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Following a disastrous family holiday, Libby and Curtis make a promise: If they ever visit the West Coast of the South Island again, it will be to stay at the majestic Grand Glacier Hotel.

Twenty years later, Libby is recovering from cancer and the couple finally return to the resort. Except the glacier has retreated, nothing goes to plan, and after a storm separates her from Curtis, Libby finds herself alone in the isolated hotel.

Disappointed, she tentatively begins to explore her surroundings. Could the inaccessible hotel and its curious collection of staff and guests hold the key to Libby reconnecting with the person she once was?

At the Grand Glacier Hotel is award-winning novelist Laurence Fearnley’s third novel responding to the five senses. Drawing on a varied soundscape, this tangible, moving portrait of physical and emotional recovery offers a way forward, one hopeful step at a time.

Praise for the author:

‘I am such a fan of Laurence’s writing.’

— PAULA GREEN

‘An experienced and accomplished writer with a command of language.’

— OWEN MARSHALL

‘Fearnley pulls the reader into her story with a deft and inescapable grip.’

— SALLY BLUNDELL
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CHAPTER ONE

I understood that furtive expression. After twenty-five years of marriage I could tell when Curtis had misplaced something, and from the way he kept feeling his pockets and glancing around, I knew that whatever was lost was important. I also knew to keep quiet and say nothing.

It was Curtis’s idea to take us away for a short break and for that I was very grateful. I doubt I would have had the energy to make the arrangements or bookings for even a short trip. I question whether I would have been able to decide upon a destination; there were too many choices. Luckily, it was decided for me. Covid border closures had made the country off limits to foreign visitors and so we could go somewhere we would normally avoid: the West Coast glacier region. While it was quiet.

My life was already muted and had been for the past year, due to a cancer diagnosis and treatment for a sarcoma in my leg. Just how much quieter could the Coast be? Wasn’t our living room already hushed enough? But I knew what Curtis meant. It would be like the good old days. Or, rather, the healthy good old days.

The last time we travelled to the Coast, our daughter Hannah was a toddler. She’s in her twenties now. We had rented a campervan, and on the second night of our road trip Hannah had come down with a bug. Vomit erupted from her gulping mouth with a force I’d never witnessed before, in anyone, adult or child. The first time she threw up we were lucky. She happened to be seated at the small fold-away dining table and that caught the worst of it. The next time we weren’t so fortunate. She was stretched out on the double bed, cocooned in a nest of pillows and sleeping bags, when, without warning, she vomited. For a moment we sat in silent horror, unable to think clearly but then, as the poor kid took a breath and opened her mouth again, I leapt up from my seat, reached for what turned out to be my clean towel and threw it towards the bed. It was a pointless exercise. There was the sound of retching and then vomit once more spilled from Hannah’s gasping mouth, drenching not only the sleeping bags and pillows but also my towel. Despite feeling sorry for my daughter — truly sorry — I was also privately irritated.

Outside it was dark, the kind of pitch black only experienced on winter nights, in the middle of nowhere. It was also raining, heavily. Our cramped quarters, combined with the lack of a decent-sized sink, a free-flowing water supply, buckets and cloths, added to our misery.

The van was perched on a narrow strip of grass above a creek, which we could not see, but only hear. In the dimly lit interior, I wiped and mopped the vomit from the sleeping bags as best I could, then passed the sodden towel to Curtis, who took it down to the creek to rinse. He remained outside, huddled inside his parka, waiting silently while I renewed my efforts to clean up before scrambling down the bank once more to wash the towel out. We did this several times and during the fourth trip, just as the situation was on the verge of being resolved, Hannah threw up again. I’d handed her a saucepan — just in case — but she was too shy to use it and so had spewed into her cupped hands, which were now covered in regurgitated food, yellowish liquid seeping out between her fingers.

It was all too much for her. She began to cry and, in her distress, opened her hands and wiped her sticky fingers over her top and through her long hair. Which of us felt more hopeless in that moment I don’t know, but we must have made a sorry sight, because a moment later Curtis opened the van door, uttered a soft ‘Oh’ and closed it again.

After a restless night, we packed up and drove on. Hannah was asleep, oblivious to the pile of wet and soiled laundry heaped on the floor by the bed. She had stopped vomiting and the paracetamol had brought down her temperature, but she looked pale and drawn, smaller than the day before — as if the sickness had reduced her.

As we drove north along the coast road, Curtis and I began to relax. We’d decided to cut our losses and find a motel, and the thought of space, furniture, running hot water and a kitchen was enough to ease our nerves. We began to reminisce about previous disastrous holidays we had endured. In the five years we’d been married we seemed to have had more than our fair share: cancelled flights, double bookings, break-ins and breakdowns, lost keys, broken bones … Funny that we should be laughing about them now.

Though it was early, the manager of the motel took pity on us and checked us into a tidy unit. Ten minutes later he returned with freshly baked muffins. Five minutes after that he was back with a large bucket and cleaning products for the van. We thanked him profusely and felt grateful for his kindness. He said it was no problem and went on his way. Two minutes later he was back to check that everything was okay. We thanked him again, assured him that everything was fine and once more he wandered off, only to return minutes later. And so it was; we couldn’t get rid of him. He showed us how to operate the washing machine in the laundry room, gave us a rundown on where to go for supplies and meals, drew our attention to locations of interest, warned us of the lack of medical facilities — should we need them. All useful information, but there was too much of it, and even when we tried to explain that we were happy to ‘discover’ things for ourselves, he wouldn’t let up. He dropped off a soft toy for Hannah, a kiwi that a previous guest had left behind and never claimed.

After seven or eight visits, we grew desperate to give him the slip and so, though Hannah was still peaky, we bundled her into the van and set off to explore. It was while we were driving around the back of the settlement that we happened across the entrance to the Grand Glacier Hotel. Within minutes of sighting the majestic old building we vowed that, should we ever return to the Coast, we would treat ourselves to one of its rooms, which we were convinced were well appointed, with magnificent views of the mountains. We didn’t go inside, but crept around the edge of the property, taking in the flowerbeds, lawns and tennis court and various relics from the glory days. In our minds, the hotel was indeed ‘grand’, in the true sense of the word — meaning, back then, too good for us.
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CHAPTER TWO

It took almost twenty years but here we were at last, the weekend ahead of us. Surprisingly, the Grand Glacier Hotel really was everything we’d envisaged all that time ago. Built from timber in the early 1900s, it had begun life as a simple, corrugated-iron-roofed, two-storey accommodation block. Both the lower and the upper floors opened onto deep verandas that ran the length of the original building. During subsequent years, the building had been extended with the addition of a new wing. Here, the top-floor veranda was enclosed so that, from the outside, the building took on the appearance of an elongated sunroom. Below, stately entrance steps and a deep porch led to double doors, with a dark wood-panelled foyer and ornate staircase beyond. A lounge, with an open fireplace, was visible to the right, a dining area to the left. Something about the décor and furnishings — the large barometer and wall-mounted topographical map, the collection of umbrellas in a stand by the entrance, a cloakroom for rain jackets and muddy boots — hinted that the manager could not quite allow visions of grandeur to outweigh functional, practical concerns. As a result, there was none of the sterility of modern-day hotels, where any and all signs of ‘mess’ were hidden from view. In its place was a sort of pioneering spirit, and homeliness — albeit that of the leisured-class variety.

Our room was on the top floor of the original building, right at the end, with a door marked ‘Staff Only’ beyond. The carpet along the corridor was old and worn in patches, and the floor beneath our feet was uneven. Our footsteps were noisy, the sound echoing off the high walls as we passed the row of closed doors. We’d been handed a key — a real key with a tassel loop attached — and it took a few rattling attempts before Curtis managed to unlock the heavy panelled door, which creaked as he pushed it open.

He stood back then, and made a sweeping bow, murmuring in his best attempt at a creepy butler, ‘Welcome to your suite, young lady. You’d better come inside.’

It was funny but also a little unsettling and I declined his invitation, waiting while he entered first, swinging both our bags ahead of him as he strode in. I stayed back for a moment, listening for any sound as I tried to gain a sense of how many rooms in our vicinity were occupied. There were no footsteps, bumps, voices or music; I had the impression that we were the only guests in our little wing. Spooked, I stepped inside, banging the door shut behind me.

Unlike the corridor, the room was wonderfully inviting. A king-sized bed took up most of one wall, and two armchairs were positioned to face the veranda and the promised, but invisible, mountain view beyond the grounds. A desk and a small kitchen unit with tea- and coffee-making facilities took up the remaining wall, opposite the foot of the bed. A cupboard and small set of drawers were set beside a doorway that led to the bathroom, complete with an old-fashioned chain-pull toilet, clawfoot bath and walk-in shower.

Throughout the living area polished floorboards peeped out from around a thick wool rug. As we crossed the room they gave slightly under our feet and squeaked as we stepped over the threshold onto the veranda. It was drizzling but not particularly cold; if anything, it was muggy and the moist air was heavy with the scent of beech trees and ferns. The grounds stretched out before us, sloping down to the river flats at the far edge of the property. Though dense bush bordered the entire area, the grounds themselves were well maintained and divided into lawns, flowerbeds with seating areas and, to one side, the old tennis court we remembered. Above, encircling the hotel, were steep bush-clad hills that disappeared into low cloud. Somewhere behind them were the tall mountains with the world-famous, but retreating, glacier at their feet.

The veranda was so cleverly designed that it was sheltered and dry. Between our room and the next was a dividing wall made from wooden trellis, which gave us a sense of complete privacy, though anyone on the lawn could see us should they look our way. Outdoor chairs and a table had been set up and we both took the opportunity to sit and rest after our long journey.

I would have been content to stay put, happy to stretch out on the bed with my mother’s well-thumbed copy of A Room with a View, but I could see that Curtis was restless. Within moments he was tapping his pockets and then he was up on his feet, disappearing back into the room, where I could hear him shuffling around, retracing his steps from the bedroom to the bathroom, and back again. His knees made their awful cracking sound as he bent to lift his large duffel onto the bed, then I heard the bag unzip and a minute’s silence, followed by a long sigh. When I turned my head, I caught sight of him standing beside a pile of clothing, his expression a mixture of annoyance and worry.

‘Are you all right?’ I called out.

‘Yep,’ he replied, though from the tone of his voice it was clear that he wasn’t.

‘Can you put the kettle on, please?’ I asked.

As he moved into the bathroom to fill the electric jug, I went to stand in the doorway. ‘I can make it,’ I said. He glanced at me, placed the jug on the counter and then said, ‘I’ll be back in a minute’, before leaving the room.

I could see both his wallet and iPad on the bed, so that left his phone and his glasses, both of which he’d had when we’d stopped at a café for lunch. He’d worn his glasses to read the menu and he’d commented on the use of grey lettering on white card. When I’d asked him why he was glancing at his phone, he’d replied that he was checking for coverage; he’d thought we might be out of range. We’d had a conversation before leaving home about whether he should pack his work laptop. We both knew that if he took it he’d feel obliged to revise documents or check in with the office, but if he didn’t bring it he’d still keep tabs on things from his iPad and phone.

‘Are you sure you don’t want your laptop?’ I asked. ‘You know how restless you get without it.’

‘No. It’s a holiday.’

‘Bring it if you want. I don’t mind.’

‘I can live without it,’ he said, though he didn’t sound convinced.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yeah. I’m going to read a book.’

‘Me, too. I’m determined to finish A Room with a View. I took it from Mum’s and I still haven’t started it.’

‘Why don’t you just listen to it?’

‘’Cause I want to read it. It reminds me of Mum, and how happy she was when she found it in the free bin at the op shop.’ I didn’t like to mention that, as far as I knew, she died without ever having started it.

‘If it was me, I’d get an audiobook or, better still, watch the movie.’

‘But you’re taking a book.’

‘I know, but it’s different for me. I’m not a reader, like you.’

I noticed the way he smirked when he emphasised ‘reader’ and I was reminded of how much delight he took in teasing me about my ‘ladies’ literary salon’, which, as he knew, was nothing more than a fairly basic book group.

The conversation went back and forth throughout the packing, and I think I may have asked once more, as we drove off away from the house, if he was really going to leave his laptop.

‘I’ve got my phone and a book,’ he said, ‘plus my iPad.’

‘iPad twins. We won’t have to fill in our days talking, then.’

‘Or reading,’ he laughed. ‘That’s a relief.’

‘Hope you packed a charger.’

For several hours after we left our home in Dunedin we chatted non-stop. Curtis talked about work, and his colleagues, and I ran over everything I could remember about the Alpine Fault and all the places I wouldn’t want to be if a magnitude 8 quake struck. Top of my list was on a bridge, any bridge. And that included viaducts. Also, I didn’t want to be in the shower or on the toilet. I wanted to be fully clothed when an earthquake struck. And I didn’t want to be in a cave, ever.

‘Which cave?’ asked Curtis.

‘Doesn’t matter, any cave. All caves, and that includes tunnels.’

‘Yeah, but we’re not going caving, are we?’

‘I know, but I’m just saying that I wouldn’t want to be in a cave when the Alpine Fault ruptures. I have a fear of being caught in a dark space.’

We fell silent. I think we had the same thought but I was the one who said it: ‘I probably can’t walk far enough to get to a cave anyway, so it’s not likely to happen.’

Curtis kept his eyes on the road.

‘I’m sure you’ll be able to make it soon,’ he said, without smiling. ‘You’re getting stronger and better at walking every day.’

‘Oh. I see. So, what you’re saying is that if my strength improves enough to allow me to walk properly, I should find a cave, scramble inside and then, what, wait for the Alpine Fault to go? Are you trying to get rid of me? You know you could speed up the process by carrying me …’

‘It’s my back,’ said Curtis. ‘I’m not as strong as I used to be. You’d have to lose weight.’

‘But I’m only fifty-five kilos. That’s nothing.’

‘The hotel’s right on the fault line,’ said Curtis.

‘I know. That’s why I packed my whistle. So the rescuers will hear me from under the fallen plaster.’

‘Seriously?’

‘You should know by now that I always take a whistle when I travel.’

I was serious about the whistle. Following the diagnosis of my cancer, I’ve had a recurring nightmare in which I’m swept down a river and I drown. I try, and fail, to call out for help. The only sound I can make is a faint rasp-like wheeze, useless against the roar of the rapids. If only I’d had my whistle, I might have had a chance of being heard, and rescued. I thought I’d told Curtis — the dream was still so frequent. I had it most nights.

‘When I was little my parents used to hang a whistle around my neck when we went tramping, in case I wandered off and got lost in the bush. In fact, it’s the same one. I still have it.’ I reached inside my bag. ‘See.’

Curtis shot a quick glance my way.

‘Acme Thunderer. I think it’s made from Bakelite. The pea’s wooden.’ I gave it a gentle blow and it made a soft, lisping sound that was barely audible above the sound of the engine.

‘Handy,’ said Curtis.

It was a beautiful whistle. It brought back memories of camping and how I used to sleep with it on. I’d once been caught sleepwalking, a ghostly apparition entering the dense bush at the edge of our campsite, and it had given my mother such a fright that the whistle became part of my regular outfit. I was instructed on when and how to use it. It was something like: blow three times, then count to sixty and repeat. The whistle had a tendency to get caught up in my vest while I slept and I would sometimes wake in the night with it pulled tightly across my neck.

