I was away with the fairies.”
“Sounds like a good place to be.”
Anna looked squarely at Catherine. “You spent ages up there.”
“I didn’t realise there was a time limit.”
“It looked like you put something in the coffin.”
Catherine nodded. “Yes. I hope you don’t mind. I gave him a mandala I got while I was in India. It symbolises eternal peace.”
“Oh.” Anna didn’t know what to say. She decided to change the subject to cover her embarrassment. “Do you see that old chap lining up to look at Chris?”
“Where?”
Anna turned to point him out, but he’d already disappeared.
“Doesn’t matter, he’s gone. I just thought I recognised him.”
“Sorry, I didn’t see him. Anyway I haven’t lived here long enough to be much help at identifying people.”
“He looked...familiar. Perhaps he’s some old hermit from up the valley. I must have seen him in the store or something.”
Catherine shrugged. “Maybe.”
Mr Wilson came bustling towards them. The bright red handkerchief, protruding from his top pocket, offset the sombreness of his suit.
“Ah, there you are, Mrs Balfour. The pallbearers are ready to carry the coffin to the hearse, if you would like to follow.”
Anna looked back and saw that six of the guys from the jazz club had laid aside their instruments and stood ready to lift the coffin. While she and Catherine had been talking, the funeral director and his assistant had screwed down the lid. The finality of that closure was a fist squeezing Anna’s heart. The contraction was so intense that she swayed. She had left everything too late. She loved Chris so much, and yet she'd been unable to say a proper goodbye.
“Are you all right, Mrs Balfour?” Mr Wilson’s sallow face bent too close. His breath was sour. She suspected he’d had more than one shot of whisky to steady his nerves before he performed the ceremony. She shook her head, and lifted her balled-up hanky to her nose.
Somehow, she got herself up to the mahogany box with its sturdy brass handles. The lads lifted Chris up, and Anna fell into step behind. As she reached the hall door, she saw the old man again. He was climbing into a green station wagon. She had a sudden impulse to leave the funeral procession and run after him. I’m going mad, she thought. Then the engine started and the car disappeared round the corner.
* * *
A week after the service, Catherine and Anna made the long trek to the crematorium to collect Chris’s ashes. Anna was grateful that Catherine had offered to drive her to Kerikeri, as the trip took over an hour on winding roads.
She'd had plenty of time to think about Chris, now ashes in an urn, and about her friends and neighbours gathering tonight to celebrate his passing. It was a bizarre chain of events that bound them together. As the car swung around hypnotic bends on the way back to Swallows Nest, she felt disconnected. She floated. Her fingers and toes no longer belonged to her; they tingled and buzzed. She felt like she hadn’t slept for weeks.
Trees moved past in a verdant blur, haloed by diffuse light. Anna huddled in her seat, letting her head loll sideways. Strange that Chris’s last journey had begun like this, the scenery sliding past in a comforting haze. She looked through the hole between the headrest and her seat, and then she saw him, sitting in the back, smiling at her.
“What are you doing here?” she mumbled, rubbing her eyes.
“Where else would I be? I’ve been with you every step of the way. You know that.”
This struck Anna as unjust. “No. You left me.”
“So how come I’m sitting here then?” He grinned, in that infuriating way he had when he’d won an argument.
“It was a great funeral, and we're giving you a lovely send off tonight,” Anna whispered.
“I know. I watched it from the back of the hall. Knew you’d relent and play the Cohen.”
“Of course I did, you idiot.”
“That’s my girl. The guys from the combo were on form; though I think Howard hit a couple of bum notes in Sweet Georgia Brown.”
Sunlight stippled his old brown jumper. She’d knitted it for him the winter after they’d met. He always wore it when he went fishing; he said it reminded him of the skin of a trout.
“I miss you, you bastard. What am I supposed to do now?”
“It’s up to you, love. I’m in no condition to give you advice.”
“Do you have to do that? Make a joke of everything, even now?”
“Sorry, I should have more respect for the dead.” His smile was infectious. She felt her mouth lifting in answer.
“I’ve been having the weirdest dreams lately,” she muttered. “I guess this is one of them. I have to stop seeing dead people all over the place. It isn’t normal.”
He shrugged, lounging all over Catherine’s back seat in that loose-limbed, untidy way of his.
“So, who else have you seen?” he asked. Ripples of light played on his face like an interference pattern. She couldn't read his expression.
“An old Maori lady, a little girl, you of course, and I’m wondering about the pensioner at the funeral. Though, come to think of it, he drove away in a car, so I don’t think he's a ghost.”
“I see. She’s caught up with me, then.” He glanced back over his shoulder.
“What do you mean? Who’s caught up with you?”
She regarded him through her half-closed lashes. The shadows cast by passing trees made bars against the sunlit seat. He was fading into the patches of sunshine and shade. She willed him to stay. She wanted to ask him so many things.
“Remember, I love you. I had reasons for the things I did. Maybe they weren’t good reasons, but it seemed the only way at the time.”
“The little girl—she’s important, isn’t she?”
“Yes. I’m sorry Anna, I really am.”
His voice was so sad she wanted to wrap her arms round him and tell him it was okay, she'd always love him. The car went around a bend in the road and shot out of the forest into open countryside. The shadows disappeared and the back seat was empty.
She whimpered, “Don't go.”
“Good sleep?” asked Catherine. “You were doing an awful lot of mumbling.”
“As long as I wasn’t snoring or drooling.” She opened her eyes wide, blinked back her tears, and looked out of the window.
* * *
Anna sat on the top step of the veranda amongst a crowd of people. They filled Swallows Nest, spilled down the wide steps and into the garden. There was much laughter. Guitars strummed, glasses clinked, and the smell of barbecued food wafted in the air.
The dark came down like a curtain falling.
“Bloody good wake, Anna,” a male voice bellowed from behind the lavender bushes. She lifted her hand and waved in acknowledgement. Somewhere, someone was playing Annie’s Song with a deft touch.
A lifting soprano took the words and flung them at the night sky. More voices joined in, raggedly. She pressed her hands against her ears, trying to shut out the memories, but she couldn’t. She saw Chris beside their campfire, stars, and her head against his knee as he tried to play the guitar without dislodging her.
The voices, loud now, sang the mawkish words with gusto. She looked down at the urn between her hands. This is what happened when you let people in.
“Anna.”
Someone touched her fingers. She looked up. It was Finn.
“It’s this wretched song, isn’t it?”
She nodded, feeling ridiculous.
“They should know better than to play this. John Denver has a lot to answer for. And, if you’re not careful, you’re going to spill Chris all over the step. That wouldn’t be good would it?” He lifted the urn from Anna’s grasp, and put it on the cane coffee table. “He’d be pretty pissed off if his eternal resting place ended up being underneath the porch.”
She laughed in spite of herself.
“Hey, you lot,” he yelled, over the music. “Can you sing something else?”
The guitar stopped in mid-chord, then resumed with Norwegian Wood.
“Okay, let’s go and get you a drink.”
“Sorry, Finn. Sorry to be such a pain.”
“Don't be daft, Anna my love. Chris was a mate. He'd want me to look after you.” Finn patted her hand as he steered her inside.
On their way through the sitting room, they bumped into Catherine. Finn pulled up short when he saw her. Anna watched Catherine’s response to the charming musician, the slight widening of her eyes. Oh, she thought, how silly of me not to notice. They’re either sleeping together, or about to sleep together.
“Hi Finn. Hi Anna.”
It was unmistakable now she’d seen it. The way Catherine drew out the syllables of his name so they slid across her tongue for longer, the way her hand unconsciously reached for his.
They all went into the kitchen and Catherine poured Anna a gin and tonic.
“That’s too much gin,” Anna protested, waving her hand over the glass.
“Nonsense. It’s strictly medicinal, isn’t it, Finn.”
Their banter, the smiles, the body language—why was she finding it so irritating?
“I see. The answer to grief is to climb into a gin bottle,” she snapped. They both turned startled eyes on her. They’d forgotten I was here, she thought.
“You know that’s not what I meant.”
“Yeah, sorry, I'm feeling fraught.” She gulped her drink. The bitter liquid, full of broken promises of oblivion, slipped down her throat. She put the glass down.
Catherine and Finn leant against the kauri bench with their fingers entwined. The lace on Catherine’s muslin blouse cascaded over their hands.
Anna was on the opposite side of the bench, feeling like a voyeur.
“I made some decisions on the way back from the crematorium,” she said.
“Oh yes, this sounds serious.” Catherine stroked Finn’s arm with her other hand.
“Mmmm, it is in a way. I’ve decided to cross our demarcation lines.”
“Demarcation lines?”
“Yes. When I go down to Whangarei to see the lawyer, I’m going to try to find out about Chris’s past. I’ve decided I don’t want to live in ignorance any more. I know it’s weird, but it seems to matter more now he’s gone.”
Catherine let go of Finn’s hand. “You’re sure that won’t make things worse? He must have had reasons for not wanting to tell you. Wouldn’t you be better to trust his judgement?”
“It isn’t about him anymore, it’s about me. I need to know. I only wish I’d had the courage to insist he tell me when he was alive. It’s terrible how much we hid from one another.”
“Can I make an observation?”
Anna nodded.
“You think too much. You need to stop intellectualising and just be. The more you over-process things, the worse they get.”
“Great. And I suppose you could help me do that, could you? No doubt you could hypnotise me. Put me into an altered state of consciousness.” She picked up her glass, the ice clinking as her hand shook.
Catherine’s face was white. “Sometimes that can help,” she said, tightly. “Sometimes, it saves an awful lot of hurting.”
“I’ll tell you what I think.” Anna smiled, though it made her mouth ache. “I think I’ve been too passive for much too long. Well, not anymore. I don’t intend to let myself be haunted. Not by my past, or by anyone else’s.”
“Anna, Catherine, this isn’t the time or the place,” Finn said. “Let’s go back to the garden, those steaks smell good.”
They ignored him.
Catherine let go of Finn’s hand and leaned forward. “Wouldn’t it be better to remember what you had—your happiness—rather than chasing a truth that may be destructive?”
“I’m sick of being ignorant. I’ve lived too long with the pretence of being happy, hoping all the time I’d be trusted.” She could see Catherine’s shock at her outburst, but she didn’t care.
“What’s this then, trouble at mill? You ladies look awfully intense.”
Anna swung round and saw Sven leaning against the doorframe. She had no idea how long he’d been there.
“Are you looking for another drink, Sven?” She asked, in a sarcastic tone.
“Actually, I came to find you; people have begun to ask where you are.”
“We can’t have that then,” Anna said, picking up her drink. “Lead on, Macduff.”
“No, no, ladies first.” He held the door, and she sailed through without a backward glance.
As she left she heard Catherine say, “Let’s go Finn.”
Once outside, she joined a group clustered around the barbecue. The talk was comforting. They were complaining about logging trucks tearing up the road. She smiled and nodded, hungry for normality, letting the words flow over her. She accepted some food, and pretended to eat it; but tucked the paper plate under a fuchsia bush when she thought no one was looking.
The ground was moving under her feet. Every time she thought she was getting her balance, something shifted. Why had she been so annoyed with Catherine? There wasn’t any sense to it, but she boiled and churned anyway. And now Catherine had abandoned her. She’d probably gone for a quick roll in the hay with Finn. Was that it? Was she jealous?
“I saw you do that, you know,” Lisa hissed.
“What?”
“You needn’t look so guilty, but can you imagine what Mother would say?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Lisa pointed under the bush where Anna’s plate, with its sad pile of unwanted food, lay abandoned. “I’m sure the slugs will find that very nourishing.”
Anna shrugged. “I didn’t want it in the first place. I only took it because someone handed it to me. People are too damned concerned about my welfare.”
“That’s the trouble with friends, isn’t it? They always have an agenda.”
“Are we talking about food, Lisa, or something else?”
It was too dark for Anna to see her sister’s face clearly, but she could tell something was bothering her. Lisa was running her thumbnail down the length of her index finger, a sure sign of agitation.
“Anna, I’m worried about you. We both are. We think that you need a break from this place.”
“I’m fine.” She turned towards the invisible sea.
“Why don’t you come back with us for a few weeks? We’d love to have you.” Lisa reached out and touched Anna’s forearm. It felt unnatural. A gesture performed because it was what one ought to do.
Anna looked down at her sister’s manicured fingernails.
“What’s this about, Lisa?”
“I don't know what you mean.” Her voice was full of hurt confusion, but Anna knew her too well to fall for it.
“What are you and Sven cooking up?”
“I’ve promised myself that I won’t lose my temper with you, Anna. I know how much strain you’ve been under, and grief makes people do funny things, but you must know that you can’t go on like this.” She pulled a leaf from the fuchsia bush and began tearing it to shreds.
“I’m listening,” Anna voice dipped, dangerously. “Now you’ve started, you might as well finish what you’ve got to say.”
Lisa ran her tongue over her lips. “This life you’ve been leading up here. These... people. You must see, now Chris has gone, that it’s untenable. You aren’t like them. We all think you should come home. Move back down south and start a more normal life.”
“Ah, and who are we?” Lisa’s interference rankled.
“Well, you know—Me, and Sven, and Mother, and Dad. We all think it would be best if you came back.” Her eyes flicked between Anna’s face and the path under her feet.
So that was it. She might have known. Lisa was here as an emissary. She was offering Anna an olive branch from her long-estranged parents.
She imagined herself penned up in their twee little flat, her mother chivvying her as if she was still a fifteen-year-old. It made her want to laugh.
“Tell me something, Lisa, and be honest for once; would you want to go back to live with our parents?”
“But I don’t need to. I’m not alone.”
“Look around you; I’m not alone either. I have good friends, a house I love, and a place I belong—do you think I’d swap all this for a room at Mum and Dad’s?”
“I don’t think you’re in any condition to make those sorts of judgments. You’re very vulnerable, and people can sometimes trade on that.”
“What on earth are you talking about?”
“How much do you know about this Catherine person?”
“I know enough,” she said. But Lisa's question had her on the back foot.
“Do you indeed. How well did you know her before Chris died?”
“I didn’t. But she’s been incredibly generous to me. I wouldn’t have got through this without her.” Anna’s skin was crawling. She didn’t want to listen to Lisa. She knew it would be poison. “I have to go,” She tried to step around her sister.
“Don’t.” She grabbed Anna’s wrist. “That woman is up to something. I was watching her at the service. I’m sure she put something in the coffin. She doesn’t act like an acquaintance that barely knows you. Don't you think it's fishy? She turns up, wheedles her way into your life, and makes herself indispensable. Have you thought to ask yourself why?”
Anna wanted to hit her. Not just a slap—she wanted to stop her mouth forever—to sit on top of her and pummel her face into bloody rags.
“You foulmouthed little bitch,” she whispered, setting her lips against Lisa’s ear. “Tomorrow, you will pack your things and leave my home. You’re not welcome here anymore.”
The last glimpse Anna had of Lisa was of her standing open-mouthed with shock. Anna stalked away from her, down the path, out of the bottom gate, and onto the beach. The tide was on the rise. Ripples lapped the stones inches from her feet. She slipped off her sandals and let the cool water soothe away the heat. It was ridiculous, what Lisa had said. She was a stupid, vindictive woman, who always looked for the worst in people. She was jealous of Catherine because Sven had been ogling her from the moment he arrived. And yet, Anna couldn’t rid herself of the pictures in her head: Catherine talking to Chris as he lay at the front of the hall, Catherine slipping her mandala into the coffin. Then there was tonight. Her resistance to investigating Chris’s past was weird.
Waves rushed around Anna’s feet like impatient puppies. She took a step and then another. Pebbles rolled under her soles, digging into her flesh. The water rose past her knees, her thighs, her waist. Falling forward, she baptised herself in coolness.
She swam under the stars, letting the sea cleanse her of unclean thoughts. The current tugged at the cloth of her dress, twisting it around her legs like a winding sheet. She turned on her back, and lay looking up, bathing in starlight sharp as knives.
* * *
Catherine sped up her driveway much too fast and skidded to a halt in a spray of stones. She’d had enough. After leaving Anna’s she’d had a fight with Finn—their first fight. She got out of the car and slammed the door, hard. He’d had the gall to suggest she had an agenda—that she shouldn’t interfere in what Anna had to do. She wanted to stamp, and scream, and smash things. She hadn’t felt this out of control in years.
It was a perfect summer night. A cool breeze lifted off the sea. Cassiopeia came out to greet her, took one look at her, and streaked off into the garden.
“Not you too,” she yelled.
It was dark and airless inside. She flicked on the light in the kitchen, and threw herself into an armchair. She needed space. Needed to come to terms with the fact Chris had gone. She’d been so busy helping Anna, and leaping into bed with Finn at every opportunity, she hadn’t allowed herself enough time to grieve. Now, her demons rushed at her from all angles. She wanted to turn back the clock to the last day he was alive. The day they'd sat in this room, together. He'd been the angry one then—thinking she was out to wreck his marriage. Was there anything she could have done? If he'd left five minutes later, would he still be alive? Certainly, if she hadn’t moved to the village he'd still be here. She buried her head in her arms and wept until she was empty.
After her crying jag, she dragged herself upright and raked her fingers through her hair. The bangles on her wrist caught the light. She pulled them off and scattered them on the coffee table. Why had she come here? How was she ever going to get over this?
If Anna started digging, the whole, tangled mess would come out. She had to confess, tell Anna everything she knew—but not yet. In a week or two—once she'd made up with Finn, in a week or two—when she felt stronger.
* * *
After everyone had left, Anna lay awake for hours listening to the small sounds of the night—the scratching busyness of nocturnal creatures high in the totara trees. Her wet dress hung limp on the doorknob of the wardrobe, she stared at its outline her mind churning.
The shape of it took her back twenty years, to their crooked little house on Mount Victoria. Their dressing gowns hung on the back of the bedroom door of their tiny room. Lisa lay asleep in the bed next to hers. She remembered sweating in sheets clinging and foul. Downstairs an argument raged. Her father, outflanked as always in matters of domestic politics, tried to calm his wife.
Anna wasn’t good at conflict. Her first instinct was to smooth things over. Her mother knew that, she knew and took advantage, and that was something Anna could not forgive.
“I had no choice,” she told herself. “I was too young.”
She'd been to counsellors for years trying to assuage her guilt, but the fact of it was she knew she was lying. She'd caved in through lack of courage. She hadn’t been able to bear her mother’s ranting or the look in her father’s eyes.
She remembered being in bed, that last night, stroking her belly. It felt unreal. Nightmare days of confession and recrimination stretched behind her, with worse to face in the morning. She was a slut; her mother had made that clear when she'd refused to reveal the boy’s name—a boy who should have made a decent woman of her, in her mother’s opinion. Her mother had slapped her repeatedly and threatened to throw her out onto the street.
Anna had held her tongue. She knew no help would come from the baby’s father. He was a neighbour she’d done some babysitting for. He was married. He’d raped her in the back of his car on the way home. Her mother wouldn’t have believed her. Mr. Charlton was so respectable.
The private hospital was set amongst liquid ambers. They carpeted the driveway with scarlet. She wished she had bare feet, instead of the prim court shoes her mother had made her wear. She wanted to paddle in soft red leaves.
Inside the hospital, everything was pastel, as if the lack of colour absolved the building of responsibility for what went on within its walls. The nurses dressed her in a white gown like a bride. They lay her on a table; she counted backwards, drifted off somewhere, and woke up empty.
At home, no one admitted anything had changed. Life went on—the only difference was her emptiness. And that was all right, because that was inside, something private, something never confessed. The house became her prison, but Anna knew she deserved punishment. She served a two-year sentence, with no time off for good behaviour. When she was seventeen, she walked out of the door. She had never been back.
And yet, here was Lisa asking her to return as if nothing had happened. Lisa had been eleven at the time of the abortion, but she must know. They must have told her— if only as a warning of what happened to you if you were bad. Anna tossed and turned as sobs bubbled up from her deep well of grief. She cried for Chris, for herself, for the baby she'd never held. She slipped into sleep, but the state she entered was anything but restful. A child cried softly all night long, but she couldn’t reach it. The hands of an old woman, gnarled as tree roots, held her back.
She woke to clattering in the kitchen. The sound ripped through her nightmares, facing her with the consequences of her bad temper of the night before. She sighed deeply, struggled out of bed, and found her dressing gown. The noise from the kitchen continued unabated, like distant thunder warning of the storm to come.
She struggled downstairs. “Good Morning,” she said, trying for an air of cheeriness.
Lisa had her back to Anna. She banged a saucepan onto the draining board. It wobbled on its rim.
“Lisa,” Anna said, trying to sound sorry. But it was clear, from the way her sister was behaving, that she wasn’t in a forgiving mood.
“I’ll be out of your way in a minute. I couldn’t leave the kitchen in a mess.” She busied herself with the dishcloth without looking around.
“I’m sorry about last night, Lisa. It threw me when you suggested I go home. I know I overreacted.”
A loud sniff came from the direction of the sink. Anna walked over, put her hand on Lisa’s shoulder and turned her, gently. Tears spilled down her sister’s cheeks. “We’re all packed, we’ll be out of your hair within the hour,” she hiccoughed.
“Oh, Lisa, you don’t need to do that. Can’t we forget about last night, pretend it didn’t happen?”
“I don’t think I can. I’ve never felt so attacked in my whole life. I can’t stay here a moment longer. Mother was right about you.” She pulled away from Anna, and dried her hands on a tea towel covered with dancing cats. She hadn’t noticed a large blob of mustard lurking on one corner. “Oh shit!” she said through gritted teeth, throwing the offending article to the floor. Anna struggled not to laugh. She thought Lisa might stamp on it in her fury.
Then Sven opened the back door. “That’s the last of the luggage,” he said, grimly. “Oh, it’s you, Anna. Thank you for your hospitality, such as it’s been.”