As it grew closer to lunchtime, we talked about where we should stop. The obvious choice was Wānaka, but neither of us liked the place. It had grown crowded and what had once felt like a rural township now struck us as too similar to one of the wealthier suburbs of Christchurch or Auckland. Perhaps we were being unfair, but there was a certain smugness about the place that irritated us. However, we needed to fill the car so we decided to chance it. Being contrary, we bypassed the lakefront and settled for a café further back from the main shopping area, in the industrial zone.

Despite our initial misgivings when the grey-white menus were brought out, the lunch turned out to be perfect. Vegetable soup with just the right amount of pearl barley, crusty sourdough bread and, to finish, a single serve of hummingbird cake shared between us. Everything was so delicious that it wasn’t until we’d finished that we realised the café was vegetarian.

I waited outside, enjoying the warmth of the sun on my face, while Curtis paid the bill and then we continued on our way, with me in the driving seat. It had been a while since I’d driven any distance and I was pleased at how quickly I settled into the task, enjoying the feel of the wheel in my hands, the sensation of movement as I handled the bends in the road. I felt a freedom I hadn’t experienced for some time and with Curtis dozing beside me, I was able to ease back into my own thoughts, which, before long, drifted, somewhat predictably, towards dying and death — my own.

I hadn’t told Curtis — or anyone, including my doctors — that I spent every hour of every day dying. It was the undercurrent to all my other thoughts and actions, so that even when I seemed engrossed in some other activity, my mind was still throbbing with thoughts of death. It was such a presence in my day-to-day life that for the most part it was harmless and banal and only occasionally upsetting. It was simply there in the back or front of my mind, a kind of mental tic that I’d adapted to. It would have felt self-indulgent to mention it to anyone else.

Now, there was a rattle at the door and a second later Curtis reappeared, looking even more flustered than when he left.

‘I can’t find my glasses,’ he said.

‘You had them at lunchtime. I remember you—’

‘I know.’

I made coffee and handed him a cup, but he was too distracted to drink. He went through his bag again, then his pockets, and then picked up my bag and went through that.

‘They’re not in the car.’

I took a sip from my drink and asked if he wanted me to take a look.

‘Can you remember the name of the café where we stopped?’ he asked.

‘No. I could probably find it on a map, though.’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

Outside the drizzle began to fall as rain. I could see the drops splash up from the railings. The cloud seemed heavier and lower, obscuring more of the surrounding hillside. The light was gloomier and inside everything seemed muffled. Again, I had the impression that we were the only guests in our part of the hotel.


‘It’s going to annoy me now.’

I felt sorry for him. He was such a careful person; someone who rarely misplaced things. In fact, if either of us was guilty of forgetfulness, it was me. For that reason, I tended to check, and double-check. My memory was not what it had been and there were times, recently, when Hannah had casually mentioned something of which I had absolutely no recollection. Books we had both read. Movies we had watched one lazy afternoon. Not only would I not remember the plot or the actors, but also when we had seen it. It frightened me, the feeling of amnesia. The absence of memory. The randomness of forgetting. Yet some things were very sharp in my mind. The bicycle locks draped over the bike stand outside the oncology outpatients building. There were never any bikes, only padlocked chains. Four of them. Hanging like loose bracelets from a bony wrist that no one else seemed to notice.

Smoke drifted past the window, casting a blue light over the lawn and flowerbeds. When I drew Curtis’s attention to it, he mumbled something about having seen the fire in the lounge being set as he walked back from the carpark. He was focused on his phone, frowning with concentration.

He handed it to me. ‘I can’t see what I’m doing.’

I googled Wānaka vegetarian cafés and located their position on the map. When I narrowed it down, I dialled the number, then passed the phone to Curtis.

‘No answer,’ he said.

‘Give it back.’

I looked again. ‘It closed at three.’

I apologised. I didn’t think it was my fault but I was in the habit of saying ‘sorry’. It was another one of those things I’d started doing once I became sick.

‘I’ll send them a message,’ I said. ‘Someone will have picked them up, handed them in.’


At a different moment I might have said something like ‘I don’t know why you don’t just wear them all the time. Keep them on.’ But now wasn’t the right time. It was odd that Curtis resisted his diminishing eyesight, preferring the inconvenience of constantly putting on and taking off his specs. He insisted they were just for reading, which was true, but I could say the same thing about my glasses and yet I found it easier to live with progressives than carry a pair around with me. Curtis was younger than me, though. And better-looking, more image conscious.

With the rain now pummelling down, and feeling tired, we decided to go and secure a comfy spot in the lounge and relax by the fire until dinner. I didn’t think we’d face much competition for the cosiest seats — I was still convinced that the hotel was empty — but I didn’t want to risk dampening Curtis’s mood further by missing out. In normal circumstances it would have seemed too early to go downstairs. In my mind, the lounge was more the domain of older guests during the late afternoon: people who expected to be seated in the dining room by six and in bed by eight. Retired couples, solo women — permanent residents, if such a thing existed. The sort of guests who wouldn’t be out of place in an Anita Brookner novel.

As soon as we arrived, however, I was surprised to spot someone I recognised from home. Not a close acquaintance or someone I knew socially or through work, but a woman who worked in a vintage store that I used to pop into on my way to the library. She was distinctive: tall and blonde, well dressed — the type of woman who spent time on her appearance, the sort of person for whom the term ‘presentation’ meant something. She was with her husband. I recognised him, too, as he was sometimes in the newspaper, identified as a local entrepreneur and businessman, the owner of the shop. Sitting opposite them, across the low coffee table, was a couple I didn’t recognise. Something about their casual, thrown-together look made me think they might be locals, regular diners at the hotel, rather than registered guests. Either way, they all seemed happy and relaxed. An open bottle of champagne sat in an ice bucket and they all appeared settled in for the evening.

A youngish woman, with centre-parted, long brown hair, was stooped over her laptop in an armchair near the french doors, while across the room, a family group sat around a board game. As we approached, a late-middle-aged man in a checked shirt, who’d been sitting by the fire, gathered up his tartan scarf and navy jacket and left. Without waiting for his table to be cleared, we nabbed his spot, drawing two armchairs closer together for ease of conversation. Immediately we both seemed to inhale deeply and smile with satisfaction.

As soon as our drinks arrived, we made a toast to the holiday and the fact that, after so long, we had finally returned to the Grand Glacier. I had a cranberry juice, but it looked pretty served in a tall glass with ice, mint leaves and a few blueberries for garnish. I’d stopped drinking alcohol a year ago, after losing the taste for it, and now drank only on rare occasions, out of curiosity more than anything. Despite this cutting down, I’d started to regain weight and was feeling healthier and stronger for it. When I looked in the mirror I no longer saw a shrunken and frail old woman. My face had begun to fill out, and my shoulders and back were straighter, less hunched than they had been. My breasts, which in my mind had begun to look quite matronly before I grew ill, were smaller by several cup sizes and far less heavy. All in all, I looked good, similar to the size I’d been in my twenties.

‘I was thinking—’ I started and then stopped, interrupted by laughter from the vintage shop woman. I lost my train of thought and so changed the subject, asking Curtis if we should choose some snacks. As the waiter walked away with our order, the original question came back to me.


‘If it’s fine in the morning maybe we could try and walk up to the glacier. Unless you want to go to the beach?’

I was uncertain about the beach. I’d tried walking on soft sand recently and found it difficult. But, then again, a pebbly shore might be more manageable. Before I could voice my own preference, however, Curtis opted for the glacier. I calculated how long the walk would take, around an hour and a half for an able-bodied person, but I was equally concerned about tackling the rough riverbed section. I also wondered how close we could get to the terminus. Hadn’t it retreated a long way since our last visit? I wasn’t sure how much, but thought it was around a kilometre or two.

‘It will be a good test,’ I said.

‘Just remember to take it easy. It’s not a race.’

Our tasting plate arrived, brought to us by the same person who had checked us in. Zac looked to be in his early twenties, around the same age as Hannah. Though his uniform fitted him well, he gave the impression of being uncomfortable in it. He tugged at the cuffs as if they were cutting into his wrists, and his tie, I noticed, was slightly loose under his collar. A healed scar cut a straight line from his eyebrow to his hairline. Whatever caused it must have gone quite deep, judging from the ridge of scar tissue that ran its length.

As soon as he was gone, I asked Curtis what he thought had caused it.

‘A shark, probably.’

I laughed, ‘No, seriously.’

‘I don’t know. I’m not a scar expert.’

‘It’s not jagged, and it’s not torn. It’s neat.’ I was visualising my own scar, which ran from the right cheek of my bottom down to my knee. Where the sarcoma and muscle had been removed was a first-finger-joint-deep crevasse that tapered into a neat white scar where the scalpel had stopped. Even though the scar was now healed, it still left me squeamish.

‘I think a scalpel made it. I bet he had a mole removed, or something like that.’

‘Could be.’

‘I’m not going to ask him, don’t worry.’

Curtis gave me a look, like he wouldn’t bank on it, and I shrugged.

‘He probably caught his head on a cupboard, or something. Fell off a swing,’ said Curtis.

I disagreed. I could tell it had been a scalpel.

Zac approached a family group of four, who had just arrived and were hovering by the door. They looked like outdoor types, fit and healthy, good on their feet. I could imagine them scrambling up boulders, leaping across creeks, racing one another up hillsides, running along beaches.

‘Do you think we ever looked like that?’ I asked Curtis as they followed Zac from the room.

‘What?’

‘Like that family.’

‘What about them?’

‘They look so slim and athletic. Like they run marathons and then swim in the ocean to cool off.’

‘You’re obsessed with other people’s bodies,’ said Curtis.

There was a lot of truth in that remark. I noticed limps the way people with brand-new cars spotted the same make and model wherever they drove. My own walk was unfamiliar to me, nothing like it used to be. I could no longer stride purposefully from one building to the next, and I had no show of running for the lights, or scrambling up slopes. In fact, I was now so plodding I couldn’t cross roads on the diagonal: the traffic light countdown came too fast for me. I was forced to cross one street, and then the other, to get to where I wanted to be. It still startled both Curtis and Hannah when they realised I hadn’t followed them, and everyone else, on the Barnes Dance. They took a moment to spot me, waving from across the road. When I reached them, I apologised for lagging behind. And they apologised for going ahead without me.

‘I’d struggle to keep up with them,’ I said, referring to the family.

‘It’s not a race,’ repeated Curtis.

‘I know, I know. It’s irritating, though, isn’t it? Being so slow.’

‘You’ve really improved since you started physio.’

‘Yeah, it’s great.’

I didn’t mention the crippling misery that followed each forty-minute session. As I walked back to the car I’d have to stop and rest, and catch my breath while trying hard not to … what was the word? It had escaped me. While trying hard not to arouse attention. No, not arouse. That was the wrong word.

‘Arouse attention?’

‘What?’ said Curtis.

‘You don’t “arouse” attention. What’s the correct word? You should know.’

‘Draw attention.’

It wasn’t even as if it was just the difficult words that slipped my mind. It could be anything. I’d come up with a total blank even when I knew that the missing word was common, nothing special, something a four-year-old would know. Sometimes I speculated that I was suffering from dementia but someone, a friend, insisted I wasn’t.

‘Shall we go and eat?’ I asked.

‘Okay.’

As we left, I caught the eye of the vintage store woman and smiled. She waved back. I thought that was nice of her, because, as I told Curtis, I’d never bought anything except triple-milled soap at her shop, and only then when it was damaged and on sale.
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CHAPTER THREE

It was strange, after a year apart, to be sharing a bed again with Curtis. I’d moved out of our bedroom shortly after becoming sick and still hadn’t returned. When I’d first become ill, I’d had a persistent, body-wracking cough that never seemed to take a break, day or night. During the night I’d also begun to sweat and would be woken by the cold, discovering that my nightwear was completely saturated. Shivering, I would pull off my soaked top and dry myself before returning to bed and more broken sleep. I put the sweating down to menopause, despite the fact that, by my own calculations, I’d passed that point several years before.

During those early days, before hospitalisation and diagnosis, I did everything in my power to dismiss or minimise my poor health. My wheezing breath and constant coughing? Must be an allergic reaction caused by the spring growth of the large silver birch outside our house. The sweats: menopause. The unusual swelling in my leg: the result of too much sitting on hard furniture while managing the details of our company’s latest landscaping construction project. All of these things would pass, I reasoned. I told myself to wait and see. Everything would be fine; it was only temporary.

Curtis came home unexpectedly early one evening as I was ‘taking a break’ while vacuuming the living room. I could no longer tackle the entire room in one go, and so had taken to sitting on the couch, while listlessly passing the vacuum cleaner head over a patch of carpet within reach. By moving from couch to armchair to footstool, I could cover the whole room, but it was tiring work, and seemed to take forever.

‘You need to see a doctor,’ Curtis told me.

‘No. I’m okay.’

‘You’re not okay and I’m going to make you an appointment,’ he insisted.

‘No, please don’t. I can manage.’

I felt bulldozed and as a result dug my heels in, refusing to do the sensible thing. I had it under control. Whatever it was, I would handle it.

Then one day I was so exhausted I had to stop for a rest after completing a circuit of the supermarket aisles. There was a bench outside the entrance for people who were waiting for taxis and I sat on it, wheezing and coughing, and wondering how on earth I was going to make it back to my car, which I could see parked not much more than a hundred metres away. I had only one bag of groceries but I barely had the strength to carry it. When I finally reached the car, I sat with my hands resting on the steering wheel, staring ahead at the wooden fence in front me. I told myself I needed to sit for a minute and catch my breath, as if that was a perfectly normal thing to do.

Without telling Curtis, I phoned the medical centre that day and made an appointment. The first available date was two weeks away, on New Year’s Eve, and I took it, even though it meant seeing a locum and not my usual doctor. It was surprising how, simply by making that appointment, my whole attitude towards my illness changed. I started to believe that what I had was serious, possibly life-threatening, and that I’d put myself at risk by not insisting on an emergency appointment with my doctor. I’d been ignoring my illness for weeks and yet the moment I acknowledged that something was wrong, I became scared.

The two weeks passed slowly. I made no arrangements for Christmas. I had no energy for shopping beyond buying an Ernest Adams cake at the supermarket to go with our planned meal of roast chicken. I attended no end-of-year parties, citing fear of Covid as my excuse. Looking back, it seems that I sat on the couch and waited for Christmas to pass and New Year to arrive.

Curtis was busy with work, Hannah had a summer job that would tide her over until the new university year. Attention, for a short while, drifted away from me as extended family and friends dealt with their own busy schedules.

I moved out of the bedroom and into the room that was set aside for guests, though more regularly used as an office-cum-sewing room. It was the coldest, darkest room in the house and the more time I spent in there, the more I noticed the mould stains on the ceiling and the spiders’ webs in the corners. It was quiet. Sometimes in the night, when I’d been awakened by my own shivering, I would lie still and listen and frequently feel unnerved by the silence of my surroundings, what seemed like emptiness and absence, even though my two most beloved people were sleeping only rooms away.

Now, between the pressed sheets of the bed in the Grand Glacier Hotel, I could hear Curtis breathing as he lay next to me. He didn’t snore but he breathed loudly and deeply and also quicker than me. I tried to match my breath to his and hyperventilated from the effort. Surely there was something wrong with him? I’d never known anyone to inhale and exhale, inhale and exhale, so rapidly while relaxed.