Anna was very tempted to tell him not to be such a pompous ass, but she bit her tongue. “I’ve just been apologising to Lisa, Sven. I hope you’ll accept my apologies too. I’ve been under a lot of strain, and I guess I kind of snapped last night.” She held her hand out to him, but he brushed past her.
“Lisa, darling, leave those dishes and let’s get on the road. We can pick up breakfast on the way.” He shot Anna a venomous look that challenged her to say something. Anna shrugged and let the moment slide. He took Lisa’s hand in his, then dropped it hastily, but not before she'd wiped mustard down his trousers.
They drove away without a backward glance, and though Anna still felt guilty, she was relieved to see them go. She pottered around for a bit, making herself some toast and marmalade, and a cup of strong coffee, then sat down on the deck and read a very old newspaper. It felt ordinary. The first smidgeon of normality she’d had in a very long time.
“So, Chris,” she said, looking over the paper at the little urn on the other side of the table. “What do you think I ought to do?” There was no reply. “You see,” she continued, folding up the paper and throwing it under her chair. “I’m not sure about anything anymore.” She looked outside. A cloud of swallows flew in formation, weaving between the posts of the veranda on the way to their nests. She took a deep breath. “Why don’t we take a walk to a certain rock we know? I think we both need the freedom of high places, my love.”
Everything seemed settled. She floated to the shower, dressed, put on her walking shoes, then picked up the urn and headed out of the door. The dew was heavy on the grass and the world smelt of summer. The walk to mitre rock seemed long and sombre. When she got there, she realised it would be awkward climbing it one-handed. Why hadn’t she thought of that? She leaned her back against its rough sun-warmed surface and held Chris against her middle. Standing at the base of the rock, she could see the harbour stretched like silk in the sunlight. Twisted threads of blue, green and grey split and fractured the cloth. She thought of her swim the evening before, the way her dress had clung and wound around her legs. The water had been black and reflective as a mirror.
“There you are you see,” she whispered. “I’ve brought you to a high place overlooking the water like you always wanted.”
The last time she and Chris had come here, they'd made love. Only a few weeks ago they’d lain on the picnic rug and held one another on this very spot. She bent and touched the grass. That had been a strange day. Chris had been uncharacteristically rude. Catherine’s little cloth shoes were wet and the beads snagged. Anna remembered looking at them. Chris’s lovemaking had been forceful—far fiercer than usual, and she'd cried out. Anna touched the ground and wondered about those final few days. It had felt as if there were changes in the wind. He had been more intense than he'd been in years, and that had unsettled her. She brought her hand to her throat and touched the greenstone pendant he'd given her the day before he died.
She hugged the urn to her chest. This was all that remained—memories and dust. Now she was here, she was unsure of what to do. It seemed callous to tip out the urn at the foot of the rock, like discarded sweepings from a fire grate. She took a step, and then another, away from the sheltering stone. She couldn’t abandon him to the winds of the world without ceremony. If Catherine were here, she’d know what to do. She'd have some appropriate ritual to lay him to rest. I just come up here, blunder around, and make myself feel bad. She tilted her head back and squinted at the top of the rock. That was where he needed to be, but how the hell could she climb it one-handed?
The answer, when it finally struck her, was so simple she laughed aloud. Freeing the belt of her jeans from two of its belt loops, she threaded it through the handles of the urn, and then refastened the buckle. The urn hung snugly at her side. She grinned and started up the rock face like a spider. Pulling herself over the rim, she stood on the ledge inside the bishop’s mitre. The wind was strong and clean, blowing from the land towards the sea. She braced herself, undid her belt and slid the urn free. This was where Chris wanted to be. Elated she removed the lid, and sprinkled the ash, letting the lighter elements winnow away, and the heavier fall. When nothing remained she sat for a while listening to the thudding of her heart.
The walk home was slow and peaceful. As she turned down the driveway, she heard her phone ringing in the distance. It was probably Catherine. When she got inside, she dialled her number.
“Hi there, are you okay?” Catherine asked.
“Yes, much better than I’ve been in ages. Look, I’m sorry about yesterday. Everything got a bit much for me.”
“Me too. I feel awful that I left you in the lurch like that. Just tired I think. Too much upheaval.” There was a momentary pause. “So what have you been doing today?”
“I took Chris up to mitre rock and gave him to the winds.”
“Oh.” Her voice faltered. “And how did it go?”
“Much better than I thought it would. I feel kind of peaceful now.”
“I don’t suppose you’ve changed your mind about digging into the past?”
“Nope, I’m stubborn like that. This is something I need to do.”
“If you have to, you have to.” There was an odd inflection in her voice.
“Lisa and Sven have left.”
“That's very sudden.”
“I had a bit of a bust up with them, too. I apologised, but they’ve gone off in high dudgeon. My name, I’m afraid, is mud.”
“You have been busy, haven’t you? Are you going for the world record of how many people you can offend in one-day?”
“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?”
“What will you do now?”
“In a couple of weeks I’ll begin to make inquiries. It’s the only way I’ll get any peace.” She waited to see if Catherine would try to argue her out of it, but she didn’t. So much for Lisa’s stupid theories.
“Anna, let me know before you do, won’t you?” Again, that troubled tone.
“Okay, why?”
She hesitated, “Just let me know.”
* * *
The days after she'd laid Chris to rest were limp and dragged out. Anna tried to settle back into some sort of routine at Swallows Nest, but she didn’t get very far. A kind of weariness descended on her, and she couldn’t shake it. She spent long periods wandering from room to room, cabin to cabin. She began dozens of tasks that needed her urgent attention only to drop them half done. Friends rang or stopped by, but she sent them all away. Tourists trickled in, but cut their visits short because the atmosphere was heavy. After two weeks of it, she’d had enough.
“This is ridiculous,” she told herself. “I need to snap out of it. I’m in danger of turning into Miss Haversham.”
She walked up to the cabins, intending to visit their few remaining guests, and found herself at her studio for the first time since the funeral. When she pushed the door open, she was apprehensive that the place would depress her, but it had the opposite effect. It embraced her. This was her private world; here she could grieve in her own way without having to answer to anybody. She ran her fingers over her workbench, her tools, and her sculptures. They spoke, grounding her with their intimations of hard work and creative excitement. Yes! She thought.
Her hands lingered on one of the three fern fronds she'd been carving. She looked at it and shook her head. “Not these,” she said aloud. A face hung before her—a once-dreamed face. Her fingers strayed to the greenstone that hung around her neck. It was warm against her palm.
The jangling of her mobile broke the mood. Damn she thought, as she reached into her pocket. I should have turned it off.
“Hello.” She hoped her irritation didn’t show in her voice.
“Oh, hi Anna, it's Catherine. I hope I’m not interrupting?”
“No, no. . .I'm in my studio.”
“So I am interrupting.”
“Only slightly,” Anna laughed. “I promise not to hold it against you.”
“Ah. It's just that I’ve hardly seen you in the past few weeks. I thought it might be nice to get together for lunch.”
“I’d love to, Catherine, but…”
“But you’ve just started something?”
“Yes, it’s the first time I’ve felt like working for so long.”
“Don’t give it another thought. Let’s get together in a couple of days and you can tell me all about it. I’ll make some of my famous samosas.”
“You’re a mate for understanding.”
Anna rang off feeling warm inside. She smiled, then, like a sleepwalker, reached for the sketchpad that lay discarded on the bench. When she opened it, the picture of the child she’d drawn on the night of Chris’s death stared out at her.
The girl’s face moved her. Her eyes were wide and round. Anna was sure they would be brown. The mouth was solemn, turned down a little, as if its owner was disappointed. But when that mouth smiled those lips would stretch and lift producing dimpled cheeks. She turned the page of her sketchpad and began. The child's face would be rounded and golden, her hair dark and curling to her shoulders. As she produced drawing after drawing from various angles, Anna began to feel she knew every line and nuance of her subject. She drew her in profile, sitting, from the back, leaning over a wall. Then she realised, with every subsequent drawing, the child was getting older. She was losing her chubbiness and her cheekbones became more prominent. It was fascinating—like a time-lapse film of childhood changing into adolescence. One sculpture wouldn't be enough; she'd need to do two or three. Not stone either, that was too cold, perhaps bronze. It was ages since she'd done any casting.
There was a gentle tap on the door.
“Anna.” Tanya stood there, looking apologetic. “Sorry to interrupt, but we’ve had a phone call. I think it's important.”
Anna put down her drawing pad and wiped her fingers on her jeans. “It's okay, Tanya, who was it?”
“Your solicitor. He says he needs to talk to you.”
‘Okay. Thanks. Is everything else all right down there?”
“Yep, real quiet. Are you sure you can afford to keep paying me? It's so slow.”
“I couldn’t manage without you. You’ve held this place together since the funeral.”
Tanya went pink with pleasure. “No trouble,” she smiled.
Anna could see she meant it. I’m so lucky she thought, having such good friends.
“I’ll ring him back on my mobile.”
Tanya nodded and left, skipping down the path as if she was nine, not nineteen.
Anna reached into her pocket, took out her phone, and made the call. The secretary put her through straight away.
“Hello, Mr Gibson. It’s Anna Balfour here. I got a message to call you.” She felt unaccountably nervous talking to him.
“I'm ringing to let you know we have probate, Mrs Balfour. Would you be available to meet me next week?”
“Next week?”
“It’s very straightforward Anna, I promise you. Would next Wednesday, at two, be suitable?”
After she hung up, Anna wandered down to the main house. She’d been so absentminded lately, she needed to write the date and time of the meeting on the calendar. Since Chris’s death, the heart had gone out of Swallows Nest. Tanya kept it running well enough, but the lightness of spirit had gone. Perhaps I’ll sell, Anna thought as she rummaged for a pen.
Afterwards, she couldn’t explain what drew her to the envelope. Perhaps it was because it was water-stained and addressed to Chris. Bill had brought a pile of letters from the glove compartment of the wrecked car, and this had been one of them. She had thrown down the pile and never given them a second thought. Now she lifted the flap and withdrew a Christmas card with a robin on it. She flipped it open. The handwriting wandered, neatly, underneath a verse about Christmas joy.
Hi
It was great to see you the other day.
I hope you keep your promise. You haven’t always kept them. Things are getting worse and worse here. I don’t know how long I can stand it. Don’t let me down. I couldn’t bear it if you did. Ring me. You’ve got my mobile number, it’s always on. You have to help. I haven’t got anyone else.
Rosie
She tried to focus on what she was reading. Who the hell was Rosie? Was this why Chris had been so distracted? Maybe he hadn’t been at a tourism conference at all. Maybe he’d been having an affair. She felt sick and desperate. Had Chris betrayed her? She should let this go, but she knew she couldn’t. Seawater had ruined his mobile – she couldn’t get the number that way, but somehow she'd find out who Rosie was.
Chapter 7
Brandon Gibson looked more like a surfer than a solicitor. He had a mane of sun-bleached hair and a tan that could have come straight from Bondi. Hemmed in by filing cabinets and a large desk piled with folders, he seemed like a man longing for escape.
“Mrs Balfour—Anna, how are you?” He rose from his chair and extended his hand to her.