During dinner, he’d come up with a plan. We’d get up in the morning and have breakfast and go sightseeing — wherever I wanted to go. We’d have lunch at the hotel, then he would drive the three hours back to Wānaka. He’d find a motel, stay the night and the next morning collect his glasses from the café and return to me for a late lunch.

I thought his plan was flawed, and said so. First, did he really need his glasses? Couldn’t he try and find a pair of generic, magnifying frames somewhere local? He could make do for a few days. If necessary, I could monitor his texts and emails. He could phone work once or twice a day to check in if he wanted. Second, why stay the night in Wānaka? Why not set off after breakfast, arrive at the café at lunchtime, eat and return, all on the same day? Didn’t that make more sense than forking out for a motel room? Three, couldn’t they courier the glasses?

He’d already made up his mind. The closest pharmacy was in Hokitika; he didn’t think there’d be anywhere local that sold glasses. The way he saw it, his plan meant we’d only be apart for a few hours during the day, and it would be less tiring for him to break the journey in two. Especially as the forecast wasn’t looking too hot. Driving in rain was unpleasant: visibility was poor, the roads slippery and he’d get wet during toilet breaks. It was safer to split the trip.

I wasn’t convinced by his reasoning but suggested I go with him. I could share the driving, entertain him, that sort of thing. My offer was genuine but even as I made it I suddenly became aware that, to be honest, I would prefer him to go on his own. I realised that neither of us had enjoyed time alone for ages and the sudden opportunity to spend a day by myself appealed to me. Then, with a start, it occurred to me that he was thinking exactly the same thing. I felt a bit offended. Surely I wasn’t that bad?

Now, lying next to Curtis in bed, I went over all the things he might get up to without me. He’d listen to Television and The Pixies, at high volume, during his drive. He wouldn’t have to stop at scenic lookouts along the route. In the motel he could eat takeaways or cook whatever he fancied, using as much chilli as he wanted, without me whining about the food being too hot and spicy. He could spend an entire evening scrolling through music clips and online reviews of mountain bikes without me asking, repeatedly, what he was doing. Likewise, he could reply to emails and go over documents without me reminding him that he was on holiday. Provided he could see his files without his glasses. He could fall asleep on the couch and I wouldn’t be there to roll my eyes. If he wanted bacon and eggs for breakfast, and sausages and mushrooms, tomatoes and hash browns, he could. He could listen to The Lemonheads and The Replacements in peace.

The more I thought about it, the more I realised that I was a real killjoy where he was concerned and that if I were him I would want to go away by myself, too. Then I thought about all the things I could do by myself. I could drink three cups of coffee in total silence before getting out of bed. I could have a bath instead of going down for breakfast. I could gaze out of the window. I could skip lunch and not be questioned about whether I was feeling all right, or if I was coming down with something. I could go for a walk at my own pace and not have to worry about keeping up. I could read, in peace, without questions interrupting my train of thought. I could daydream and fritter away the hours. I could go to bed at 7 p.m. if I wanted to.

When we woke the following morning, it was raining heavily and we decided, both of us, individually, that there was no point going sightseeing and that Curtis might as well leave on his journey straight after breakfast. I had to persuade him that I’d be fine and he had to promise that he’d drive carefully. He told me he could make the return journey in a single day, no worries. He meant it and I appreciated the offer, but said he should take his time. I had the sense that we were both aware of the undertone of excitement that infiltrated our eventual parting. There was a sense of adventure in the air; if we’d been dogs we would have been tugging at the leash, albeit in opposite directions. Even so, I felt a pang of sadness as I watched him leave the carpark and drive away.

I was all alone.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The first thing I did was begin to tidy.

Curtis had left his spare shoes and clothes scattered on the floor on his side of the bed and I wanted to put them away. In the old days, I would have crouched down without thinking but now I had to lower myself on my left leg while extending my right leg behind me, in an awkward lunge. The stance threw me off balance and I could feel myself begin to topple, but fortunately I was able to grab the bed for support. With my left hand on the bed, I began fishing around with my right, picking up Curtis’s bits and pieces and sorting them into neat piles on top of the bed. Finally, I lined up his shoes and then, job done, heaved myself up so that I was standing straightish once more.

A jolt, like an electrical current, went through my leg, causing me to gasp. It was by no means the first time such a zap had happened, but it occurred so randomly, and without any warning, that it always caught me unawares. The force of it made me stagger and in my mind’s eye I saw a live electric wire whipping and flicking with energy as power surged through it. Despite the suddenness, I quite liked the sensation. It was alert, sexy almost. Brilliant. So different from the dull, constant clamp around my thigh that had become part of my daily reality. It took me a moment to gather myself, and I sat quietly on the bed until I felt able to move again.

I made the bed, arranging the pillows neatly and straightening the velvet throw across the foot. Next, I washed our cups and rinsed out the coffee plunger in the bathroom sink. I wiped the sink down with a hotel flannel and put Curtis’s forgotten toothbrush neatly to one side, lined up against my own. I picked up the bathmat and hung it over the shower door. I tidied and refolded the towels on the rack, making sure they all hung straight. Last of all, I returned one cake of soap to the dish in the shower, and placed a new bar by the handbasin tap.

Once order was restored, I relaxed on the bed and gazed through the window at the rain, which fell in torrents. I hadn’t checked the local report but it looked as if the downpour had settled in for the day. The clouds were so low that I could only make out a thin strip of the hills, at the point where they met the flats beside the river. Even that view was compromised by the stream spilling over the gutters and splashing off the rails of the veranda. Curtis would be having a miserable time driving through such bad weather. Not that he’d ever admit it. Unlike me, he made a point of worshipping at the altar of our new SUV — the reason being that he had bought the vehicle while I was at my most sick and vulnerable, and didn’t get around to mentioning the fact until days later, after all the paperwork was completed and the vehicle was on a transporter being ferried down from the North Island. Because of the subterfuge, he was obliged to talk up the SUV, praising it as being far superior to our old station wagon. The fact that I couldn’t get myself into the passenger seat came as a nasty shock to both of us. The cab was too high, and I couldn’t bend and lift my leg far enough without the aid of a step. Fortunately, Curtis hadn’t traded in the station wagon so now we had two vehicles: one I could slip into unaided and one I had to hoist myself into and out of with a grunt.

It wasn’t all bad, though. At least I could now sit more comfortably, though after any length of time the area at the back of my thigh, where all my hamstrings had been removed, began to feel as if I had a knuckle-sandwich in my trousers. Stretched out on the bed, my legs supported and the weight taken off, I was fine. I could stay like that all day, and I half intended to.

I’d got into the habit of lying down and doing nothing during the weeks I’d had radiotherapy. The exhaustion I’d experienced during the early months of my illness only got worse and any physical exertion, no matter how tame, pushed me to my limit. At home, I would have to brace myself to muster the energy to go to the bathroom. The short distance from the couch to the toilet might as well have been a trek through the desert. In the evening, when I had to walk down the hall to my bedroom, I would have to break the journey into several stages, each accommodating a rest period of several minutes before the next could be approached.

The worst journey of all, however, was the one from the drop-off point outside the oncology department to the radiotherapy waiting room. That daily walk seemed interminable. I shuffled into the building, latching onto any wall, railing, chair or other stationary object as I lurched along. Hand over hand, as if wandering blindly through a tunnel, I made it to the heavy, double swing-doors of the day unit and then pushed-collapsed my way through with my shoulder. From the reception desk, where the administration staff welcomed me by name, I had to negotiate an endless corridor to the curtained cubicles, where I slowly and painfully removed my trousers and knickers and yanked on the hospital-issue domed shorts that would, in turn, be unfastened during radiation.


The waiting room was always full, but in all the weeks I attended I never saw another woman in shorts. The fact that I was the only woman not in a gown that could be opened to reveal breasts, set me apart and, at times, made me feel like an outsider. Yes, the men were dressed like me, but I wasn’t receiving treatment for prostate cancer, and so none of the other patients knew what to make of my presence. In that respectfully hushed environment, no one ever asked what type of cancer I had, and so, unlike some of the gown-covered women who formed a community, and quietly chatted and swapped stories of their treatment and progress, I was left entirely alone, squirming on the too-high, hard chair as I tried to shift the weight off my tumour. To take my mind off things, I might watch the endless loop of Tipping Point on the television, or calculate how much longer it would be until my name was called. Once or twice I examined the beanies that had been knitted by volunteers, wondering if I could take one, despite not being entirely bald. Mostly, I tried to conserve my energy so that I could make it to the treatment area, unaided, where I could, at last, lie down.

As if reliving those sessions on the hard radiation mat, I instinctively pulled my heels towards my groin and let my knees drop to the bed covers like a woman undergoing an internal exam. It was lucky I wasn’t shy because every day I had to arrange myself in that manner while the dome fastenings on my shorts were pulled apart and the modesty-cloth moved aside, to expose the constellation-like marker tattoos on my upper thigh, groin and bikini line. Any attempt at modesty was minimal; the only part of my lower body that remained covered was the small strip defined by my mons pubis and labia. Despite being open to view, only I seemed to notice. I never remarked on my exposure because it was better to maintain the illusion of invisibility. The mostly male technicians went about their work, calling out measurements, lining me up, repositioning me and double-checking their calculations with a steel ruler before leaving the room to allow radiation to begin. Left alone in rigid immobility, I would gaze at the ceiling, and the projected image of fluffy white clouds against a clear blue sky, as the huge machine clicked and rotated around me. I always looked forward to the moment when the bed I was lying on gave a little forward jerk. When that happened, I knew I had only two or three minutes left before the treatment would stop and the technicians would return to fasten my shorts and help me down. Only when I was covered would they make full eye contact.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Lunchtime came around and though I had achieved little all morning, and done nothing to earn a big meal, I decided to go downstairs and see what was happening in the dining room. As I entered, I noticed that various guests from breakfast had returned and staked a claim to their favourite spots. The vintage store couple, who I thought would have been more adventurous than to eat at the hotel, sat side by side at the long table that ran the length of the wall, away from the veranda. The computer woman occupied the table tucked into an alcove by the doorway to the kitchen but seemed oblivious to the comings and goings of the staff and guests. She barely looked up from her laptop as she spooned soup into her mouth, and the moment she’d finished she pushed her bowl away to make more room for her papers and computer, and began tapping away with renewed vigour. The athletic family was nowhere to be seen. Maybe they’d checked out, or perhaps they were out tramping in the rain or huddled together under some picnic shelter, making do with sandwiches or pies.


I opted for the buffet and after filling my plate with salad greens took a seat by the veranda doors. Minutes later, I was dismayed when the middle-aged man whose table we’d taken over the night before, entered the room and hesitated next to me in a way that seemed to suggest I was in his spot. When I met his glance, I noticed he was wearing the same tartan scarf and navy jacket. Looking more closely, I was certain that beneath his unbuttoned jacket was the same checked shirt. It was slightly more crumpled, with a stain down the front, where the buttons strained over his belly. Given the tartan scarf, I should have been less surprised when he spoke with a Scottish accent, but I was taken aback. For some reason I associated tartan with people trying to signal their Scottish roots rather than genuine natives.

He didn’t greet me in any way but launched into a question, asking if by chance I’d noticed a ‘wee’ sewing kit he’d left behind in the lounge the previous evening.

‘No, I’m sorry. Was it important?’

‘Och, not really,’ he said, then held out his finger that looked as if it had been nibbled by a small sharp-toothed creature.

‘That looks painful.’

‘Just a splinter,’ he replied. ‘I tried to remove it but it’s very deep and now I’ve misplaced my needles. Never mind, it’ll turn up somewhere or James might have one tucked away in his room.’

I had no idea who James was, or why these two men travelled with sewing kits, but before I could find out more, he moved on, first interrupting the computer woman, and then the vintage shop couple, finally doubling back to the table closest to me. Whenever I looked up from my plate, I could see him, picking at the skin on his finger and pulling it away with his teeth. Because of his proximity, I couldn’t miss the moment the tassels on his scarf swept across his soup, nor the aftermath when he sucked them clean. Who was he? Something about his self-absorption, on the one hand, and his lack of self-awareness, on the other, made me think of an adult child living at home with his parents. A person for whom time and ambition held little meaning. A stamp collector, or maybe someone who studied genealogy or wrote family histories for business and farming families. He was certainly a messy eater, spilling soup onto the tablecloth, dropping crumbs down his shirt and slurping as he emptied his bowl.

Just as I was trying to come up with the definitive character profile for him, the receptionist entered the room and approached him. ‘Excuse me, Mr Kendrick, but James has arrived. Do you want to see him here or in your office?’

‘Bring him in,’ said the man.

Though I’d almost finished my plate and felt comfortably full, I was too intrigued to leave and so went back to the buffet, where I took a piece of fruit cake and filled my cup from what was, essentially, an urn. As I walked back to my seat I got a good look at the man who had joined Mr Kendrick at his table. He was young, late twenties or early thirties, with damp, dark hair, already receding at the temples. His eyes were like wedge-shaped triangles that narrowed at the outside corners into faint crow’s feet. His mouth was upturned and smiley and, to my surprise, I felt attracted to him. Based on his looks alone, I had the impression he would be good company.

‘You did the right thing,’ I heard Mr Kendrick say.

James had his back to me and so I couldn’t hear his reply, but Mr Kendrick became more and more animated, bobbing in his seat as he said, ‘You never know. They might be out there!’

There was a lull as James followed Mr Kendrick to the buffet to fill his plate and in that pause, the vintage shop woman came over and asked why I was ‘all alone’ and whether I was enjoying myself.

I answered as best I could while all the time trying not to look past her shoulder at James.


‘We’re having a holiday. Catching up with some farming friends who live up the road.’

‘That sounds lovely. It must have been a difficult year for you, what with Covid and everything.’

‘It has,’ she agreed, ‘but we got through. And you’re looking good … not that you didn’t before,’ she hastened to add. The word ‘thinner’ slipped from her mouth and she looked embarrassed, as if she’d like to take it back. Fortunately, at that moment her husband called, ‘Ingrid, they’re waiting.’

‘Ingrid. That’s me,’ she said.

‘I’m Libby,’ I replied.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘That’s nice. Funny how I’ve seen you in the store so many times over the years but never asked your name.’

‘Yeah, I know,’ I agreed. Then, taking advantage of the moment, I asked, ‘Do you know who that is?’

‘Mr Kendrick? He owns the place.’

‘He’s the owner? But no, the other guy.’

She shrugged and then hurried away, and I quickly refocused on Mr Kendrick and James, who were back at their table.

‘Have you got everything you need?’ Mr Kendrick pointed his fork at James as he spoke, then licked the tines and put it on the table next to his plate.

I saw James nod.

‘I’m sure Alex and Becky would love it if you could help out at the sanctuary while you’re here. When was the last time you worked together?’

James said something and Mr Kendrick replied, ‘Of course. Old pals — I’d forgotten. Good you’ve stayed close. Birdcall workshop, eh? Quite a team!’

Again, I missed hearing James’s reply but caught Mr Kendrick saying, ‘Take your time. Your room’s there, so make yourself at home.’

A staff member I didn’t recognise chose that exact moment to take my plates and blocked my view of what happened next. When I could see again, Mr Kendrick appeared to be looking at something on an iPad, and nodding enthusiastically at whatever James was saying. I would have stayed to watch but now that my table was cleared I felt obliged to leave, even though no one seemed in any hurry to move me on. I pushed myself up and after catching my balance, walked as quickly and normally as I could, stopping only once I was in the foyer to look outside at the weather.

My phone rang: it was Curtis. His voice sounded distant and it took a moment to catch what he was saying.

‘… he couldn’t find the lost property. When he went to fetch it …’

‘What?’

‘The lost property bag …’

‘He’s lost the lost property?’

‘Yes. And the boss is away today.’

The connection broke up and all I heard was Curtis swearing under his breath.

‘What are you going to do?’ I asked.

‘Don’t know. The guy who’s on today called the boss and left a message but she often goes tramping on her day off and might be in the hills, out of range. I’ll hang around for a while longer just in case. How are you?’

‘Good.’

‘It’s such a drag. I’m so sorry.’

‘It’s not your fault. Just relax, you’re not missing anything — apart from the rain. It’s bucketing down.’

‘Are you all right?’ asked Curtis.

‘Yeah, I’m fine. Miss you, though.’

Curtis wound up the call, promising to keep me posted. He’d wait until the lunch rush was over and then try and have a look around the café himself.


The rain moved in sheets that filled the sky and bathed the green lawn in a veil of stippled grey. The noise was deafening and just when I thought it couldn’t get any louder, there was a flash and the lights flickered. Within seconds there was a crack of thunder that roared and echoed off the surrounding hillsides. It sounded for all the world as if they were tumbling down and instinctively I took a step back, putting more distance between myself and the entrance door.

The receptionist, who’d been watching, now spoke up. ‘It’s going to be a big one.’

There was another flash and we were thrown into gloom as the lights went off. I waited, expecting them to come back on but nothing happened. The only light entering the foyer was the watery grey from beyond the entrance. I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but the thunder was even louder than before and came so suddenly that I jumped.

‘Crikey!’

I turned at the sound and Mr Kendrick was behind me, standing with his hands over his ears, looking like a shock or horror emoji.

‘How’s that for drama?’ he said to no one in particular. He disappeared through a door behind the reception area and then reappeared, covered head to toe in wet-weather gear. Only his eyes were visible beneath his hood, and in his hand he held an old heavy-duty torch that seemed to date from the 1960s, which he banged against his leg to get working.

‘Back in a minute.’

I followed his progress as he started down the entrance steps and braced against the rain before taking off in the direction of the carpark.

‘Happens all the time,’ said the receptionist. ‘Don’t worry, we’ve got a generator.’

The lights blinked and came on, and in the distance I could make out the continuous throbbing sound of an engine.

‘We’ll be fine,’ said the receptionist. I nodded in appreciation but deep down I wondered if I looked like the sort of person who needed reassuring. Did I strike others as old or anxious? I hoped not. That wasn’t the impression I wished to convey and I made a point of replying, ‘I just love a good storm, don’t you?’, before heading upstairs.

The generator sounded louder from my room and I guessed it must be housed in a shed behind my wing. Once the rain stopped, I’d go and investigate, but in the meantime I lay back on my bed and listened to the constant drone, a thrum broken at frequent intervals by the flash of lightning and rumble of thunder. I tried counting the seconds between the two but soon gave up because the thunder followed so quickly on the heels of the lightning. I was perfectly safe, I told myself, but my heart was racing and I recognised the uneasiness I’d lived with since primary school — a fear of wild weather, strong winds and storms that left me nervous and distressed.

Far from being an unexplained phobia, my hypervigilance and increased anxiety could be traced back to my childhood in Wellington. We’d lived in a house with large picture windows that faced the harbour. On fine, calm days, the view was breathtaking, taking in the southern end of the airport and Cook Strait beyond. When the weather turned, however, the windows would tremble and bow under the strain of the wind gusts. It was during one such storm that a heavy ceramic bird-feeder snapped free from its hook and blew against the glass. It was enough to make the entire pane shatter. It all happened so suddenly. One minute I was curled up on the couch, drawing pictures in an attempt to distract myself from the noise outside, and the next I was facing the full blast of wind as the curtains tore from their rails and flapped crazily around me. The carpet was covered in glass and within minutes the walls became splattered with rain and mud, while the ceiling seemed to lift, as if poised like a giant bird, ready to fly away. My ears began to pop and through my terror I looked across to my mother and was amazed to see her calm face looking back at me. It was as if she knew exactly what to do and had planned for just such an occasion.

To my astonishment, she began opening windows at the back of the house, then called the fire brigade and my father, in that order. She began moving furniture away from the damaged area, shoving couches and armchairs out of range of the rain that splashed in. While I cowered, waiting for the moment the roof would blow away, she lifted objects and books from the mantelpiece and carried them through to the hallway, where she stacked them neatly in piles against the wall. By the time the fire brigade arrived with their tarpaulins and my father with his workmates, I was huddled in the bathroom with my fingers in my ears.

We lived with plywood boarded over the window for weeks and even when the pane was finally replaced with safety glass, and the room repainted and recarpeted, I could not stop myself from worrying that the window would go again; it was only a matter of time. No amount of persuasion would convince me otherwise, and any time a strong southerly rolled in I would seek shelter in the bathroom, the quietest room in the house, and wait, and wait, dreading the moment when the crash would come and we’d have to revisit the horror.

I propped myself up on my hotel bed, and my eyes darted from the storm to the glass, watching intently for signs of danger and weakness. The hotel was a hundred years old, I reminded myself; it had withstood many storms. Yet I found myself checking the windows and door to the veranda, and then the trellis for loose objects that might fly free and smash the glass. All the while, the lightning flashed, tinting the clouds in bruised shades that ran from green to yellow to white as the thunder crashed and echoed around the hills with such force that I flinched.

I tried to reason with myself, repeating ‘Nothing will happen’ in an attempt to satisfy myself of the truth. Nothing would happen. I knew that was true, but it didn’t stop me from believing that everything might happen. Exhausted by the effort to calm myself, I stretched out on the bed and closed my eyes. As the lightning and thunder drifted away, swallowed by the mountains, I began to relax and my thoughts found the blank page within my brain, the place where no conscious thought seemed to exist. A vacant feeling replaced my fear but the relief was short-lived. In no time the peaceful emptiness was bombarded by a gathering of jumbled images — Curtis’s glasses, the storm, my health, the generator, thirst, James’s triangular-shaped eyes, the thin blue hospital bedding, and on and on until I could stand it no more. Seeking escape, I did what I’d learnt to do back in the days when I was most in pain and unable to sleep — distracting myself with a mental A–Z list. It could be any topic: a list of artists’ names, capital cities or grocery items. It really didn’t matter. The trick was to say the words out loud in order to maintain focus. It was the sound of the words that prevented my brain from drifting to the flashbacks that plagued me. The exercise of talking also stopped me from forgetting my place, especially once I got stuck on difficult letters. ‘J’ was one such problem letter, ‘O’ another. All the letters towards the end of the alphabet slowed me down. There were times when I’d lose steam partway through a list and doze off, only to wake suddenly with a word on my lips: ‘Jasper Johns’, ‘Oman’, ‘XLO’. I never figured out where the answers came from but was grateful all the same. Fish species were particularly difficult and I think I made up more names than I care to admit. I recall coming up with ‘Jack Fish’ during one desperate 2 a.m. session. It had been the name of one of my nurses and I didn’t, for one minute, believe there was an actual Jack fish. Days later I remembered and googled the name. To my amazement, the creature existed. That kind of luck didn’t happen often. Mostly I’d give up or, if I was comfortable, fall asleep for an hour or two, until the burning ache startled me awake, leaving me to grasp at another A–Z, anything, until I could take more medication.

It wasn’t cold in the hotel room but I pulled the covers over me nevertheless. I was aware of an encroaching dampness. The windows had begun to condensate, and it seemed as if all the moisture in the outside air was seeping through the walls and spreading up towards the ceiling. I didn’t know how many millimetres of rain had fallen since the morning but it was a lot, far more than I’d ever experienced in Dunedin. It was so heavy that it brought to mind my stay in Christchurch hospital during the Canterbury floods only six months earlier.

I’d been recovering from surgery in a room facing North Hagley Park when the storm had swept over Canterbury, washing out farmland, roads and bridges, and causing chaos for all those in its path. Alone in my room, I’d been mesmerised by the torrential rain lashing down on the carpark and road below my window. All the cars, the painted parking spaces, road markings, traffic lights and headlights lost their definition, blurred by rain. The pedestrians, too, lost something of their solid form and began to resemble underwater swimmers as they hurried along, heads bowed against the downfall. Over the course of the morning, a flowing drain became a lake, reaching the wheel arches and creating plumes behind the ambulances that drove through. The smokers, who had previously taken over the benched seating area beside the entrance driveway, now huddled together in saturated clusters, the more mobile holding umbrellas over those in wheelchairs.

The day of my scheduled discharge came and went, postponed because the bridge at Ashburton was damaged by floodwater, and closed to traffic. Short of organising an air transfer, I was marooned in a city five hours north of home. I didn’t mind. I felt safe where I was and was in no hurry to make the lengthy and painful drive south.

Apart from the rain, the thing that stuck in my mind all these months later was the sound of helicopters. Every few hours, I would detect the faintest pulse that would expand and grow louder as each one approached. The rescue helicopters landed above me, on the roof of the building, and each time they came in I felt a sense of dread, imagining a scared or injured patient transported to the operating theatre. But there was another, deeper, more menacing pulse. This sound belonged to the military helicopters, which loomed out of the mist on their approach to the landing area by the netball courts across the road. The drone of their engines seemed to envelop everything, and settle on top of me, drawing in all the air as they descended. Despite the warning sound of their engines, each machine appeared suddenly from an empty sky. They were huge, bulky and dull grey, and all of them had a gaping hole where their doors should be. And they filled my surgery-affected brain with a memory about my mother, the person I longed to talk with — and continued to speak with — although she was dead.

The memory related to war. It began as a story mentioned so casually that it was almost as if my mother had let it slip during a moment’s distraction. It was weightless in her telling and yet, somehow since becoming ill, it has become my fear and burden. At home in England, her father away fighting, my mother spent the war with her mother and younger siblings. On this particular day, the bombing was close, the planes overhead, part of a blitz taking place in the days before Christmas. I can’t recall the details regarding the make of the planes, or the type of bombs, but I do recall that the shelter was unusable, flooded and knee-high in dirty, fetid water. As the bombing intensified, my grandmother gathered her four children together and crouched with them beneath the table. My mother could see the base of the Christmas tree from her spot beside the table leg. During a brief moment’s silence, my grandmother told her children she loved them. Then, she hugged them and said goodbye. The bomb landed.

No bombs landed when I was told of my cancer. For a minute, or two, I was enclosed in a space defined by a pulled-curtain that offered no resistance to the clatter of the outside world, or the ears of the woman in the bed across from me. And yet … and yet, from that moment on, the possibility of goodbye took seed, and I tended to it every day, so that when harvest came I would be able to hold my family close and say the word without showing fear.

Comfortable on my hotel bed, I lay still, my thoughts drifting once more from one random idea to another, none of them lodging for more than a few seconds at a time. My phone gave a buzz and, reaching across, I saw that Curtis was on the line. He was puffing slightly, as if running and talking at the same time.

‘Where are you?’

‘Walking back to the car.’

I heard voices, none of them his. They came and went quickly and I imagined they were pedestrians sharing the pavement. Young people, I thought.

‘Any luck with your glasses?’ I asked.

‘Nope.’

‘That’s annoying.’

I heard a grunt on the end of the line and to make up for having stated the obvious, I followed up with an equally predictable question: ‘What will you do?’

‘The boss opens up tomorrow at seven. I’ll try again and then drive back to you, either way.’

I heard the beep-beep of an electric door-key, followed by another faint grunt. ‘I’ve got some magnifying glasses from the chemist so worst-case scenario—’

‘Good. Can’t wait to see you.’


We didn’t have much else to say. The problem with spending your day doing very little was that you had almost nothing to report. Then I remembered the storm, the power cut and the generator and felt grateful for their newsworthiness. Relaying the information took only a moment. I made a joke about the hotel being struck by lightning but kept the bit about being scared to myself. As I talked, I decided that I would have to do something later, in order to have something to present to Curtis next time we spoke.

‘Is it raining over there?’ I asked.

‘In waves,’ said Curtis.

‘It’s like a monsoon here. I’ve never seen rain so heavy. It’s worse than Christchurch.’

‘That bad? Really?’

I stared through the window. The outside world was so grey it resembled an unpainted concrete wall. A thin ribbon of bush, almost black in colour, was the only thing that gave the landscape any definition.

‘Heaps worse, so you’re not missing much, if that’s any consolation.’

‘Finding my glasses would be a better consolation.’

His voice left no doubt that he was angry. He hated making mistakes and could never brush them aside, or let them go. He would be berating himself for days. I admired his energy.

His last words, before we said goodbye, were ‘Be careful’.

I took it as a sign of aging. When we were young, we’d end calls with ‘See ya! Have fun!’, but now it was always ‘Take care’ or ‘Be careful’ or, worse, ‘Don’t slip over’. I’d only fallen a couple of times, and on each occasion it had been completely unexpected. The last time it happened, I was out with Hannah and we were crossing the one-way that cuts through the centre of town. We’d been chatting and laughing over a silly movie we’d watched together, and I was feeling so happy and relaxed that I forgot how much slower I was than before surgery. I crossed the first lane and then realised that the cars in the second lane were coming faster than I’d allowed for. I tried to hurry, and in my attempt to run, my leg buckled and collapsed from under me. It felt as if I’d missed the bottom step coming down a stairway and had walked into air. I lurched forward and would have fallen to my knees had Hannah not grabbed me and half-pushed, half-thrown me across the lane, towards safety. We were both so shocked that we leant against the bonnet of a parked car, panting, unable to talk. It was clear we were both seeing our bodies go under the wheels of the car that had swerved to miss us. Neither of us said a word. After a while, Hannah suggested we keep going and that’s what we did. When she took me by the elbow I leant against her, glad of the support. In her eyes I’d become a frail old woman, and from that day on she was extra vigilant, always reaching out to prop me up, her palm in the small of my back as we crossed roads, or moderating her pace if she was walking too quickly.
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CHAPTER SIX

I couldn’t figure out where the birdcall was coming from. Or what kind of bird it was. It was the most bizarre thing. One second it would softly ring out and then, next moment, abruptly stop. I’d only just woken up and hadn’t yet got my head around the fact that I was under my duvet, on the bathroom floor. On one side of me was the bath; I could feel its cool, hard finish through my thin covers. Beneath me was a makeshift mattress, pulled together from towels and pillows. In front of my face was the sink unit, and my feet were almost touching the toilet. And now, to add to the strangeness, I could hear a bird calling.

Despite being alone, I felt foolish. Shortly after I spoke to Curtis, the rain and storm had intensified. With every gust of wind, the windows rattled and the floor gave a quivering start. It vibrated. It was pitch black and even though some part of my brain promised me I was safe, I kept imagining that the hillside had collapsed into a gigantic landslide, pushing trees and mud in a colossal surge that was headed straight for the hotel. My thoughts wouldn’t switch off. In preparation for disaster, I rooted out my whistle and gave it a gentle puff, before hanging it around my neck. Still unable to sleep, I tried burying my head under the pillows, stuffing my ears with tight balls of tissue, but the combination of wind, rain and thunder put me more and more on edge until finally, around midnight, I gave up, hauled my pillows and duvet into the bathroom and shut the door. Immediately the sound was muffled and despite being uncomfortable, and cold, I managed to nod off, waking only once, with the cord from my whistle wound around my throat.