She found herself smiling back. She couldn’t help it. Warmth emanated from the man like a sun lamp. She shook his hand and sat in the chair he offered.
“I’m fine, just a bit confused about this will. You see, I didn’t realise Chris had added anything to it.”
He nodded, and directed a gaze of clear-blue sympathy at her.
“I’ll get Stacey to make us some coffee, while I’m bringing you up to speed.” He picked up the telephone without giving her time to refuse and ordered coffee and biscuits. “Unless you preferred tea?”
She shook her head. An awkward silence hung between them after he replaced the receiver.
“It’s difficult to know where to start with this.”
“Just tell me,” she said.
He picked up a brown folder off the top of the pile and fiddled with the red ribbon that held it shut.
“I think I should tell you about my connection with Chris first, so you have a clear idea of where I’m coming from.”
“Now you’re worrying me,” she said, struggling to keep her voice steady. “I’ve been really anxious about the will.” She looked into his blue eyes, hoping he wasn’t going to hurt her.
“When you first came and made your wills with me, I had the impression that you and Chris hadn’t talked much about the past. I’m asking about this because I don’t want to cover old ground unnecessarily.”
“You don’t have to worry about that. I don’t know anything about Chris’s past. Neither of us saw it as important. I guess we both had things we would rather forget.”
“I see. Okay, well I’ll tell you all I can, and then I’ll give you the will to read.”
Anna settled herself in his comfortable office chair and waited. He put his elbows on the desk, leaned forward and dropped his voice. It was still quite audible, but much softer.
“I first met Chris nine years ago. He came to see me because he wanted to disappear.”
“What do you mean—disappear?”
“I mean that life had become intolerable for him and he wanted to change his identity. He was so depressed he couldn’t face the process by himself, so I did it for him.”
“But why? Why was he depressed? Why did he want to disappear? What had he done?”
“As far as I’m aware, Anna, he'd done nothing criminal. I wouldn’t have been able to help him if he had. But he was in trouble. I sorted out a name change, bank accounts, living arrangements, and a job, everything he needed to establish a new life.”
Anna tried to grasp what he was saying, but she was having difficulty believing it. She couldn’t equate the person she was hearing about with her even-tempered, joyful husband. First the Rosie letter, and now this. Had she known him at all?
“So ... what was he running away from, do you know?”
Brandon Gibson looked away. “Let’s just say that he'd been through hell, and he couldn’t take any more.”
“You can’t tell me why?”
“No, but a good deal of it is a matter of public record. I made a promise to Chris not to divulge his secrets. I wish I could tell you everything I know, Anna. But Chris decided not to, and I can’t go against his wishes.”
“Even though he’s dead?” She said it quietly, hopelessly.
“Especially now he’s dead.”
Anna looked down at her shoes. Sensible shoes, square-toed, made for walking distances. Not the sort of shoes that belonged to a woman whose man needed to disappear.
“Why are you even telling me this?”
“You’ll understand when you read the document.” He handed her a folder.
The knock on the door startled her so much she almost dropped it. Stacey came in bearing coffee and biscuits on a wooden tray. She put it down between them and slipped out again. Anna watched Brandon pour out two cups. The folder lay between her nerveless hands.
“Milk and sugar?” His eyes flicked up from his task.
“Just milk.” She put the file in her lap and accepted the cup and saucer from him. “I don’t understand any of this,” she said staring into the muddy contents of her cup. “Why does it have to be so complicated? Our lives were simple. We always said simple was best.” Her cup began to shake and dark waves sloshed over the rim into the saucer. He took it from her and set it down on the tray. Then he reached over and laid his hand against her shoulder.
“Would you like me to read it to you?”
“No, thank you. It’s kind of you to offer, but I need to do this for myself.” She looked down at the folder, then took hold of the ribbon and worked at the knot with her fingers. It came apart after a brief struggle, much as her life had done. Inside were two documents.
The first was the will they’d written together. It left her the house, the business, what was in their bank accounts and investments and Chris’s life insurance policy. Nothing was different. The second sheet was dated a month after the first. It detailed two further bequests: one to Reginald Thomas Webb, to whom Chris had left a parcel of shares—and the second to Rosalind Webb for whom he had taken out a hefty life insurance policy. Rosie, Anna thought. He knew her before he knew me. I’m not going to survive this.
“Who are these people?” Anna asked, hoping she sounded steadier than she felt.
“Reg Webb is Chris’s father. I’ve tried to get in touch with him, but haven’t had any luck yet.”
“And Rosalind Webb? Is that Chris’s mum?” Hope flooded her.
“No Anna, Rosie Webb is Chris’s daughter.”
“That explains the Christmas card.” Anna shook her head. But the existence of the child made her next question inevitable.
“Did he have a wife as well?”
Brandon Gibson nodded, his eyes full of sympathy.
* * *
Anna didn’t know how she got out of the lawyer’s office. She was in disarray. Chris had a daughter. It was unforgivable. Why hadn’t he trusted her? Question after question rolled unanswered through her brain.
She stumbled across Bank Street to the park where she and Chris had always stopped for lunch. The gardeners had been busy. All the flowers were in bloom. There was a path leading to concrete bridge, with a view of a small waterfall. Anna stood on the bridge, staring into the frothing waters. She wished she'd brought Catherine. She needed someone to talk to. Slipping off her sandals, she sat and let her feet dangle.
So Chris had never been Chris Balfour, he was Chris Webb. Where did that leave her? Was she no longer Anna Balfour? The name Balfour was a fiction that Chris had constructed to protect himself. She was in limbo: neither one thing nor the other—a nameless person—disappeared. These past few months she'd been through hell. Not only had she lost him, she found herself doubting she'd ever known him.
She watched a stick fall into the roiling water. It turned and tumbled and then was flung over the edge of the falls. She decided there was no way she could remain in this state of ignorance. She'd find Chris’s father and daughter. She'd know what had happened to him. She had to salvage some sort of truth from the omissions and lies that lay between them.
She wouldn't drive back up North that afternoon as she'd planned; she’d check into a motel room and start her search.
Buoyed by these decisions, she booked into the first motel she found. The obvious place to start was to find Chris’s father, Reginald Webb. But first, she needed to phone Tanya and let her know what was going on.
“Hello, Swallows Nest Backpackers’ Accommodation, Tanya speaking.” There was a lot of clattering and chatter in the background.
“Hi Tanya, it’s Anna, you sound busy.”
“Yeah, rushed off my feet. Just had two lots of people arrive on the ferry.”
“Do you have time to talk for a minute?”
“Sure boss, they’re all sorted. I've given them the keys and the information booklets.”
“Tanya, you’re an angel.”
“Yep, Wings R Us.”
“And I’m about to be a complete pain and ask if you can do a few more full-time days for me. Something important has come up down here, and I need to sort it out.” The words came out in a pleading rush.
“No problemo,” Tanya said. “If I need some time off can I ask Catherine to stand in for an hour or two?”
“Yes of course, thanks Tanya.”
The mention of Catherine reawakened her guilt. She knew she should phone her, but something held her back. She would do it later, when she had something positive to report.
* * *
Late that afternoon, she began her search. She started by ringing Brandon, ostensibly to apologise for leaving his office so abruptly, but really to ascertain what he knew about Reg Webb.
“To be honest I haven’t been able to find out much yet,” he said. “I’ve had no response to the letters I’ve sent.”
“And what about Rosalind?”
“Much the same. The last address I have for her is years old, and I know for a fact that she no longer lives there because the whole block has been pulled down for a supermarket development.”
“So what happens now? How do we find them?”
“I’m arranging for ads to be put in the personal column of The Herald. It’s a matter of waiting and seeing what eventuates.”
“Do you mind if I do a little digging myself, to see if I can turn up anything? It would make me feel a lot better if I was doing something.”
“That’s fine by me, but you will let me know if you find them, won’t you?”
She promised him she'd keep in touch and felt reassured, having talked to him, that he was in her corner.
Checking the phonebook seemed the most obvious thing to do. The local directory held a dozen entries for R. Webb. She opened her phone and began to ring.
Anna couldn’t believe there were so many rude people in the world, or perhaps the Webb clan had cornered the market on being abusive. After an hour of fruitless telephoning four Webbs had sworn at her, two had hung up on her and one had propositioned her. She was at the stage where she felt she needed a stiff drink, but she wouldn’t give up. Doggedly, she rang the next one on the list.
“Yup, Reg Webb here.” His voice was rough.
“Mr Webb,” she began. “You don’t know me, but...”
“I don’t want any,” he said, and dropped the phone.
She redialled her heart pounding. “I’m ringing about a will, Mr Webb.”
“What?”
“A bequest in a will.” She said quickly, in an effort to stop him hanging up again.
“Oh yeah, how much is it?”
The tone of his voice made her wary. “First I need to ascertain whether you are the correct Reginald Webb.” She said, putting on her most officious tone. “Would you mind telling me your age, Mr Webb?”
“Seventy—though what that’s got to do with the price of fish I don’t know.”
Anna’s mind raced. He was the right age to be Chris’s dad.
“Would it be possible for us to meet and discuss the details?” She asked. Hope lifted inside her in a huge engulfing wave.
He gave her the address, and in five minutes, she was standing outside a tumbledown house in Morningside. She gathered her courage and walked up the weedy gravel drive. The bodies of old cars, in various stages of decay, littered the garden.
The house overlooked the railway yards and had probably accommodated railway workers at some time in its history. Crimson paint peeled in strips from the window ledges giving the house a tattered look. A brick propped up a rotting bottom step.
Anna climbed the stairs cautiously and found herself on a narrow front porch. She knocked on the door with increasing misgivings. Inside she could hear a dragging shuffle. Poor old man, she thought, he sounds really crippled.
“Who’s there?” A voice growled.
“It’s Anna Balfour, Mr Webb; I spoke to you earlier about a will.” The door creaked. A shambling figure, in an egg-spattered jacket, stood in the doorway.
“Are you one of them con-artists, lady? Cos, I warn you, I won’t be mucked around. What’s all this about a will?”
She took a deep breath, trying to get over the shock that this ghastly old man might be her father-in-law. She couldn’t help thinking that maybe she ought to have left well enough alone. Chris might have been right to disown his past.
“Could we go inside, Mr Webb, and sort through some details?”
He moved aside as she edged her way into the house. Stacks of newspapers and cardboard boxes choked the hallway. She had to turn sideways to get through. Something ran between her legs, and she let out a shriek.
“Stop your screeching woman, you’ve scared the living daylights out of me cat. Never could abide bloody screaming women.”
She bit her tongue, determined not to lose her temper.
“Last on the left,” he puffed.
Threading her way to the end of the passage, she followed his directions and found herself at the entrance of a dingy kitchen. A wheelchair partially blocked the doorway. It had Property of Whangarei Base Hospital stencilled on the side. The old man pushed past her, shoving the wheelchair aside, and seated himself at the yellow Formica table, which dominated the centre of the room. He pointed to the chair next to him. Anna removed a greasy dinner plate from it and sat down.
“So, this will, is it worth much?”
She looked round the squalid room and decided to proceed with caution.