The bird had stopped calling as I gathered up my bedding and returned to the main room, where I could hear the engine from the generator still knocking away. It reminded me of being on a ship, one of those sightseeing launches that cruise Milford Sound, or maybe the Cook Strait ferry which, truth be told, is the only ship I can remember having travelled on. My phone sat charging exactly where I had left it by the bed. I could hardly fathom what I had been thinking: when in danger take a whistle, leave a phone?

There was one piece of good news: a text from Curtis saying he had retrieved his glasses and was on his way back. I was shocked at how relieved I felt; I was more dependent than I cared to admit.

It was still dismal and raining but, in a bout of wishful thinking, I thought it might clear. How did lone travellers ever rustle up the motivation to do anything? Being on holiday with a family member or friend forced you out, but once you were alone? I realised that, during any getaway, I acted the part of being a happy and curious holidaymaker. But now, without the pressure of someone looking over my shoulder, it was much easier to stay in my room. I didn’t have to account for myself and, if anyone asked, I could always google some local attractions and pretend I’d seen them. All the same, it didn’t seem right to go away and not venture beyond the hotel.


My mother would be having a fit if she could see me. She was a crack-of-dawn type. There wasn’t a minute of the day that wasn’t spent doing something. For her, it was all about making the most of things and getting your money’s worth. Her preferred activities, in fact, were free. I could see her, pulling on her rainwear and heading out for a bracing walk on the nearest beach: the wilder the better. She’d walk for an hour or two in driving rain, as far as she could go in one direction, and then back again, practically in the same set of footprints. She would enjoy it. ‘Doing something’ gave her pleasure, a sense of purpose and immense satisfaction. By exhausting herself during the day, she earned the right to relax at night. It was a transaction, in that sense. Lounging on the bed all day wouldn’t be similarly rewarded and so, even though my mother had died many years before, I knew better than to risk the shame of doing nothing. I had to do the proper thing and make an effort.

When he checked us in, Zac had mentioned that there was a nature trail leading from the parking area down to the river. ‘It’s a loop track,’ he said, ‘and takes about twenty minutes one way, to the lookout. You can see part of the glacier on a fine day. Well, a tiny bit of it — nothing like the old days when it came right down the valley.’ To stress his point, he drew our attention to a pair of framed photographs behind the reception desk. He pointed to a tumbling mass of ice filling the frame. ‘That’s taken in 1871. And that’s taken from the same spot in 2016.’ He indicated the mostly grey, rocky image beside it. ‘You can see there’s only a bit left.’ He paused, then added, ‘A lot of our guests are people wanting to see the glacier before it disappears completely. There won’t be any glacier tourism one day. We’ll all be out of a job.’

Despite the seriousness of the situation, Curtis and I had joked later, about the ‘bit’ of the glacier that was still visible.

‘He hardly sold it,’ said Curtis. ‘As an attraction, I mean.’

‘But New Zealanders are like that, aren’t they? He’s not going to say, “There’s an amazing view”, in case we’re disappointed when we see it.’

‘Do you think someone complained once? They went on the loop walk only to discover that the glacier had retreated so far that there was only a bit of it left.’

‘Where’s the rest of it?’

‘You promised me a glacier!’

‘I demand to see a glacier!’

We probably could have amused ourselves for another five minutes. I don’t know when it started, but we often cast ourselves in the roles of comfortably off, outraged suburbanites. The butter was too hard to spread. They were out of pies at the petrol station. Some idiot left an electric scooter blocking the footpath. It didn’t matter what it was, we played along. Everything was a disgrace, not like the old days.

Somehow, we even joked our way through the first week of cancer.

I was in a four-bed room when the doctor came in and drew the curtains around me. He was American, and we’d talked once or twice about his family back home, Trump and Covid. It was my fourth day on the ward, and nobody knew what was wrong with me. I was breathless, coughing and exhausted and, little by little, we were finding out what wasn’t wrong with me. It wasn’t my lungs. It wasn’t my heart. My organs looked okay. Flummoxed, the doctors turned their attention to the unexplained swelling on the back of my leg. The swelling I had dismissed as irrelevant.

It wasn’t irrelevant, as it turned out, and the consultant came and sat on my bed to break the news that it might be a soft tissue sarcoma. I misheard and thought he said carcinoma. He corrected me, then took his time explaining everything as carefully as possible. As he talked, I fixed my eyes on the bright, swirling floral pattern on his shirt and thought, ‘Oh well, it had to happen sooner or later. Everyone else in my family has died from cancer. Makes sense that I should, too.’

I felt bad for not being shocked or upset and I apologised. I tried to explain that I did understand everything he had told me. I complimented him on his shirt and thanked him for sitting down beside me to break the news. We were at eye-level with each other, and that mattered. I didn’t have any questions. He gave my arm a gentle squeeze and said he’d come back later, and I nodded and, after a pause, said goodbye. Then he drew back the curtains and as he left the room the woman in the bed across from me called out, ‘You got cancer?’

‘Yeah, seems like it.’

‘Aw, that’s terrible. My neighbour’s got it too.’

‘Aw, yep.’

‘Yeah, stage four.’

‘Oh.’

‘Terminal. She’s got two little kids. School kids. You got kids?’

‘That’s awful. I’m so sorry. My daughter’s in her twenties, so—’

‘You’re lucky, then. It doesn’t matter so much if you—’

‘Yeah. Lucky.’

‘Jeez, I’m lucky,’ I joked to Curtis a week later, once the adrenaline had kicked in. I was back home, thankful to have escaped the noise and anxiety that hovered over the medical ward.

‘Bloody lucky,’ agreed Curtis, searching my face for clues to where this was all heading.

‘I’ve been googling sarcomas and sometimes — very occasionally — they have to amputate the affected limb. Probably as a last resort.’ I made sawing motions near my hip, mentally removing my leg and setting it aside, as if it was part of a borer-damaged table. ‘No one’s mentioned it to me yet, but it’s good to plan ahead, I guess.’

‘They’re not going to chop off your leg.’


‘Aren’t they?’ I pictured myself hopping awkwardly around the house, losing my balance and toppling over. ‘That’s okay then.’

‘Lucky,’ smiled Curtis.

‘Yep’, I agreed, mirroring his smile. ‘Lucky.’

‘But if they do cut it off, ask for the bone for the dogs,’ said Curtis

‘They’d like that,’ I said. I could see it in my mind’s eye, one gnawing at my foot while the other tore at the meaty flesh of my thigh. ‘What a feast!’ I grinned.

And then we both stopped laughing.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The rain was falling steadily when I left the hotel and reached the narrow entrance to the loop track. The parking area was half-empty and yet, somehow, the driver of a Subaru station wagon had managed to reverse hard against the timber posts either side of the path, blocking its entry to pedestrians. There wasn’t enough room to squeeze around the car and I felt annoyed, unable to figure out what to do. Any fully mobile person could step over the thigh-high wooden barrier either side of the path entrance, but I wasn’t fully mobile. I played the scene in my head. By steadying myself with a hand against the rear of the station wagon, I could lift my good leg over the railing, but then I’d get stuck, unable to raise my injured leg high enough to clear the low fence. I’d almost certainly topple over if I tried.

There was a fifteen-centimetre gap in the railings further along the barrier but a huge puddle in the carpark meant that I would have to splash through ankle-deep water to reach it. On the other side of the narrow gap was dense, wet bush and so if I took that route I would end up saturated, even if I made it through. If Curtis was around, he’d already be playing the outrage card and I would happily join in, and then he’d hoist me over and everything would be okay. But this was my first true solo outing, my opportunity to test myself and reclaim my independence. I needed to keep moving forward if I was to get better.

My good leg barely noticed the height. It cleared the railing beside the pathway and stood firm on the ground near the gravel path. It felt strong and if it could speak it would be saying, ‘What are you waiting for? Come on over!’ Heeding the encouragement, I pretended my injured leg could follow. I placed one hand on the car for balance and lifted my leg, bending it at the knee. ‘Over you go.’ My shoe banged the barrier railing. I tried again. This time I kept my leg straight, and raised it from the hip in an attempt to swing it across the railing like the arm of a crane. I couldn’t get my heel above the wood. I tried once more, but the effort left me panting.

I wanted to go back to my room but I was too angry to give up. Instead, I lifted my strong leg back across the barrier to join the rest of me and stood thinking about what to do next. There was one more thing I could try. Very slowly, once more using the car for support, I began to lower myself onto the railing itself. My good leg bent easily into the sitting crouch but the other one was stiff and so I was forced to slide it out in front of me, like a leg in a cast, as I cautiously sank lower and lower. Eventually, I felt the top edge of the barrier beneath my bottom and let my weight drop until I was perched on it. The wood was soaking wet, and the edge of the rail pressed into my trousers. I wobbled as I tried to find my balance and regain my breath. Now I was seated on the railing, I appreciated just how low it was. Not so long ago, I could have jumped it from a standing start, and yet here I was tackling the obstacle as if it were a cliff I needed to scale. After a short pep talk, I used my good leg to brace and guide my bad, and then lifted both legs together, intending to swing them over the barrier.

I almost made it. At the last second, with both legs off the ground, I lost my balance and tumbled sideways. It wasn’t much of a fall, not much higher than falling out of bed, but it was enough to jar my body and in landing I bit my tongue. I could taste blood in my mouth, a warm metallic, iron flavour that seeped down my throat.

When I gathered my senses, I was pleased to discover I had landed on the actual loop track side of the barrier. Unfortunately, I had somehow managed to land in a wide trench-like hollow that ran beside the bushline. In order to stand up, I needed to manoeuvre my weight over the left side of my body, but the combination of the dip and the uneven ground got the better of me. Breathing heavily, I struggled again as images of cows and horses trapped in muddy ditches played through my mind. Nothing worked; I was stuck. Though I had played out numerous scenarios of my death, ranging from the quietly dignified to the tragically operatic, I had never imagined that I might die in a puddle on a nature walk.

‘You okay there?’

There was a man standing over me. It was James.

‘Are you hurt?’

He was already at my side, helping me up, steadying me while I regained my footing. ‘Are you okay?’ he repeated.

‘I am now.’ It sounded cheesy, like something from a 1950s movie, but it was true. ‘Some bloody idiot parked over the entrance.’

James looked shocked and, for a second, I had the impression he hadn’t heard many women my age curse before. He probably thought I was ancient, old enough to be his granny.

‘Are you cold?’

‘Just turned fifty, why?’ He looked puzzled. I realised my mistake and corrected myself: ‘Not too cold, thanks.’

He glanced from me to the station wagon and back, and I had a horrible feeling that the Subaru might be his. He must have guessed what was going through my mind because he quickly said, ‘Pretty outrageous parking.’

I couldn’t help but smile.

He relaxed, then, and gave me a long look before checking that I wasn’t hurt. ‘You’re staying at the hotel, right? I think I saw you earlier.’

I nodded. ‘And your name’s James, isn’t it? I noticed you in the restaurant with Mr Kendrick. I’m Libby Holt, by the way.’

As I talked, I began to straighten my clothes, accidentally smearing mud across my chest and sleeves as I picked leaves and sticks from my rain jacket. Remarkably, I was still pretty dry underneath.

‘Is it your first time staying at the hotel?’ I asked, though I already knew the answer.

‘No, I come and go. I’m based in a camp up a valley, but it tends to get cut off when it rains heavily, so I keep a watch on the forecast and try and walk out before things get too miserable.’

‘You don’t look like a hermit.’

‘It feels like it sometimes.’ He let the words settle, then added, ‘I’m not even an explorer. I’m just helping Kendrick with a project.’

‘Kendrick? I thought Kendrick was his surname.’

‘He goes by both.’

He saw me struggle to shake a sprig from the hem of my trousers and quickly crouched down to remove it, straightening the tongue of my shoe while he was down there. I was conscious of the care and gentleness with which he touched me. It was as if he was comfortable, or at least familiar, about working with frail people. He had an aura of attentiveness that I’d witnessed before, so many times, among nurses and doctors. I didn’t dare ask him, however. I didn’t want to intrude on his privacy or, for that matter, have to explain myself or the circumstances that had led me to the question.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Thank you for helping me. I’m all okay now.’

I would have liked him to stay; his presence was reassuring. At the same time, I felt I should finish my outing the same way I’d started it: alone. It was my personal challenge for the day, and there was no reason why James should feel obliged to stay.

‘Did you want to walk down to the river with me?’ asked James. ‘Because I’m heading that way if you want the company.’

My relief was so immediate that I wanted to hug him. ‘That would be great,’ I said, as casually as I could. ‘I’m very slow, though. I’m getting over surgery and my leg’s a bit stuffed.’ I tried to make it sound as though it was no big deal and, thankfully, James didn’t ask for details. Again, I felt certain he must work in the medical profession. He had the familiar way of taking in information without offering further conversation.

The path was narrow and I followed him. He walked slowly and I had no trouble keeping up. As we walked, we attracted the attention of a fantail, which flew down and flitted from bush to branch, always a few steps ahead of us. We continued quietly, and at one point James stopped and scraped the earth beside the path with his heel, turning over the top soil and leaf litter. Immediately the fantail came down and skipped and dipped, its tail flicking as it looked for insects. I’d seen fantails so many times before and yet this one captured my attention because it was so light on the wing that it appeared almost weightless. It rose and fell, and darted, and jiggled, like paper carried on the wind. Nothing tied it down. Certainly not its body.

James and I moved on along the well-trodden and muddy path that wound through beech forest and ferns, leading us towards the river. We heard the surging torrent long before we saw it. The noise was muffled at first, a background to the heavy drops of rain that fell through the trees and the calls of birds, but as we got closer, and the bush canopy gave way to scrub and long grass, we could make out the distinctive sound of rapids.

An information panel by the viewing platform informed us that the original lookout had been created in the early 1900s, back when the glacier was still a magnificent spectacle, clearly visible from where we stood. Since our arrival, it had begun to rain heavily and cloud filled the valleys, obscuring the hills around us. The glacier, or what was left of it, was completely hidden, and yet it was hard to imagine that it could have been any more impressive than the torrent raging nearby. Upstream, the combination of floodwater and debris had created huge rapids that caught and spilled around the road bridge piers. Downstream, the river had broken the banks, covering the flats in a turbulent lake. Everywhere, trunks and branches carried down by the current swirled in eddies, caught in whirlpools of water that rose and fell, as if on a high boil. The noise was incredible; a sickening roar, and a grind of boulders, that made conversation difficult.

My attention returned to the bridge. Its appearance and scale were at odds with how I thought it should look. Whereas, on the day of our arrival, the superstructure had towered over the river, supported on massive concrete piers that, in some places, stood high and dry, it now struck me as flimsy and stunted, the road part dangerously close to the water. A lone car approached from the far side and, without slowing, drove onto the crossing. I was relieved not to be inside it. I’d travelled across the Ashburton bridge shortly after its reopening and experienced for myself the disconcerting slump towards its centre. But the river, then, had been relatively docile, flowing in clearly defined channels, and the structure itself had been tested for strength. Here, the bridge looked as if it could be swept away at any moment. In my mind I could feel it vibrating and thrumming, a prelude to imminent collapse.

‘It’s impressive,’ said James. ‘Such force.’

I could feel my heart racing and I must have shuddered, because he smiled and said something about how safe we were up on our little platform. I didn’t reply because no sooner had the words left his mouth than a swollen form swept passed us, and as it turned and tumbled in the waves, it revealed itself as a cow. Its belly and legs swayed in the flow, and then it rolled and disappeared, caught in a long rapid, its body merging with and sinking into the water. To my horror, another dead cow appeared, bumping and jostling along, caught in a mass of forest debris. It floated by as if on a raft made of branches. I’d never seen anything like it.

‘I read somewhere that they panic,’ said James.

‘What do you mean?’

‘When the water rises and closes in on a herd, some of the animals panic and run towards the flood. It happened on the Buller. Hundreds of cows washed downstream and ended up on the beaches.’

An image formed in my mind and I shut my eyes in an attempt to block it out. ‘Running towards the thing that frightens you.’ I spoke the words quietly, adding, ‘When you’re faced with the worst-case scenario it’s easier to get it over and done with quickly, even if you have to die to achieve that release.’

‘Are you talking cows or humans?’

I noticed that his gaze remained on me, as if trying to see beyond what I’d said. He was reading me and I had the feeling it was something he did often.

‘Cowards?’ It was a feeble attempt at a joke and to my relief he smiled, then looked back to the river, saying, ‘It’s mostly bush upstream of us, so there won’t be too many animals around. Probably a couple of stragglers, half-feral cattle. I come across them every now and again when I’m living up the valley and some of them look pretty wild. They’re quite intimidating, to tell the truth. Not good neighbours.’

Directly across the river was a strip of green pasture and I checked it now for signs of cattle. I was thankful that none appeared at the river’s edge; they must have been moved to higher ground.

‘I wouldn’t be surprised if they close the bridge if this rain keeps up,’ said James. ‘It’s definitely the wettest I’ve seen it for a while.’

‘But my husband’s driving back from Wānaka this morning.’

Maybe he heard the note of alarm in my voice because the next minute he told me the bridge was built to withstand floods, that even if it closed it would be only a temporary measure, just until the flow decreased. He sounded so calm that I believed him and instantly felt better.

We stood transfixed by the river, watching in silence, and eventually, by mutual agreement, we turned and began retracing our footsteps. As we walked, I wished that I had something interesting to say, some casual anecdote that might make James regard me as something more than a clumsy woman who fell over in the mud. I scanned my memory for a story I’d read in the paper or Forest & Bird, and when that failed, tried to come up with an interesting observation of my own. My mind wouldn’t cooperate and after a few, awkward moments, I tried to recall an interesting fact about bridges. I was about to mention my Ashburton experience, but managed to stop myself just in time. I didn’t want to get into all that hospital stuff. Far better to ask James about his camp.

‘What do you do, up your valley?’

I expected him to say something along the lines of possum trapping or, maybe, panning for gold, so I was caught off guard by his reply.


‘I’m looking for the South Island kōkako.’

I must have hesitated because next minute we were standing still, facing each other, drops of water dripping off the tips of our noses.

‘They’re extinct, though, aren’t they?’

James gave me a look that I found difficult to interpret, though I suspect it may have meant, ‘Here we go.’

‘It’s a bit murky, that’s for sure.’

We set off again but I wasn’t satisfied with his answer and so pushed for more.

‘You’re half right. They were considered extinct until ten years ago but now it’s been altered to “data deficient”. Some people, including Kendrick, believe they’re still around. Sightings come in quite often and Kendrick reckons he saw one.’

It was difficult to imagine Mr Kendrick as someone who spent time in the backcountry. He didn’t strike me as the tramping type. James added, ‘It was some time ago — back in his youth. He was exploring one of the remote valleys, looking for gold apparently, when he spotted a large grey bird grubbing about on the ground. He’s convinced kōkako are still out there.’

‘But it sounds like that sighting took place in the 1970s or 1980s.’

‘Yeah, he doesn’t go out anymore, but there have been various reports since then. Enough for researchers to think there’s a possibility they might exist. There’s even been a reward offered.’

‘Do you think you’ll find one?’

James didn’t answer and I realised too late that I may have offended him.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to question what you’re doing. I was curious what you thought your chances were, that’s all. I’ve never even seen or heard a North Island kōkako, though I hope to, one day.’

‘Well, Kendrick has employed me over the summer, and I’ve got recording monitors set up around the camp, so I guess I’ll have a better idea in another couple of months. I can’t rule it out — though, at this stage, I’ve not come across any signs, so perhaps I’m chasing a ghost. Who knows?’

The way he skirted the question, offering no definite answer, was, again, familiar. The lack of certainty, or was it commitment, reminded me of the medical experts I’d talked to during the past year. Many times I’d sought reassurance, only to have left a consultant’s room feeling less certain and hopeful than when I entered. Not that the doctors had been morbidly pessimistic, but they had a tendency to frame their remarks in negative terms. If I wanted to hear the ways in which I might be improving, I’d be told that there was still a long way to go, or that I was not ‘out of the woods yet’. Less an acknowledgement of how far I’d come than a warning. Every step of progress was equalled by some new hurdle that I hadn’t anticipated. I realised, very late, that the destination of a cure was always going to be out of reach. Just like James, and his kōkako, the answer was always in the future. The best I could hope for was a ‘better idea’, never the end result.

We had been walking all the while, drawing closer to the carpark, and now we caught glimpses of the hotel through the trees. The contrast between the untamed forest and the clean outlines of the building gave the scene a fairy-tale quality, and it occurred to me that the hotel must have been an incredible sight in its heyday, during the 1910s and 1920s, with its gleaming façade, elegant entrance and deep verandas, surrounded by formal gardens. I could picture the wealthier guests wandering the grounds — the women in their elegant silk dresses chatting among themselves and pausing, now and again, to smell the roses as they wandered by. The men in tweed, walking stiffly with their hands clasped behind their backs like aristocrats doing the rounds at a garden party, stopping every now and then to survey the gleaming mountain tops towering above, the high clouds and the shifting weather. Some of the guests, I supposed, would hire private guides to lead them up onto the glacier. I’d seen images of women in white blouses and long woollen skirts, their faces obscured by large-brimmed and veiled hats that sat on their heads like meringues, walking along steps cut into the ice with only an alpenstock for support. If they were scared of slipping, their expressions in those faded black-and-white photographs didn’t show it. To my eyes, every one of them looked happy and relaxed, invigorated by their icy adventure, basking in their surroundings, enjoying the freedom that came with the outdoors. How funny to think that none of them were frenetically recording themselves on phones, or hellbent on sharing their experience with an audience. There was no suggestion that they were performing. And yet they might have been. Everyone does, don’t they? Even me. Especially me.

The track began to widen, and as we arrived at the spot where I’d fallen, I was relieved to see that the Subaru had gone. I must have been mentally preparing for the problem of getting back over the barrier, anticipating that I might have to call on James for support. Despite our walk, he was still a stranger, not someone I could take for granted. Asking for help was still unfamiliar territory. The fear of being a burden pervaded even encounters of little consequence.

Relieved that I didn’t need assistance, I squeezed through easily, barely breaking my step. The wide-open space of the carpark tore at the intimacy that had developed between us in the more enclosed, deep-green bush environment, and I suddenly felt self-conscious, aware of my physical awkwardness, and a formality grew between us. Just as we were reaching the hotel entrance, James cleared his throat and mumbled that he’d forgotten something, and that he needed to quickly nip down to the village to collect it. He didn’t offer any details and I wondered if he was simply worried that I might insist he join me for lunch, and was looking for some kind of escape. But then I had also been planning my own escape, though escape is probably too strong a word. More a gentle retreat. I was tired and my leg was aching. My thigh felt full, like a sponge that had become waterlogged, and I desperately wanted to go and lie down. I no longer wished for company, but needed to be by myself, to enjoy an hour’s quiet before Curtis’s return. Much as I had welcomed James’s companionship, I didn’t need it to be prolonged. As we went our separate ways I believe both of us gave a little sigh of relief.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

I wriggled about on the bed, trying to find a spot where I was comfortable. During my long illness I’d been unable to place any weight on my affected leg and so I could neither sleep nor sit normally. As a result, I’d spent months slumped onto my left side, and developed a bed sore on my ear, where it pressed against pillows and cushions. My left shoulder and elbow grew tired from supporting my weight when I tried to sit up or eat, and I suffered from painful tendonitis. In fact, my whole body became lopsided and painful and it had been a welcome relief when I eventually learnt that I could sleep on my back with my legs drawn up at the knees. The first time I fell asleep in that position had been a fluke. I was simply so exhausted I drifted off while doing an A–Z. I’m not sure how long I stayed asleep but when I awoke with a start I was reminded of the few times I’d fallen asleep while breastfeeding Hannah and jolted upright, terrified that I’d let her slip from my arms.

My discomfort was worse in the months following surgery. Not only did I have a long, painful wound but I had to endure months of being hooked up to various drains and IV antibiotics. A length of tube ferried serous fluid from my tumour cavity to a large bottle by my side, while a thinner tube through my arm and into my chest carried antibiotics from a pouch at my waist. At night all these tubes, bottles, the electric vacuum battery units and pouch, had to be arranged around me on the bed and floor. If I wanted to change my position I had to first ensure that all the tubes were running free so as not to tug or tangle them. Because I was always scared of dislodging, or pinching, or otherwise damaging these lifelines, I could never relax or give in to long, uninterrupted sleep.

Now that I was free to move and stretch and spread out, I embraced every centimetre of the mattress available to me, while doing my best to ignore the fact that I was still uncomfortable, and in pain. I tried to distract myself with an A–Z. The topic: things I would miss when I was dead. Autumn, beaches … dogs, and then back to Curtis. No ‘E’ came to mind but I continued on with friends, gardens, haystacks. ‘I’ flummoxed me. My mind fixed on ingrown toenails and no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t shake it.

As I scrabbled to come up with an alternative, or even a word beginning with ‘E’, I rebuked myself for choosing such a maudlin topic. Why did I always wind up thinking about death when I was alone? And not only my own death but the deaths of others — family members, friends, teachers, even total strangers I had read about in the newspaper. My thoughts zoned in on anyone who had died from cancer, particularly those who had rare cancers. I was also obsessed with solo mothers. Just as my grandmother had said goodbye to her children, I imagined these poor women drawing their kids close and the terrible heartache of preparing them for life without a mother. I hated the way I was drawn to their stories and yet I read every one of them. Each encounter would leave me upset but also full of gratitude. Not because I was fortunate enough to still be alive but because my own daughter, Hannah, was old enough to comprehend the disease and fend for herself.

I was powerless against my increasingly morbid thoughts and even as they wearied me, I returned to them, numbering all my relatives who had died and noting their age when they did so. My problem was that, despite my successful treatment, nothing had changed: in my head I was still dying. I was certain of it. Death lived within me, occupying a space I hadn’t known existed until I became ill. I could bore myself rigid thinking about it and yet I couldn’t kick myself of the habit. I was running towards it. Ingrown toenails. Dying. Easter eggs. Dying … Islands.

I hoped Curtis would return soon. His holiday had been cut short by one night but we’d make up for it. Although it was raining heavily, there were still things we could do together. Things that old people enjoyed: a game of chess, resting next to each other on the bed, taking turns making cups of coffee, bitching about the world, remembering the past, sharing our pride in Hannah. We were happy to talk about food and favourite meals until our mouths watered and our stomachs rumbled. Recently we’d found a renewed passion for chocolate mint slice and could argue for hours, it seemed, about whether the chocolate base should or should not include coconut. Talking about slice would remind us of the first Covid lockdown, when flour had become scarce and glacé cherries had disappeared from the shelves. We had no need for glacé cherries, hadn’t baked with them for years — since giving up Christmas cake — and yet they became our measure of the state of the world. We’d remember that the green cherries reappeared months before the red. And we still didn’t buy them, because we didn’t want them. But we wouldn’t forget that they’d been missing.

The sound of the generator reached me in waves: it settled into the background, then surged, filling the air. The rain did the same. One moment it was a gentle pitter-patter on the roof and the next it hammered down, roaring like the wind, and then was gone. I tried to figure out how much rain needed to fall before the hotel flooded. It had flooded before, and I could imagine the water creeping up through the bush and across the lawn until it lapped against the veranda and entrance stairs. Up here on the top floor I would be safe, unless the whole building rose up on its foundations and floated away, joining the bloated cattle on their passage to the sea.
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CHAPTER NINE

Ingrid was sitting alone at a table, empty plates in front of her, when I entered the dining area for a late lunch. She saw me and waved, then signalled me over. I’d barely reached her side when she said, ‘I suppose you’ve heard?’

I shrugged, ‘No. What?’

‘The road’s closed. Between here and Wānaka, and parts of Central, too. Apparently, there’re several large slips and washouts. Even a bridge, I think. George is up in our room trying to find out more. But it doesn’t look good.’

My thoughts went to Curtis. He was out there somewhere, driving through the storm. I hadn’t heard from him.

Trying to sound calmer than I felt, I replied, ‘I hadn’t heard anything. I went out for a walk this morning.’

Ingrid looked slightly amused that I’d been wandering around in the rain but didn’t ask where I’d gone. Instead, she launched into a news story from ten years ago about a young tourist couple whose campervan had been swept away in a landslide while travelling over the Haast Pass. Parts of their vehicle had been located in the river below; floodwaters carried the rest out to sea. Eventually, human remains washed up on the beach. ‘It was awful,’ she said. ‘Tragic. Imagine the poor parents.’

I could imagine the parents, but I tried to push the image from my mind as I asked if anyone was trapped on the road? I could hear the note of concern in my voice.

‘Today? I don’t think so, why?’

I was too distracted to answer, already messaging Curtis, wanting to know if he was safe.

‘Sorry,’ I came back, ‘Curtis — that’s my husband — was driving back from Wānaka this morning and I haven’t heard from him.’

‘Don’t worry, he’ll be fine,’ said Ingrid. ‘They monitor the roads closely when the weather’s bad. It’s not like the olden days.’

Her words comforted me but I continued to glance at my phone, hoping for a reply.

‘Why don’t you sit down?’

I did as she suggested, placing my phone on the table where I could see it.

‘The food here’s not too bad,’ said Ingrid.

I wasn’t hungry. In fact, I wasn’t sure why I’d even come down for lunch. I think it was because I could keep an eye on the hotel entrance from the dining room, and so could see Curtis when he came in. He knew me well enough to know that I’d be looking out for him. It was something I did, as if by watching the door I could make him appear more quickly.

‘I grew up around here,’ continued Ingrid. ‘My parents ran a haulage company but we moved to Christchurch when I started high school. I hated Christchurch and wanted to come back to my friends.’

‘And did you?’


‘No, I met George and ended up in Dunedin. That was a lifetime ago. Ancient history.’

I gazed down at my screen but there was nothing from Curtis.

‘Reception’s terrible,’ said Ingrid. ‘It’s even worse when it’s cloudy, I’ve noticed.’

At that very instant my phone pinged. Excusing myself, I opened the message: ‘Bad news. Road closed. Heading back to Wānaka. Will call when I reach civilisation. Don’t worry.’

‘Is it your husband?’ asked Ingrid.

I nodded and she smiled at me, then said, ‘You know what? I think I’ll have a glass of wine. There’s not much else to do on a day like this. What do you think?’