“I need to ask you some questions first. Can you tell me a little about your family, your wife and children?”
“What’s that got to do with you? That’s an invasion of my privacy. I know my rights.”
“Mr Webb.” She interrupted him. “What was your son's name?”
His shoulders sagged and a look of undisguised hopelessness crossed his face. He began to mutter to himself, his hands fidgeting through a pile of newspaper clippings on the table.
“Bloody cheek, coming here, raising my hopes. Criminal, I call it” His voice was raised now, but querulous.
Anna shifted uneasily and looked round, checking for escape routes.
“Mr Webb, tell me your son’s name and I’ll give you all the details.” He wouldn’t look at her; just kept riffling through the stack of clippings in front of him. Then he seemed to come to a decision. He raised his eyes. In the dim light, he looked feral.
“I’m old you know, me memory’s a bit gone. I can see the boy’s face as clear as day—it’s his name I misremember. It’s a terrible thing being old, missy.”
Anna looked at him as he sat there tapping the table with thickened yellow nails, his jowls shadowed by stubble, and she felt sorry for him despite herself.
“You don’t have a son do you, Reg?”
“Yeah, lovely little fellow, blond hair, blue eyes.” He watched her to see what effect his words were having.
She hated to do this, it made her feel grubby. She smiled at him and, leaning forward, put a deliberate catch in her voice. “His name was Jack, wasn’t it Reg?”
His eyes shone and a tear slid down his cheek. “Jack, such a good boy, what’s happened to me lad?”
“Nothing, as far as I know. I suggest you try to contact Jack if you’re worried about him. Thank you for your time.”
“But, what about the will?”
“Mr Webb, we both know you aren’t the person I’m looking for. Let’s stop playing this game, shall we?”
“Sod ya then ya daft bint. Should’ve known it was too good to be true.”
“Why didn’t you say earlier? Why keep telling me lies?”
“Look around you, girlie—think I don’t need the money? Go on, sling yer hook.” He glared at her.
Anna felt vulnerable. He's an old man, she told herself. I’m being paranoid. Then he lunged at her and grabbed her hand. She tried to snatch it away, but he was deceptively strong. His other hand slid up between her legs.
She gasped and slapped him. “You dirty old bastard,” she hissed.
He shot her a toothy grin. “You're the one who came here, lady. What do you expect?”
She pushed her chair back and fled. On the way out, she banged into the abandoned wheelchair. Blood trickled down her shin.
She hurried from the house, sick with disgust. She'd pinned so much hope on this meeting. Now she felt soiled. Worse, she was no further ahead in her attempt to find the right Reg Webb. She got into the car and drove back towards the motel.
As she negotiated the traffic lights in the centre of town, a green station wagon driven by a middle-aged woman drew up alongside her. Something jolted in Anna’s memory. She remembered the other green station wagon she'd seen at Chris's funeral. An old man wearing war medals had been driving it. She knew now why he’d seemed familiar. He had Chris's bone structure. He'd stood over his son's coffin without a word and then left. Of course that old derelict she’d just visited wasn’t Chris’s dad. How could she have entertained the notion for even a second?
She pulled into the driveway of the motel and hurried to her unit. Her hands shook so much it was difficult to turn the key in the lock. Once inside she tried ringing the remaining R. Webbs, with no result. Then she started to doodle on the back of the phonebook. How could she find him? She could wait for Brandon Gibson’s ad to appear in the paper and see what eventuated—but she wasn’t ready to give up trying just yet. Then it struck her; the man she’d seen at the funeral had been wearing war medals. Perhaps, if she contacted the Returned Servicemen’s Association and explained matters, they’d be prepared to help her.
It was easy—unbelievably easy. The third branch she contacted said they had a member called Reginald Webb and, after she’d explained the situation, promised to pass a message to him. She was careful to stress to the woman she spoke to that she was only interested if this Reginald Webb had a son called Christopher. She was sure it would take them a few days to get back to her, so she headed off for an afternoon of mindless shopping.
It was while she was sitting by the yacht basin, enjoying a cup of coffee and sorting through her purchases, that the phone call came.
“This is Reg Webb. I understand you’ve been trying to contact me.”
He sounded dignified, perhaps even formal, but after the other Reg Webb she had encountered, that was something of a relief.
“Hello, Mr Webb,” she began, nervously. “My name is Anna Balfour.”
“Yes,” he said. “You’re the lassie who Chris married. I saw you at the funeral. What can I do for you?”
“It’s quite complicated. I’d rather not deal with it on the phone.”
There was a long pause.
“I don’t see much point in us meeting.”
This was unexpected. Anna hadn’t even entertained the idea that Chris’s father might not want to meet her. She panicked, scared that he'd put down the phone and she'd lose the chance to find out about her husband.
“I'd very much like to see you, Mr Webb. It wouldn't take long.” Anna held her breath. The yachts bobbed at their moorings, people laughed and joked in the sunshine, a fishing boat chugged in alongside a bollard, and still Anna waited for Reg to make up his mind.
“All right lass, I suppose I could make some time.”
He gave an address on Mill Road. When she got there, she stopped for a few minutes and took stock of her surroundings. This house was as tidy as the other had been derelict. Red dahlias grew in serried rows against a white picket fence. Blue and white lobelia and African marigolds filled the flowerbeds. A weed would have to be suicidal to lift its head above the soil here. The bungalow itself gleamed whitely. There was a perfect stone path leading to a doorstep that shone. It was an intimidating display of spit and polish.
Anna checked her shoes for dirt and, finding none, rang the doorbell. She recognised him as soon as he opened the door. They stood looking at one another in embarrassment, then he said, “I see you’re wearing my wife’s pendant, I’m glad he found someone to give it to. You’d better come in.”
Raising her hand to her throat Anna touched the greenstone. He smiled, and then led her through to a small sitting room. There was a two-seater sofa and comfortable old-fashioned chairs with crocheted antimacassars draped strategically over the arms and backs. She settled herself in the chair he indicated and waited. Reg sat down opposite her and regarded her with tired eyes.
“So, what can I do for you, lass?”
“I don’t know where to start. Why didn’t you come and speak to me after the funeral? Why did you rush away?”
He coughed, looking embarrassed. “I didn’t want to intrude. I read the death notice. It came as a shock—you don’t expect to survive your children.”
“I wish you’d come and seen me. You had every right to be there.”
“Ah, but did I? There was no love lost between my son and me. How much did he tell you about our troubles?”
Anna shifted in her chair and looked at his careworn face. He sat straight backed.
“To be honest,” she said, “I didn’t even know you existed until yesterday. Chris told me all his family were dead.”
He chuckled. “Well, that puts me in my place, doesn’t it? When did you realise that rumours of my demise had been exaggerated?”
“At the reading of the will.”
The clock on the mantle struck the half hour. Reg straightened the lace armrest and then looked at the floor.
“Chris left you a legacy in his will,” her voice caught in her throat. “The solicitor has been trying to get in touch with you but all his letters were returned.”
“I don’t need my son’s guilt money. Let them give it to charity,”
The old man glared at her. His words rang clear and bitter in her ears.
There was a long silence, and then Chris’s father relented.
“I’m sorry, lass. It isn’t your fault. Chris is gone now and I should make my peace.”
“That’s what I’m trying to do, Mr Webb. I need to make sense of it all. If I can’t I’ll go mad.”
“There’s not a lot of sense to be had, I’m afraid, just old wounds that never healed.”
He sat hunched with memory. Had she any right to inflict more pain on him?
To give him time to recover she said, “It was difficult finding you.”
“I’m not surprised. After my wife died, I moved to this place. It seemed the right thing to do—easier for an old boy on his own.”
“You seem to be coping very well,”
“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” He looked down at the carpet again.
“Mr Webb...”
“Call me Reg, Anna. I think we’re family enough for that.”
“Reg. I decided, after Chris died, that I needed to find out about him. You see, we never talked about the past. We both agreed it was unimportant, we had each other and that was all that mattered.”
“And now you’ve changed your mind? Have you thought it might be better to leave it as you agreed? Perhaps Chris had your best interests at heart; he might have been protecting you?”
Anna looked up at him in surprise. Catherine had said the same thing at Chris’s wake. Leaning forward, she touched his misshapen fingers. Keeping this house so clean must be agony for him.
“Since Chris died some very strange things have been happening to me, and I need to know why. I think the reasons are tied up with Chris’s past.”
The old man lifted his gaze from the floor. Anna followed the direction of his stare. He was looking at a photograph on the mantelpiece. At this distance, she couldn’t see it properly.
“Who is it, in the photo?” She asked.
“Go and get it girl, if you’re interested,” he said in a weary voice.
She walked over to the mantelpiece and picked it up with a shaking hand. There were three people in the picture. One of them was Chris. Standing next to him was a child, and a brown-skinned woman.
And she knew them. The old woman had held the door in her dream and, though the child in the photograph was only three or four, Anna would have recognised her anywhere she'd drawn her so many times.
Reg’s eyes never left her as she studied the picture. Finally, he broke the silence.
“I see they mean something to you,”
“Who are they?” She whispered, needing confirmation of what she already knew..
He got up stiffly, and crossed the room to stand beside her. “That,” he said, pointing to the woman in the picture, “is my wife, Irene. And this is my granddaughter, Rosie.”
A hundred questions jostled for her attention. She held the photograph, overwhelmed by a sense of excitement. Reg scrutinised her, and then seemed to come to a decision. The sun was streaming through the ranch sliders making the house hot and stuffy. He squinted against the light then walked over to the glass doors and slid them back.
“Come and sit outside,” he invited. “It’s cooler under the awning.”
Anna followed him out, still clutching the photo, and sat down on a wrought iron chair. Reg looked out over his small, neat, back garden and sighed.
“Irene, my wife, was Tainui. She was very proud of her Maori heritage. Tried for years to get Chris to take an interest, but she never managed. He was too busy with his own life to be bothered about it.”
“I never realised Chris had Maori blood.” Another shock. How many important things had he neglected to tell her? She remembered Marama and Eddie Hemara, sitting on the wharf with Chris, debating Maoritanga while they fished. Had they suspected? Had Chris told them? Was she the only one left in the dark? Reg was watching her, closely. She had to put a brave face on this. “It figures,” she said, faintly. He got on better with Maori than with anyone else.”
The old man laughed. “That’s my boy, awkward to the last. He'd never go to any tribal gatherings with his mother and me, but in his own way, he was true to his roots. I wish Irene had understood that.”
“Did they argue a lot?”
“Argue; it was more like bare-knuckle boxing. There were times when the only thing I could do was to stand between them to prevent them from tearing each other apart.”
“You don’t mean they hit each other? I can’t believe that. Chris wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
“Well, it never came to physical blows, but at times I thought it might. They were both so stubborn, so sure they were right.”
“Yes, he could be obstinate. We hardly ever argued. I let him believe what he wanted to believe. It was like swimming in a strong current. If I floated on my back and let it take me, everything turned out all right.”
“But now the current is gone, you feel adrift?”
“That’s why I’m here. I need a new direction, but I can’t let go until I know the truth.”
He looked at her for a long moment, and then seemed to come to a decision. “It’s a sad story,” he said. “And I can only tell you some of it.”
“Why? I keep hitting walls. Why won’t anyone tell me what they know?”
“I made a promise to Irene that I’m not prepared to break. I can tell you most of the story, that’s the best I can do. There are some things, Anna, that are too painful to resurrect.”
She nodded, feeling a bit weepy. “Just tell me what you feel you can.”
“I don’t suppose Chris told you anything about his first marriage?”
“I didn’t even know he’d been married until earlier this week.”
“It was a disaster. It never could have been anything other than a disaster. Bridget was neurotic and demanding. She drove him crazy. If she hadn’t been pregnant, I don’t think they’d have stayed together more than six months.” The old man’s fingers traced the patterns on the wrought iron table that divided them. His eyes were unfocused. Anna knew he was back in the past with Chris.
“And the baby, that was Rosie? That would make her 17 or 18?”
“No. Bridget lost that baby. She had a miscarriage at about five months. She and Chris went on a camping holiday, that’s where it happened, on the banks of some river in the Coromandel. She never let him forget. She blamed him for losing the baby. I don’t think I’ve ever met such a vindictive woman.”
“Poor Chris,” Anna murmured. Things were beginning to make sense. How he fussed about her when they went off into the wilds, the way he shut off from any conflict, his absolute insistence that it was a blessing she couldn’t have children.
“They used to come round here for Sunday dinner, early in their marriage. From a sense of duty more than anything, I think. It made Irene furious, the way Bridget treated Chris. She thought he let her get away with far too much. That girl would sit at the table running him down in front of us. Half the time, I think she did it to see if she could provoke him. It was terrible to see him miserable, and yet not be able to interfere. Perhaps if we’d been less polite, things would have been different. Maybe it wouldn’t have turned into the mess it did.” He gave a little start and looked at Anna as if he were surprised to see her there. “Listen to me rabbitting on like an old woman, it’s pointless raking over old coals like this.”
“It’s very helpful for me. It explains a lot of things that have troubled me over the years. So, when was Rosie born?”
“Let me see, she’d be sixteen.” He sighed. “Now there was a love affair. Chris adored Rosie from the minute he first clapped eyes on her in the delivery room. And it was mutual. When Chris was anywhere in sight Rosie wouldn’t look at anyone else. Even as a tiny tot, she’d trail around after him. It was Dad this, and Dad that. Everyone remarked on it. Chris and Rosie were so close, there was no room for Bridget. It was galling for her. She was jealous. The marriage deteriorated and she started playing around, everyone knew. I think she was trying to get Chris’s attention. If that was her game, she failed.”
“I don’t understand,” Anna said, running her fingers through her hair. “He never mentioned a word about Rosie, not once, in all the years we were together.”
“Don’t judge him too harshly. He’s had enough condemnation in his time. I’m going to make us some lunch. You sit here in the sun.”
“I’m not hungry; I don’t think I could eat a thing.”
“Well I know I could. I’ll bring it out and if you want some you can help yourself.”
He went indoors. From the back, his resemblance to his son was uncanny.
Anna watched him as he prepared their food. He moved slowly, not because of his infirmity, but because the task deserved precision and concentration. She wondered about Chris’s mother. From the little Chris let slip she had surmised there’d been a terrible argument between them. Reg had confirmed that. She touched the pendant Irene had once worn. Was that why she'd seen Irene in her dreams? Had this physical connection between them acted as a conduit? Anna was sure there was something Chris’s mother wanted her to do. And Rosie—why had Rosie initiated contact with Chris? Her Christmas card was full of panic.
“Penny for them,” said Reg, putting a laden tray down on the table.
“Sorry,” she grinned. “I was wool gathering.” She picked up one of the sandwiches he'd made and absent-mindedly bit into it. “These are good. I was hungrier than I thought.”
“I often find that,” he said.
They sat for a few moments in companionable silence, but Anna couldn’t leave it at that.
“What happened next, Reg?”
“Everything went pear-shaped. Not straight away, Chris tried to keep the peace for Rosie’s sake. In the end, I think Bridget wanted to destroy him. She almost succeeded. She certainly destroyed Irene.”
He was getting agitated. His voice shook when he spoke his wife’s name. “I can’t go on with this, it’s too much. I thought after all this time maybe the memories would be easier to bear, but I was wrong.”
“Please Reg,” Anna said, desperation making her cruel.
“They split. Saw all sorts of counsellors, but what do those people know? None of them did anything to help. Just put the boot in to Chris in the end, kicked him when he was down. He and Bridget shared custody for a while, but Bridget couldn't leave it at that. She took Rosie away. He went to court to get her back, but she said terrible things...threatened him. She wanted to drag him through the mud. Rosie would have had to testify. Chris paid the price.”
The old man was incoherent. Anna couldn't make much sense out of his words as they jerked and jumbled.
“Why did she do that?”
“I have no idea. We were relegated to the sidelines. Chris didn't want us involved. Stupid boy thought it would be easier that way.”
“That must have been very hard for you.”
“It was harder for Irene. She was so angry. Bridget insisted Chris was never to see the child again. Said she was thinking of Rosie. He lay down under it, refused to fight. It killed Irene; killed her.” Reg was shaking. Tears flowed from his eyes. “In the space of six months I lost my whole family…and now you come in here and stir it all up for me.”
“I’m sorry...I didn’t mean to.”
“I don’t suppose you did. That doesn’t make it any easier does it?” He pushed his chair back and stood, swaying. “I’m very tired lass.”
Anna groped for her handbag. Reg escorted her to the door, but refused to look at her.
“Can I come and see you again?” she murmured. But he closed the door in her face.
* * *
Catherine looked out of window. She had just cleared the lunch dishes, and a long afternoon stretched ahead of her. Rain spattered against the panes of the veranda door and drummed on the corrugated iron roof. She opened her appointments diary and stared at it, bleakly. Nothing until tomorrow morning. The practice wasn’t picking up very fast. She was averaging three appointments a week—she couldn’t live on that.
I guess I could go down to the café and see if they need any part-timers, she thought. At this rate, if she didn’t do something, she'd whittle through her savings in a few months.
Next to the diary sat a depressing stack of bills that she didn’t want to deal with. She straightened the pile, put a rubber band round them, scrawled to pay across the top one in pencil, and stuffed the lot into the dresser drawer. The foray into the drawer was a mistake. It was where she'd stuffed all the pictures of her and Chris and their letters. She couldn’t stop herself; she had to get them out again. She spread them across the table, these remnants of their doomed affair. Reread the letters, sniffled over his scrawling handwriting and the odd word she'd never been able to decipher.
I must stop this. She pushed her chair back and walked to the window, a letter still clutched in her hand. Sheets of grey rain fell on mud coloured sea. There was a scratching at the door. She opened it and Cassiopeia streaked in, her fur sticking up in wet clumps. The cat jumped up onto a kitchen chair and began an intensive grooming session, lifting a hind leg stiffly into the air.
The letter in Catherine’s hand fluttered in the breeze like a dead leaf. She looked at his signature and knew she needed to do something soon or she'd go mad. She wasn’t feeling very good about herself. She was stringing Finn along. The sex was great, but the closer she got to him the worse she felt about Chris.
A sense of urgency swept over her. She had rung Anna two days before with the intention of coming clean with her over lunch, but had been relieved when her friend couldn’t make it. Now, she felt she couldn’t put off her confession any longer. She was no good at concealing things—hated the feeling of telling half-truths. And she knew the more she prevaricated the worse it would be when the truth came out.
“Time to make a stand, eh, Cassie? Ring Anna, get her to come over, then come clean.” The cat carried on licking herself. “Thanks for your undivided attention,” she said, touching its damp head.
She dialled Anna's number before her courage failed her. Tanya answered. The girl was breathing hard.
“Hi Tanya, you sound busy.”
“I’m rushed off my feet. We’ve had a couple of casuals turn up.”
“Well, I won’t keep you; I just need to talk to Anna.” She doodled a pattern of jagged lines on a discarded envelope.
“Anna isn’t here. She left for Whangarei this morning.”
Catherine’s pen slashed a dark line across the paper.
“Damn, damn, damn. Now I’m in trouble.” She ran outside, needing to feel the warm rain on her skin. The garden gave way to the twisting drive, overhung with puriri and kahikitea. Stones pressed into the soles of her feet as she jogged down to the road that led into the village. This place was so beautiful, and beauty is such a trap. It lulled you into thinking nothing bad could happen, you let down your guard.
When she got to the shop, she knew she ought to go in and ask Janice for work, but she was dripping wet. She'd look like a mad woman. Instead, she turned towards the sea, walked through the memorial gates dedicated to locals who had died in the world wars, and from there out onto the wharf.
A warm wind whipped over the top of choppy waves and flung salt spray at her. She clung on to the handrail, exhilarated by the wildness of the harbour. At first, she thought she was alone. It wasn't until she got to the wooden shelter near the end, that she realised Marama and Eddie Hemara were sitting inside mending a net.
She hesitated, uncertain whether to join them or retrace her steps.
“Hullo girl,” said Eddie, looking up from his work and smiling.
“Hi.” She sat next to Marama so she wouldn’t be in the way. “That looks complicated.”
“Just takes practice,” said Marama. “Our grandfather taught us when we were tamariki.”
Catherine watched their strong brown hands knotting the broken strands together. She imagined them learning the skill as young children. Their concentration reminded her of the block printmakers she’d seen in India. They, too, had young apprentices who learned by example.
“How are you, girl?” Eddie’s voice broke into her thoughts.
“You know, not so bad.” Catherine tried to smile.
“Look a bit down in the mouth to me, what do you think Marama?”
“I reckon, Eddie.”
They both stared at her.
“To tell you the truth, not that good.”
“You're carrying a heavy load. Me and Eddie can both see it.”
“I suppose.” Catherine curled her toes.
“Why don’t you put it down?”
“Sometimes it's not that easy.”
“Trouble with loads,” said Eddie, “is the further you carry them, the heavier they get.” His sister nodded in agreement.
“I know,” said Catherine.
The pair with the net looked at each other. Catherine was sure messages were flying between them.
“We knew Chris pretty well—Anna too, but Chris better.”
“Oh, yes?”
“Yeah, nice fella.”
Two pairs of soft brown eyes looked at her. There was a long silence. She shifted on the wooden planking.
“How much do you know?”
“Know, now there’s a word,” said Marama. “Let’s say we got eyes to see.”
“At Chris’s tangi we saw you go up to the coffin. We saw the pain. And I’m willing to bet he aint lying easy either.”
“I don’t want to hurt anyone.”
“Might be too late for that. Looks like you’re hurting yourself plenty.”
Marama let go of the net and reached out to Catherine. Catherine let herself be enfolded by those ample arms.
“I loved him a long time ago, and when I came back it was too late.”
“Not too late, sweetheart. Let go the load—pray—listen to your heart and do what’s right.”
Catherine leaned into Marama’s hug. It felt so good to be touched, to share human warmth without agendas or expectations.