I hadn’t even had lunch. What’s more, I never drank at lunchtime, now rarely drank at all, but for some reason I didn’t want to appear judgemental or, worse, like some boring old stick in the mud, so I agreed and followed Ingrid through to the lounge. We took a spot close to the fire, watching quietly as Zac finished feeding logs into the flames. It was warm and quiet; the only other guest was the young woman, tapping away on her computer, oblivious to our presence.

‘She’s writing a novel.’ Ingrid gestured with her glass towards the woman.

‘How do you know?’

‘I asked her. She was here when we arrived, always by the window, banging away and frowning, so I went up and asked her.’

‘Oh. You’ve talked to her? She always looks so busy—’

‘It’s her thirtieth.’

‘Really? She doesn’t look it.’

‘No. Thirtieth novel. She creates fan fiction based on the female characters in classic movies — westerns mostly — and publishes them on the net. That’s what she told me, anyway.’

‘Do you believe her?’


Ingrid looked puzzled by my remark, almost offended.

‘I don’t think she was kidding. She didn’t seem like the joking type but I didn’t ask her for proof. Maybe I should have done?’

‘I’d love to know how it works.’

Ingrid shook her head. ‘I should have asked her name, then we could have googled her,’ she said, after a moment’s thought. ‘Shall I go and find out?’

I glanced across at the woman and was tempted to say yes, but she looked so wrapped up in her work that I took pity on her. ‘Maybe later,’ I said. ‘When she’s not working.’

‘Oh, she’s always writing,’ replied Ingrid. ‘I’ve never seen her stop. She’s like that character in The Shining. All work and no play!’

‘But not crazy, I hope.’

Ingrid leant in. ‘I bet she takes her laptop into the bathroom. And guess what?’

‘What?’

‘She works at the Reserve Bank. Bit of an all-round genius from what I can tell.’

I was beginning to feel quite light-headed even though I was still on my first glass. Ingrid, I noticed, had already emptied hers. ‘Another?’ she said, tipping her glass from side to side by its stem. I shook my head. ‘I should really eat something.’

‘Do you mind … ?’

‘No, go ahead,’ I replied.

While Ingrid got a refill, I picked up my phone and tried calling Curtis. After a few rings it went to voice mail. I tried to do the maths, working out how many hours he’d been on the road, and where he was now, but everything was surprisingly hazy. I didn’t know when he’d turned back and I had no idea what the road conditions were like. I took another sip to calm myself. ‘It will be all right,’ I said.

‘What will?’ Ingrid was back in her chair.


‘Sorry?’

‘What will be all right?’

‘Oh, I was talking to myself. Sorry.’

‘So,’ said Ingrid, ‘I was just chatting to Zac and he thinks we might be cut off from the south for a couple of days.’

‘God, it really is beginning to sound like The Shining!’

‘Yeah,’ laughed Ingrid, ‘but the good news is, the road to the north is still clear. And, better still, we might have electricity again by this evening.’

I thought about Curtis stuck in Wānaka. From his motel it would take around twelve hours to reach me if he had to drive over Arthur’s Pass, and then the same again to get home. Even if I could get a bus to Christchurch in the morning, it would be asking too much of him to fetch me. I could feel my heart begin to pound as I played out the scenarios in my mind. All I could think of was that I was stuck. Unless by some miracle the road cleared. But even then …

‘You okay?’ asked Ingrid.

‘Just thinking. Do you know if they have hire cars here?’

‘I’d be surprised if they did. Especially now, without the tourists.’

‘But there’s a bus?’

‘Well, usually, I think. I’ve no idea what happens when the road closes, but they probably send one down. I expect the desperate just hire helicopters.’

Everything I hated about travel — the worry, the uncertainty of disrupted schedules, the terrible customer service, the fear of never getting home, and of being stuck in a state of endless limbo — was playing out in my mind. My thoughts kept returning to the last time I’d been in Auckland, for work, and the lockdown had been announced, to go into effect at noon the following day. I’d been one of the lucky ones, with an air ticket already booked for the return journey, but nevertheless I’d spent a fretful night planning what to do if the flight was cancelled. Unable to sleep, I had made the mistake of checking travel sites, news feeds and Twitter, and by dawn I was a nervous wreck. Even Curtis’s calm presence during calls home failed to help. Right up until the moment the plane wheels left the tarmac I’d expected something to go wrong, and once up in the air I’d experienced such tremendous relief at having made it out. Now, it was happening all over again.

My phone rang and I snatched it up. ‘Hello?’

‘Hi, Mum.’

‘Hannah?’

‘Yeah, who else calls you Mum?’

‘Sorry. You caught me off guard, that’s all. I was expecting Curtis.’

‘Yeah, that’s why I’m calling. I just got off the phone with him and he sounded really pissed off.’

It was a relief to hear he was safe but seconds later I was miffed he hadn’t got in touch with me himself.

‘He was driving, on his way back to Wānaka, when I reached him,’ said Hannah. ‘His phone kept cutting out so I thought I’d phone you to find out what the deal is.’

It didn’t take long to explain the situation and Hannah, being Hannah, set aside my concerns and put a positive spin on events. Her ability to look on the bright side constantly amazed me and here she was, once more, putting me at ease. How lovely to have a bit of extra time to yourself, to spend as you want — doing anything or nothing. Dad, too. He’ll be fine, chilling out, watching the world go by, listening to his crap dad-music. When I suggested, somewhat dramatically, that I might be stuck for weeks, she responded, ‘Great. The longer the better. Unplug your phone, enjoy the peace and quiet. That’s what I’d do.’ She almost made me believe that I was lucky, that most people would give their eye teeth to be spending time in a beautiful retreat. She painted everything in such glowing terms that I felt guilty of nit-picking when I reminded her that my intention had been to go on holiday with Curtis, to spend time with him and to relax with him. Her comeback, which I couldn’t refute, was that I’d spent the entire year with him and now was as good a time as any to experience time alone without him. She loved time alone. For someone who was sociable and relaxed in company, Hannah had the special ability to spend days in contented solitude. Nothing fazed her. I should have been proud, and I was, but sometimes I wished she could feel sorry for me — just once in a while.
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CHAPTER TEN

Back in my room, I must have dozed off because when I looked out of the window it seemed as if the little remaining light had faded and everything felt close, pressing down on me. I didn’t move, and as I lay there, my dream came back to me, only this time I wasn’t drowning but trapped on a ledge and unsure whether or not to jump.

Awake again, I tried to figure out what I would do in real life. It was impossible to decide. Though I’d lost count of the number of times I’d had these nightmares, I still had no idea how I happened to be on the river in the first place.

I’d talked with Curtis before my nap. He was safe, back in Wānaka, and, as Hannah had said, pissed off. He’d left town after breakfast, as planned, and got over the Haast Pass, but then had been turned back by a landslide. On the return journey, he’d come across a new washout and been stuck in a queue of cars for several hours while fallen trees and mud debris were cleared. All in all, he’d been on the road for almost seven hours, only to wind up back where he started.

‘At least you’ve got a place to stay for the night,’ I said, trying to muster my positive, inner Hannah. ‘And your glasses.’

‘I guess so,’ he replied. ‘But I’d rather be with you.’

He was tired. I could tell from the tone of his voice that he’d had a long day and was in need of rest. Like me, he had already calculated the hours it would take to reach my hotel via the long, northern route over Arthur’s Pass. Before phoning me, he’d checked in with work and ascertained there was no way he could extend his leave. As we both knew, his senior management role at the airport was critical. Operations and infrastructure had been badly affected by Covid and it was his responsibility to juggle flight disruptions, staff shortages and all the other day-to-day problems that arose. If I wanted, he could try and get a flight to Christchurch or Hokitika, and then hire a car … I stopped him there. I was a grown-up, I reminded him, and I could look after myself.

It had required a degree of readjustment to think of myself again as a fully functioning adult. One of the first things I discovered when I became sick was how quickly I gave up the notion of being in control. I went from competent and decisive to being a passive observer. My only responsibility was to make sure I was in the right place at the right time so that other people could take charge of my health and do their job. To that extent, I vacated my body, leaving the skin and bones and muscle for others to fix while I got on with the job of living inside my head, detached and far away from the action. The only thing connecting my body and mind was pain, and, in a way, I was grateful for the reminder. Without it, I would have become a ghost, haunting my own self.

Cancer was such a full-time occupation that I had no room left in my head for getting better. That was a faraway concept which held no meaning. As long as I could continue to drift, and die without effort, I was content. It was the struggle I feared. Struggle required effort and energy and I couldn’t be bothered. In truth, I was mortified at how easily I entered a state of not caring about myself.

But now I was being forced by circumstances to take charge. It should be simple: go on the Internet, book a ticket, pack, leave. Go home.

So why was I so apathetic? What was holding me back? Since talking with Curtis, I hadn’t moved from my bed. I became aware of a shift in the air around me. It was only when I stood up and walked to the veranda door that I realised what had changed. It was quiet. The generator that had been throbbing away in the background had stopped. When I looked out over the property, I could see columns of mist rising up through the wet, darkened trees, and the whole scene reminded me of a traditional Japanese landscape painting. Calmness overcame me, and I remained in that dreamlike state as I had a shower and went down for dinner, arriving at the foot of the stairs just as Ingrid and her husband were leaving the building, pulling suitcases behind them.

As I drifted by, unobserved, they headed through the main doors, and down the stairs, their cases bumping noisily behind them. It was only when I sat down at my usual table by the veranda doors that I came to my senses and realised I should have gone after them, asked where they were going. Perhaps I could have persuaded them to take me with them, at least as far as Hokitika. It was as if I had let them slip away on purpose.

I’d served myself from the buffet and was still thinking about my stupidity when Mr Kendrick walked in, deep in conversation with the genius writer. They made an odd couple: him a Scottish laird in his tweed and tartan, her in a flouncy dress and laced ankle boots, the very image of a character from Little House on the Prairie. I wondered what they could be talking about, what common ground they shared, and then felt ashamed for judging them.


Minutes later another group filed in, middle-aged like me and dressed in a range of expensive-looking outdoor wear. If Curtis had been with me, I’m sure he would have muttered something about ‘Wānaka types’ or possibly ‘Forest and Bird types’, and I would have had to remind him that we were members of Forest and Bird, and had been for the past twenty years, so what did that make us? His comeback would have been along the lines of ‘Yeah, but we’re different’. How were we different? I’d want to know. He wouldn’t have bothered to reply but the unspoken answer might have been ‘less phoney’ or even, at a pinch, ‘better than’, when in fact we were just the same. Admitting that would have made Curtis uncomfortable. In his mind, he was still the boy from Balclutha, despite living in North Taieri and drawing a 100k salary for the past ten years.

The new arrivals took the long table against the wall, then went to the buffet and filled their plates with mounds of food which they began to pick from as they walked back to their seats. They all drank alcohol. That seemed unusual. At least half of my friends had given up booze in recent years and from what I’d read, it was a common trend, yet looking at that group you wouldn’t have known.

I could feel myself becoming fixated on them, silently counting the number of times they raised their glasses, refilled them or ordered more. Two of the men drank quickly, as if they were thirsty. Their glasses were no sooner emptied than they were full again. Furthest away from them was an older man who appeared less outdoorsy than the others, and who sat on his drink. He barely sipped from his wine but poured himself water from the jug in front of him. He must be the designated driver, I thought. His manner was far less relaxed than that of his companions; there was an atmosphere of nervous tension around him. He checked his watch, as if counting down to something important. He barely took part in the conversation and spoke only when addressed directly. I couldn’t hear what he was saying but I got the feeling he was someone the others turned to, or deferred to, some kind of leader or expert.

A large family group straggled in, four adults and the same number of teenagers. The adults claimed another of the larger tables but the teenagers appeared reluctant to join them. The kids scanned the dining area, their expressions a mixture of boredom, irritation and scorn. One of them met my gaze and a look of contempt spread across his face. He turned to his brother — or cousin, or friend — and whispered something and his companion nodded. Together, they turned and left the room, followed by the girls. One of the adults, a woman my age, hurried after them but soon returned looking flustered and upset, as though she’d been the victim of a good telling-off. I felt sorry for her but was already aware of another arrival, James.

In keeping with the slightly theatrical comings and goings of the previous half-hour, he was wearing a faded short-sleeved Hawaiian shirt over a striped long-sleeved thermal. Stranger still was his western-style belt buckle, cut out to spell the name ‘BRAD’ in capital letters. I would have liked to compliment him on his style, but after smiling in greeting, I watched as he joined Mr Kendrick and the genius writer. Had the three of them been seated individually their style would have been noteworthy for its uniqueness and nothing more. Seated together, however, they were one of the weirdest-looking trios I’d ever seen.

There was no reason to expect that James would sit with me, but seeing him deep in conversation with Mr Kendrick and the writer served to heighten my sense of solitude and isolation. I felt self-conscious, sitting alone, and as soon as I could I left my table and went through to the lounge, where I was pleased to discover I had the entire room to myself, and was able to bag a chair by the fire. I was settled in for the evening, soaking in the warmth, when Zac appeared at my elbow, informing me that the room had been booked for a private function, but that I was welcome to stay as long as I didn’t mind sharing the space. I was about to ask what sort of function but he’d already turned away and was busy arranging furniture into a semi-circle around a chair. He then ushered in the large group from the dining room.

No one noticed me, or, if they did, they ignored me. The slightly nervous man took the central chair and tapped his glass, then cleared his throat. From where I sat, I could hear everything he said, and yet I could understand nothing. His language was completely foreign to me; it sounded like a strange mixture of Italian, Spanish, German and French. He spoke slowly and clearly but it made no difference because it was all unintelligible, as if completely made up. I kept listening, trying to focus on the sounds and rhythm, noticing after a while that there seemed to be certain repetitions and patterns — words that ended with ‘o’, for example, or started with ‘mal’ — but still I couldn’t isolate the source of the language. It didn’t lull me with its tone. Unlike Italian or Russian, which seemed so beautiful to my ears, this language didn’t flow. It had to be a language associated with non-human life forms, like Elvish or Klingon.

I was still mulling it over when Mr Kendrick burst into the room, followed by the writer and James. Rather than take a seat quietly in the back with the others, Mr Kendrick strode right up to the speaker, shook his hand and turned to welcome the group of ‘Esperanto aficionados’, who sat staring at him in surprise. ‘It’s wonderful to see you all again,’ he said, ‘and I’m particularly looking forward to tonight’s reading, which Owen informs me is Katherine Mansfield’s The Garden Party, or should I say, La ĝardenisto.’

‘La ĝardenfesto,’ corrected the still-nervous Owen.

‘Festo!’ repeated Mr Kendrick. ‘Lovely. Bonvolu daŭrigi!’

It was all so unexpected and bizarre that I almost giggled. It was lucky I was alone. If Curtis or Hannah had been with me we would all have been coughing and choking, trying not to laugh out loud. As it was, I had to bite my lip and try not to meet the eyes of anyone else in the room. I was dying to see what James was making of it, if he was as amazed as I was, but was too afraid to catch his eye. At the same time, I was disturbed by a rather ungracious thought that passed through my mind, directed towards the writer whose novels were based around women in classic westerns. I think I may have murmured, ‘Beat that, you genius’ more loudly than I intended.