Chapter 8
Anna walked away from Reg’s house overwhelmed by sadness for him. They should have known each other for years, been family, offered one another comfort, but instead they were strangers. She’d intruded on his grief and made him remember things he'd rather have consigned to oblivion. And he probably wouldn't be the only one hurt if she continued her investigation, but she knew she couldn’t stop now. Rosie was in trouble. She had to find her.
There had been a court case—that much was clear from their conversation. That must have been what Brandon Gibson had meant when he'd said it was a matter of public record. The newspaper would have reported it. Rosie was sixteen, so she'd been born in 1990. The marriage had limped on for several years after that, so if she researched between the years 1992 and 1997(when she'd met Chris), she should be able to find a report of the case.
It would mean days spent in the newspaper room at the public library, but she didn’t care. She was excited. She turned her phone back on to check if she'd had any messages. There was one from Catherine asking her to ring, but she was reluctant to get in touch. She didn’t want anything to disrupt her search and she was sure Catherine would disapprove of her plans. She hurried back to the car, unpacked a fat A4 lecture pad she’d bought on her shopping trip, made sure the pens in her handbag worked, and headed for the library.
The newspaper room was almost empty, apart from a ragged looking tramp snoozing in an armchair by the photocopier. Bound folios of the local paper lined the shelves. She hauled out the first 1992 volume, heaved it onto the table and began scanning the court pages. It was depressing. So many lives scarred by tragedy. How anybody managed to work in the justice system, and retain any faith in human nature, was beyond her. Her fingers turned black with the residue of printers’ ink, and her legs and shoulders ached from sitting scrunched over the unwieldy cardboard covers. She found plenty of drama, but none of it had anything to do with Chris or Rosie.
Sighing, Anna kneaded the back of her neck with ink-blackened fingers in an effort to work out some of the worst knots. When she raised her eyes from the text, she realised the man in the armchair was staring at her. Annoyed, she glared back.
“Ouch,” he said. Then pulled a face and pretended to die.
She should have been offended, but the ridiculousness of the situation struck her and she smiled instead. Maybe it was because he was much younger than she'd first thought, in his late teens or early twenties. There was something infectious about his grin. He was dressed in black jeans and a tweed coat with moth eaten pockets, which was why she’d thought he was a tramp when she first saw him. His hair stood up in short spikes. Anna tried her best to look severe.
“You look busy,” he said.
“Yes, terribly busy.” She turned over a page and continued scanning.
“Would you like a bit of help with it? I know how boring it is scouring the papers. And those old Northern Advocates are pretty dusty.”
Anna ignored him.
“I bet I can read your mind, you’re thinking—what could this ignorant yob know about research? Admit it, I’m right aren’t I?”
She tried to protest, but it was no good, he’d caught her out.
“I was a law student, before I dropped out. I’m fantastic at document searching,” he said, flashing another demon grin.
She was still doubtful. She looked him over again, assessing his raggle-taggle-gypsy appearance. He looked like he lived out of the back of a skip. The boy didn’t appear to take offence. He shrugged, put his head on one side, and settled back into his chair. Anna read two more pages of the folio, and then raised her eyes.
“I guess I could use some help from an almost lawyer,”
He leapt out of the chair and stood beside her. “The name’s Matt—Mattie for short. I’ve always thought it’s weird, having a long name for short—but c’est la vie.”
“Hi Mattie, I’m Anna.” She was embarrassed. Her prejudice had told her he would probably smell bad, but he didn’t. Mentally she apologised to him, and promised to make amends.
“So what are you trying to find? What can I do?”
“I’m looking for any mention of Christopher Webb on the court pages between 1992 and 1997.”
“Okay, I see you’ve got the 1992 volumes, so I’ll start with the 1993s.”
It impressed her that he didn’t ask any further questions. She’d been dreading a barrage of inquiries about who they were looking for, and why.
For the rest of the afternoon they sat leafing through the old newspapers, without success. To her surprise, Mattie stuck with it. Despite his unusual appearance, he was diligent and attentive.
At six, the librarians chucked them out. They'd only covered two years. Her initial excitement had dwindled away, swallowed up by the tedium of the task. She stretched, picked up her belongings, and gestured for Mattie to follow her through the revolving doors. They stood together on the wide steps in front of the library.
“You look fed up,” he said.
“I didn’t realise how slow it would be, or how boring. I’m used to more practical work; this sitting inside with dusty papers is doing my head in.”
“Yeah, that’s pretty much how I felt about the law. Gave it up and went fruit picking in Nelson.”
“So what are you doing hanging about in libraries?” Anna asked, curiously. He grinned and looked sheepish. “I guess I could give you a whole lot of bullshit about improving my mind, but I don’t suppose you’d buy it.”
She laughed, and shook her head.
“Truth is it’s dry and quiet. Mostly people don’t use the newspaper room, and when they do, it’s only for a short time. I come in to sleep.”
“You sleep in the library all day?”
“Nope, just in the afternoons. I busk in the mornings, find my favourite chair for the afternoon, do a little more busking in the evening, and walk at night.”
“But where do you stay?” Anna asked, horrified at the thought of Mattie wandering round town all night.
“You mean apart from the library? Well there’s the bus station, though the seats there are crap, the airport’s okay but it’s a fair hike from the centre of town. I’ve got lots of friends I crash with now and then. Don’t like to outstay my welcome though, I only do it in emergencies.”
“What about your family?” she stuttered. It seemed he was a genuine street-kid. She wondered how long he’d been out in the world on his own.
“How about we go and get something to eat and I’ll give you my life story. I warn you it’s short and very boring. I bet that’s the best offer you have had all day, apart from all my help with the newspapers of course.”
“Well ten out of ten for brazenness, Mattie.” Anna smiled. “Where shall we go?”
“Rin Chinchilla. They do the meanest chilli beans and espresso in town.” He offered her his arm. She smiled as she took it.
“I think you’re what my grandma would have called a flimflam man.”
“Jeez, I hope so,” he said. “The last thing I’d want to do is disappoint a grandma.” He gave a gallant little bow.
The restaurant was tiny, but vibrant with primary colours and South American music. The waitress greeted Mattie like an old friend. Anna wondered how many other library patrons had fallen for his charm. He ate quickly, and she guessed it was his first meal of the day. In between forkfuls of refried beans, he told her his story. It was sad, but Mattie wasn’t letting it drag him down.
His whole life had been lived on the edge. He’d never met his dad, and his mum had moved from place to place doing itinerant work. He’d liked school, but they’d never stayed in one place long enough for him to settle in.
“We always had books at home, though,” he assured Anna. “And Mum would tell me these great stories about castles and dragons. She was great like that.” His eyes clouded and then he shook himself and picked up a handful of nachos.
“What happened?” Anna asked, curiosity getting the better of her.
“She got cancer. She died.”
Anna reached across the table and touched the boy’s hand.
“It’s okay,” he said. “It was years ago.”
But Anna knew better. She knew what sudden death did to you. It was obvious how deeply Mattie felt the loss of his mother. Words of condolence stuck in her throat. What could she say to him? There were no words.
“After that I just hung out.”
“How old were you?”
“Fifteen.” She must have looked horrified, because Mattie grinned at her and said, “I was used to looking after myself. Mum was a bit of a wash-out at practical stuff.”
“But didn’t they, you know, find a family for you?”
“You mean the Welfare? Nah, I’d slipped through the cracks in the system way before that. Mum didn’t like to be organised by other people. We did real well on our own.”
The pride in his voice convinced Anna to suspend judgement.
“And since then, I’ve done all kinds of stuff. Looked after the animals in a travelling circus, pumped gas, been to law school.”
“I thought you might have been having me on about that.” Anna looked at him over her wine glass.
“I might have exaggerated a bit. Hyperbole, isn’t it—exaggeration for effect? I went to a load of lectures. They were pretty interesting, though some of the thinking was blinkered.”
He made her laugh all through the meal, which left Anna with a wonderful feeling of lightness.
When she called over to the waitress and asked for the bill, Mattie reached into his coat pocket and pulled out his wallet. “How much do I owe you,” he asked.
“Absolutely nothing,” she said, and took out her credit card.
“I ate heaps. I should pay for it.” He withdrew twenty dollars and tried to press it into her hand.
“Mattie, you’ve helped me all afternoon, you’ve cheered me up when I was feeling really down, you’ve made me feel like a human being again, the least I can do is buy you a meal.”
“Well, okay, if you put it like that.” He looked unconvinced, but tucked the money back into his wallet anyway.
The girl smiled, took Anna’s card, and then ducked behind the counter and reappeared carrying a guitar case.
“Here’s your baby, Mattie,” she grinned as she handed the guitar over to him. “I’ve taken good care of her for you.”
“You don’t think I’d leave her with just anyone do you, Shar? I know she’s safe with you.” Mattie stroked the case.
“Paddy’s having a party on Saturday, you going? He was asking last night.”
“Yup, I’ll be there.”
Shar flashed him a smile, and then turned to include Anna in it. “Here’s your card ma’am. I hope you enjoyed your meal.”
“Yes, it was wonderful,” said Anna, folding the docket. She rummaged through her purse for a tip for the lovely Shar, and then they walked outside into the dusk.
“She seems like a nice girl.”
“Yeah, one of the best. Shar’s helped me heaps over the years. She’s a real good singer. She does a bit of fire dancing too.”
They wandered down towards the traffic lights and stood waiting for the pedestrian crossing signal.
“I should head off for the mall, before all the best spots are taken,” he commented, shouldering his guitar.
“Wait,” said Anna, impulsively, “I’ve got a better idea.” She couldn’t bear the thought of him wandering the streets all night. She knew it was stupid to take him back to the motel and offer him a shower and a bed on the couch; but when she asked herself what Chris would have done, there was no question. It would be a terrible thing to let him slip off into the night and disappear.
It was getting late so they sneaked back into the motel room. Anna dug a spare blanket and a pillow out of the wardrobe for him.
“You would tell me if you’d changed your mind, wouldn’t you?” After his shower, he’d come out in his jeans and tee shirt. Then he’d wrapped himself up in the blanket and sat peering out from the hood he'd formed around his head. He looked so vulnerable, and much younger than his nineteen years. “I’ll understand, it’s no biggie, I’m used to fending for myself.”
“The only thing I’m worried about, Mattie, is that the woman from the motel might come in and find you before I’ve had a chance to explain and pay for you.”
He opened his mouth, as if to protest. Anna raised her hand. “If you’re thinking of starting on about money again, don’t. I need you fresh and ready to work in the morning. We’ve got a lot of reading to do.”
He nodded solemnly at her and snuggled down into his makeshift bed.
Anna ran her fingers through her curls. “Go to sleep,” she said, gently. “I’ll see you in the morning.”
She had a disturbed night. Jagged dreams filled with images of lost children haunted her. At three o’clock, she wandered out into the kitchen to get a drink of water. Mattie was lying where she’d left him, curled like a hedgehog. She wondered how many kids like him wandered the night-streets in search of kindness. The sound of water splashing into her glass woke him. His body jerked upright, coiled for flight. Then he saw there was no threat, relaxed, and was asleep again in moments.
In the morning, Anna left him breakfasting on toast and marmalade while she went to see the motel manager. She told the owner Mattie was her nephew. She didn’t care if the woman believed it or not.
He was pulling on his socks when she got back. They were full of holes. His hair stood up on end, still wet from the shower.
“Great water pressure here,” he commented.
“Have you got any other clothes?” Anna asked.
“Not with me. I kind of leave them at people’s places and drop-in when I need a change.”
“We’ll go and pick some up then, you tell me where,” she said, retrieving the car keys from the table.
“It’s no good going yet, Anna. All my friends are night people. They’ll only just have got to bed. We’re better off going down to the library and starting work.”
The second morning of the search was much like the first. Neither of them found any mention of Chris.
At eleven, a librarian came in and tried to move Mattie off.
“I’ve told you before,” he said. “This isn’t a doss house.”
“Hey, man. I’m doing research, okay.”
The librarian bridled at the familiarity of Mattie’s tone. “Don’t give me that, sunshine, you’re in here every second day.”
Anna stood up slowly, and gave him a hard stare.
“Are you saying that my nephew isn’t allowed to use the library?” She queried.
The man threw her a startled look and cleared his throat.
Mattie sat sucking his ballpoint pen, looking altogether too innocent, as Anna glared at the man. The librarian hung for a moment, undecided about how he should react. Then, with a pursing of his lips, he turned on his heels and walked away.
“Way to go, Auntie,” Mattie said, and they both had to stifle giggles behind their hands like naughty schoolchildren.
By lunchtime, they were no further ahead with their research, and so they decided to pick up some sandwiches and fruit juice and sit by the river in Central Park. It was a beautiful day in late February. They sat close to the water because Anna wanted to feed the ducks. Mattie lay on his side propped up on one elbow, and Anna had her legs curled under her and took a sip of apple juice.
“Who is this guy, Chris Webb, anyway?” Mattie asked.
Anna sighed. “I was wondering when you’d get round to asking me that. He was my husband. He died in a road accident a little while ago, and then I found out he had another life I knew nothing about.” She blinked against the glare of the sun. Her eyes prickled and stung. Mattie leaned forward and plucked a blade of grass.
“So, why are we checking the papers?”
She watched his long fingers stroke the grass stem, and then she took a deep breath and plunged on.
“He has a daughter called Rosie, who I need to find, but the only clue I have is that Chris lost her in some sort of court battle with his ex-wife. I figured, if I could find an article on that case it would at least give me something to go on.”
He nodded, dropping the mutilated blade of grass. “You didn’t know this kid existed?”
“Not until I read Chris’s will.”
“That’s pretty heavy, Anna.” He said, finishing off his ham sandwich.
“Yes. The problem is, finding Rosie is urgent. You see, she wrote to Chris just before he died. The card she sent him sounded desperate. I need to help her. It’s what Chris would have wanted.
“She didn’t give any details?”
“None. I tracked down Chris’s father this week, hoping he’d give me some leads. He told me the court case broke the whole family apart. He wouldn’t tell me anything else about it. All I know is I won’t find any peace until I know what happened to Chris and Rosie.”
Mattie leapt to his feet and held his hand out to Anna. “Come on then, we’d better get back to it. We can’t waste all this good research time lolloping about in the sunshine.”
The afternoon dragged past in fruitless page turning. Anna’s eyes itched. Somewhere far away a clock struck five.
“Anna,” Mattie’s voice broke through the fuzzy monotony of her reading. “I think I’ve found it. Listen to this:
Mother Charged in Child Abduction Case
Bridget Joanna Webb appeared before Mr Justice Wilson in the Whangarei Magistrates Court today charged with the abduction of Rosalind Webb (aged 7 years). It was alleged that Mrs Webb took the child from the family home in Whangarei in defiance of a joint custody agreement. She removed the child to a remote coastal settlement near Kaitaia without informing the child’s father or the family court. After extensive inquiries, the police located Mrs Webb. The child was returned to the custody of the court.
The child’s father, Mr Christopher Webb, said he was “pleased to know his daughter was safe.” The couple were estranged and had been undergoing counselling, but the process had broken down according to Mr Webb. Bridget Webb was bound over to appear on the seventh of June.
Anna rushed round the table and leaned over Mattie’s shoulder so she could read the article for herself.
“I knew it,” she crowed, “I knew Chris couldn’t be the villain of the piece.” She was ecstatic that it was Bridget, not Chris, on trial. Why hadn’t Reg told her? Surely, he wasn’t trying to protect Bridget? When Anna had spoken to him, he seemed to have nothing but contempt for the woman.
Excitement gripped her. She turned to the shelf containing the files for 1996 and pulled out the June folio. Her hands trembled, as she laid it on the table and turned the pages. Mattie leant forward, as eager as she was to find out what had happened. Shoulder to shoulder they skimmed the print. The pages stuck to her fingers. In her haste to turn them over, she ripped the paper from top to bottom. She looked over her shoulder, hoping the grumpy librarian hadn’t heard.
When Anna got to the entries for the tenth of June, she could hardly contain herself. “Here,” said Mattie, stabbing at a headline.
Her eyes followed to where he pointed.
Charges Withdrawn in Abduction Case
The article following the headline was very brief. It said that the parties had reached an agreement and that Rosie was in the sole custody of her mother.
“What?” Anna said, looking at Mattie in bewilderment.
“That’s weird,” he agreed. “Why would Chris give Rosie up to someone who’d kidnapped her? I don’t buy it.”
Anna bit her lip. “Reg was incoherent when he told me about it. He kept going on about Bridget making threats. There must be something else here. This can’t be all there is.” She felt like weeping.
She turned over the next page as she spoke. Nothing could have prepared her for what she saw. Her whole body went rigid.
“Anna, what’s wrong? What have you found?” The boy leaned over to look at the paper.
Anna had forgotten all about him. The library, Mattie, the news report, it had all flown from her mind. Reality, for Anna, had a single focal point. A photograph of a young Catherine Jennings, looking bewildered but defiant, confronted her across the years. And in the background, standing on the courthouse steps, was Chris. It was all blindingly clear to Anna now. This was why Catherine hadn’t wanted her to go delving into the past. She knew Chris. She’d known him for years. Anger swept over Anna like a black tide.
Catherine and Chris
Chapter 9
Catherine squinted, blinded by the bright flash. The reporter moved in, like a vulture sure of his meal. He hovered near her, the camera slung from his neck and his notebook at the ready.
“How do you feel about today’s testimony, Miss Jennings? Do you think the insurance company’s concerns are fair?”
“Sorry? What?” Her eyes stung and watered. She felt as if someone had thrown a handful of sand at her. She hated the man with the notebook. He'd made her life a misery for days. All she wanted was to get away from this dreadful place and forget about the trial. And it had been a trial; they could call it an inquest all they wanted, but she knew she was fighting for her reputation, and maybe even her freedom. Now, here he was again, taking photographs and asking stupid questions.
“The inquest, Catherine, how do you feel it’s going?” He mounted another step to get even closer to her. Lank hair hung around his face and a five o’clock shadow stubbled his chin. He smelt of stale sweat.
She stepped forward to try to avoid him, but her foot slipped, pitching her headfirst down the steps. She landed on all fours with her ankle twisted underneath her. Sharp pains shot up her leg and she gave an involuntary cry. She heard a rapid intake of breath, and felt a hand on her elbow.
“Are you okay? Can I help?”
“Do I look okay?” She snarled. “You’ve been hounding me all week, and now you’ve really hurt me. I hope you’re happy.” She turned her head to glare at him and saw she'd made a mistake. It wasn’t the reporter.
“I think you might be mistaking me for that parasite over there,” he said.
Catherine shifted her weight from her hands and manoeuvred herself so she was sitting on the bottom step. Her left leg throbbed and burned. The man who had helped her let go of her arm and sat down beside her. He was tall and spare and looked at her with sympathy in his eyes.
The reporter scuttled down the steps and crouched on the opposite side of her. He obviously felt she was at his mercy because he began bombarding her with more questions. What with the agonising pain in her ankle, the grazes on her hands and knees, and the injury to her dignity, this was the last straw.
“Look, you moron, if you don’t leave me alone I’m going to make you sorry,” she said between gritted teeth.
The reporter grinned at her. “Can I quote you on that, Catherine? It might interest our readers to know that you’re in the habit of making violent threats.”
It was then that the man who had come to her aid leapt to his feet. For a tall individual, he was remarkably agile. He grabbed the reporter by the shirtfront and said in a pleasant voice, “The lady asked you to leave her alone. I think that might be a good idea.”
The reporter opened his mouth to reply, but shut it again when he found himself lifted into the air and dumped. His arms flailed in an effort to recover his balance, sending his notebook and ballpoint flying. Muttering under his breath, and casting them black looks, he limped off to recover his belongings.
They watched his retreat, then looked at one another and laughed.
“You have no idea how good that makes me feel. That little weasel has made my life a misery this last week.”
“Oh, I think I know. He’s taken his hatchet to my family, too. Now let me have a look at this foot of yours.”
His fingers probed the flesh of her ankle. She winced and caught her breath at the pain.
He hunkered down over her foot. His face was strong and pleasant, framed with dark brown hair. It seemed like he knew what he was doing. For the moment, she was content to have someone ministering to her. It meant she didn’t have to take any decisions, and that was good because she was in no fit state to do so.
“I don’t like the look of this,” he said. “I think it needs an x-ray.”
She tried to stand but the pain was intense. “That’s a bit annoying,” she remarked. “I don’t think I can get up.”
“Is there anyone here with you?” He asked, looking around.
She shook her head. “No, I’m on my own.” She didn’t add abandoned, friendless or heartsick—that would have been too pathetic.
“Okay, well I’m going to bring my car round and take you to the doctor.”
“No, that’s not necessary,” she protested, trying to move her leg to a more comfortable position.
“Let me get this straight: you can’t move without wincing, you have no one here with you, and you want me to leave you sitting on the steps for that reporter to come back and find you—have I got that right?”
“Well, when you put it like that...”
“When I put it like that—I’ll go and get the car, shall I?”
She watched as he straightened and set off up the steps again. He stopped for a moment to speak to an older man and woman, and then headed off in the direction of the car park. He was tall, like Malcolm, but that was where the physical resemblance ended. Malcolm had been blond and muscular and was always showing off his body. She put her head in her hands. If only he hadn’t been so macho none of this would have happened, and she wouldn’t have found herself in this abysmal situation.
A silver Corolla drove into the courthouse driveway and drew up alongside her. The guy climbed out, opened the passenger door and lifted her into the car. He was deceptively strong, as if he used those arms a good deal in his work.
“Comfortable?” He asked.
She nodded, though her foot throbbed.
He closed her door, strode round to the driver’s side and got in. “I should introduce myself. I’m Chris Webb.” He held his hand out.
She took it, awkwardly.
“Hello Chris, I’m Catherine—Catherine Jennings.” Her voice sounded thin and thready even to her own ears, and this annoyed her.
“I know. I read the papers,” he said, and started the car.
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