There was no way I was leaving the room now, and I snuggled deeper into my chair waiting for the reading to begin. Unless Owen had picked up some sheets of paper and cleared his throat, I might not have picked that he had started the story itself. But then, as I listened more carefully, I identified the names of the characters: Laura the teenage daughter, Sheridan her family name, and then Sadie and Jose. I wished I had the text in front of me so I could try and follow the thread. I was familiar enough with the narrative to remember its rough outline — the preparation for the party, the setting up of the marquee, the death of the cart driver and the visit to the widow’s house — but I couldn’t recall any details, and I became more and more lost as the story continued, and was caught off guard when Owen suddenly stopped speaking; I hadn’t anticipated that he’d reached the end.

His reading had been fluent and the words sounded far more natural than those he’d spoken before the reading. Who had translated the story? Was the translation any good? All I knew was that I’d enjoyed it and I clapped loudly with the others, causing Owen to blush.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

Checkout was at ten and yet I’d done nothing to organise my transport out of town. Since waking, the only thing I’d managed to achieve was a growing sense of anger directed at Ingrid and her husband. Their departure, taking place at such an unusual hour, right as I was going in to dinner, struck me as sneaky. I blamed them for abandoning me at the hotel. I felt they owed me an explanation.

It was approaching nine and I was still in bed. I could feel the day getting away from me and, scared of what lay ahead, I phoned down to reception to see if I could prolong my stay until I could organise transport. To my immense relief, I was told it was no problem. Two large groups had cancelled due to the road closure and it was doubtful others would get through until it opened. I could stay where I was as long as I liked; I didn’t even have to move rooms. In fact, I didn’t have to get out of bed. It was all so simple that I became overwhelmed and almost cried, much to my embarrassment. I was in such haste to get off the phone that I didn’t ask about the state of the road repairs, or even if there was a bus service out of town.

The breakfast things were being cleared away by the time I made it downstairs just before ten. I would have been earlier — I’m normally quick to shower and dress — but I had been on the phone to Curtis, assuring him I was safe and happy, and that everything was under control. The confidence in my tone seemed to work, and so after a slight pause I mentioned that I’d decided to stay on, rather than hurry home. To my amusement, he seemed relieved. I think he was glad to know that I was settled in and comfortable, resting rather than stressing about trying to organise the long journey back to Dunedin. His own plans for the day were straightforward: he would return home and catch up on work and overdue emails.

‘Do you miss me?’ I asked, though I already knew the answer.

‘No, not really.’

‘Same,’ I said.

What we said about not missing each other was true but it didn’t reflect poorly on our relationship. Before I got sick, we were both happily independent; it defined our marriage. One of us would often be away, travelling for work, and we enjoyed busy lives and careers. Time together was a welcome addition, but not something we clung to.

Hannah has carried on the tradition in her own relationships. For the past year she has been seeing a student she met at a concert eighteen months ago. They live in separate towns and, from what I can tell, have hooked up only four or five times. Yet they talk often over Zoom and neither of them feels under any obligation to take things further or to relocate. Hannah told me that if it happens it happens, and when I asked if she ever felt lonely, she said no. Her friends were close by, and she had me and Curtis, so there was no problem on that score. ‘What happens if I cark it?’ I asked once, because I was truly curious.


‘You won’t,’ she said.

‘But what if I do?’ I insisted.

‘I don’t know. I could get a pot plant, I suppose. Something to stick in the corner to remind me of you.’

Her answer made me laugh. It was what I deserved. I imagine there were other substitutes for me that might make the final cut before a peace lily: subscriptions to streaming services, concert tickets, even gym memberships. What she really wanted was an apartment above a bakery in the centre of town: a place where she could hang out and watch movies and then nip downstairs to stock up on pastries when hunger struck.

I was thinking about cake as I wandered around the village, still feeling hungry after missing out on the cooked breakfast. Many of the shops and cafés were closed; some permanently, others on reduced hours, weekend only. The absence of foreign travellers had hit the place hard. Where there should have been tour buses lining the carparks, there were weeds spreading through cracks in the asphalt. Traffic and pedestrians were absent, and a sense of stillness hovered over the main road, giving the impression that I’d stumbled into some kind of ghost town.

My intention, apart from finding food, was to head to the visitor centre and book my trip home, but as I approached the i-SITE my attention was diverted by the appearance of James and the writer leaving a café. They were walking together, travelling in the same direction as me, and my first thought was not that they were deep in animated conversation, or that the writer was dressed in dungarees, but that they both displayed an easy gait, something I hadn’t fully appreciated while walking with James on the loop track. There was nothing stiff about their bodies; their shoulders and hips swayed easily. I became increasingly aware of my own lurching, lopsided gait as I tried, and failed, to keep pace with them.

In movies, trailing private detectives are forced to go to ridiculous lengths to remain unobserved. They turn into doorways, hide behind columns or perform a complete about-face until the danger of being spotted passes. I simply stumbled along, falling further and further behind as James and the writer headed towards the edge of town. On more than one occasion I lost sight of them and was forced to take a break, and catch my breath. I imagined them passing me on their way back from wherever they were going. The conversation would go something like:

Me: I’m just going for a walk to the bridge to check out the river.

Them: Oh, we were just there but now we’re returning to the hotel.

Writer: Yeah, we stood on the bridge for ages taking in the view. It gave me a good idea for a story, actually. Have you ever seen The Wild Bunch? The scene where the bridge blows up and all the horses and riders fall into the river? Well, that would be my starting point — but with women, obviously.

Me: How much further to the bridge?

Them, together: Two minutes.

Just then, a group of people I hadn’t noticed came from behind and parted into two streams either side of me, before continuing down the footpath ahead. I felt like a boulder stuck mid-stream in a fast-flowing river and it was all I could do not to call out in protest. I wanted them to notice me, to acknowledge that their actions had had an effect on me, that I felt humiliated. I’d recognised them as they flowed past; it was the Esperanto group and I watched, panting, as they veered away into the community hall.

By the time I finally reached the hall I’d figured out what to say. I was alarmed at how fed-up and angry I was. Did I really think it was normal and okay to yell out, ‘Hey there, what’s Esperanto for asshole?’ It was so unlike me to come up with something so belligerent that I found myself laughing, muttering the words under my breath in my best American accent. Hey, asshole! I very nearly stopped to look up the translation on my phone and might have done so except I imagined how I would look, and that was enough to stop me from becoming that person. If I’d learnt anything during the past year of hospital appointments, emergency department visits and days and nights on the ward, it was that I never wanted to be that person, no matter how desperate I was.

Fortunately, thanks to my unreliable memory, by the time I was past the community hall I’d forgotten about the Esperanto group and was focused on the path beneath my feet. Before my operation I had no real interest in lichens, noticing them primarily when I walked around graveyards. As I paused to read headstones, I was aware of all the different types spreading in neat little circles across the weathered stonework. But after my surgery, once I began to walk again, I became fixated on the lichens growing on the pavement outside my house. The effort required to walk was all-encompassing and I was forced to look at my feet, concentrating with all my might as I placed my crutches and stepped carefully, one foot forward, then the other beside it. Every step seemed to land either next to, or on, a patch of lichen. And every day it was as if the lichens symbolised my own painful progress. If I’d been asked to name a spirit animal during those weeks of walking from one letterbox to the next, always trying to better my previous day’s distance, I would not have hesitated before offering ‘lichen’.

Here, there was much more moss than lichen, and in places the footpath was slippery. Silently, I berated myself for leaving my stick behind. Not only would it have been useful but it would have made people like those in the Esperanto group act with more consideration before surging past. Yes, everyone hates a slow walker blocking the way but, as a newly admitted limping walker myself, I appreciated the symbolism of a stick. It forced people to acknowledge my disability, and encouraged them to be considerate and remember their own frailties. It acted as a warning, if nothing else.

It seemed to take forever but suddenly I caught sight of the bridge and picked up my pace. I’d overdone it on my walk the previous day, and now it was only the sight of James and the writer that kept me going. Maybe I was also propelled forward by vanity. I needed to show people that I was independent and capable, after all.

James spotted me first, and to my delight and relief waved, then walked towards me, taking my elbow as he guided me to the passing bay where the writer stood. Because of the road closure, there was no traffic.

‘You know Ella?’ asked James as we drew near to where the writer was leaning over the railings.

‘Ella? No, I haven’t been introduced but I’ve seen her in the hotel,’ I replied. ‘She’s a writer, I think.’

‘Yeah, that’s right.’

Was he making a pun? Try as I might, I couldn’t think of a witty reply so concentrated on my walking, trying to disguise my limp as best I could.

When we stood beside Ella, I introduced myself. She took a moment to respond, and I had the impression she was looking me over, or was unsure what to make of me, but once she was satisfied she visibly relaxed and said, ‘Isn’t this great?’ She indicated the muddy brown torrent that roared beneath us. ‘There’s so much energy, it’s thrilling.’

When I turned my attention to the water, I felt a kind of vertigo, and reached out to the railing to steady myself before I lost my balance. Though it was no longer raining, the water level was above the banks, and shallow lakes had pooled along the fenceline of the paddocks. There were no cows bobbing in the water but when I mentioned this, Ella informed me I’d just missed one. ‘It was blown up like crazy, with its legs pointing into the air. It was almost like a four-poster bed.’ She nudged me, and continued, ‘Not that I’ve ever slept in a four-poster.’

I was puzzled by the last remark but fortunately James changed the subject, telling us that at least the remnants of the old landfill downstream had escaped the worst of the flooding. A few years before, sections of the dump had washed away leaving debris along the river and coast.

‘It was a real mess,’ said James. ‘I took time off and came out to help. Volunteers and locals had been picking shredded plastic out of the rocks and undergrowth for weeks by the time I arrived, but there was still a mass of rubbish. I could only stay a few days but even so it was soul-destroying work.’

We all gazed at the river in silence, hypnotised by its surging stream, and then James asked, ‘Are you going to the movie tonight?’

The introduction of a completely unrelated topic caught me off guard.

‘The Esperanto group is showing a movie,’ he explained.

‘In Esperanto? I didn’t even know Esperanto films existed.’

‘Well, they’re probably quite niche,’ said Ella. ‘Maybe not your thing. It’s from the sixties, with William Shatner, pre-Captain Kirk. I haven’t seen it but I’ve heard about it. I’m definitely going because—’

‘—it might be inspiration for a story?’ I interrupted.

She gave me a sharp look, then said, ‘What do you mean?’

‘Nothing, sorry. Got confused, thinking about movies.’

She looked unconvinced, but let it pass. ‘It sounds like it could be fun, though, the film. An Esperanto Captain Kirk and all that.’

‘Hope it has subtitles,’ I joked. ‘That Katherine Mansfield reading went right over my head. Her father worked in a bank, didn’t he?’


From the corner of my eye I thought I saw James’s mouth twitch, but he remained silent.

‘What?’ said Ella.

‘Sorry. I’m rambling, aren’t I? I’m tired, that’s all.’

A large tree branch rolled out from under the bridge and caught on a mass of debris that had lodged against a huge boulder. Something about the branch with its smaller forked ‘arms’ made me think of a human, and then made me think of myself. The branch tipped and turned and the spot where the ‘head’ might have been, had it been me, went underwater and didn’t surface. I felt myself shudder and gripped the railing, trying to allow the fear to pass. Then I saw the log again and all I could think of was being unable to breathe, of slowly drowning, and of feeling terrified. I shuddered again.

‘You okay?’ asked James. ‘Are you cold?’

‘I’m really good, thanks.’

‘You sure?’

‘It’s intimidating, isn’t it? The river.’

James nodded, then turned his gaze upstream. ‘It will be a while before I go back to camp.’ He stared at the cloud-covered hills, and said something about a heavy rain warning. ‘I’m better off here,’ he said. ‘Attending to business.’

I couldn’t follow his meaning. His tone implied he was talking about a matter deeper than logistics or physical comfort. Perhaps the sensitivity and attentiveness I’d witnessed during our previous walk stemmed not from a life as a caregiver or medical professional but from personal experience — something to do with mental health. I remembered how I’d joked that he didn’t look like a hermit, and wished I hadn’t.

Ella looked ready to leave and I didn’t want to hold them up so I made an excuse about needing to phone home and check in with Curtis.

‘Who’s Curtis?’ asked Ella.


‘My husband. We were meant to be on holiday — maybe you saw him when we arrived? In the lounge? He had to leave … long story. Boring.’

‘Maybe I did?’ said Ella. ‘I’m not good at noticing stuff like that, sometimes.’

‘You were probably busy.’

‘Yeah. But nice that you do things together.’

Why did that sound odd? I couldn’t tell if it was some general observation about marriage, or something more specific — or maybe something else completely. Fortunately, James came to the rescue. ‘Will you come to the movie with us? We can walk together.’

‘I’m too slow.’

‘No, you’re not. We’ll meet you in the foyer at seven and take it easy. It will be entertaining, I reckon.’

‘Better be,’ said Ella.

Goodness knows what that meant, but I agreed.

I watched them walk back across the bridge, heading towards town. They were so steady on their feet. I wanted to call after them, impress upon them the need to treasure such good health, but I simply turned back to the river and imagined drowning again.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

I didn’t get up for dinner. On the way back from the bridge I’d stopped at the superette to buy bread rolls and some cheese and had fallen into conversation with a fellow customer who quickly identified herself as a local motelier. When I mentioned I’d been out walking, and down to the river, she’d remarked that the rain was nowhere near as bad as it had been a few years earlier, when water had run through town.

‘That was scary,’ she said as she checked the best-before dates on the loaves. ‘I’ve been here for thirty years and I’ve never seen the water come up so quickly. Our place is on high ground but some of the others weren’t so lucky. One of the hotels was badly affected, water everywhere. But, you know, everyone pulled together. It’s what you do in a place like this.’

‘So you think we’re out of danger?’

She looked at me as if I was crazy, but then her face softened. ‘Danger? This is nothing. Power’s back, and the road will reopen before you know it. Just enjoy the peace and quiet. You look like you need a rest, if you don’t mind me saying.’

She was right. By the time I got back to my room, I was completely worn out and only managed to pick at my food before going to lie down. My leg ached. It felt like it belonged to an old, well-loved and frequently repaired teddy bear: a mixture of lumpy stuffing, hollow sections and thick, roughly stitched seams.

It had been six months since my first surgery, the one to remove the tumour. Almost five months had passed since the second round of surgeries, those dealing with the post-operative infections. And still my leg felt like an appendage that belonged to someone, or something, other than me. There was no sense of harmony between us. We were ill-met travellers forced, by circumstance, to tag along on the same journey. I wished my leg would leave me alone, and go away. I dreamt of having a break, one pain-free day, where I could forget my body and all its limitations. If only I could unscrew my leg and set it aside for a while, and then, maybe, come back for it once I was ready.

My desire to get rid of my leg made little sense, because for months leading up to my surgery I had been plagued by thoughts of amputation. Like anybody, I’d googled my condition and then become fixated on accounts describing amputation as a valid option. I was constantly preparing for the worst: the day my doctor would sit me down before breaking the news that my leg couldn’t be saved. Day after day, I searched out YouTube clips of amputees. It was something I did in secret, without telling Curtis or Hannah. It felt shameful, the need for hope provided by one-legged role models. From accident victims to returned servicemen to paralympians to children recovering from terrible illnesses, I watched them all and although my admiration for the people on my screen grew by the day so, too, did my sense of hopelessness and isolation.

I still felt it. Disability as a form of loneliness that extended far beyond self-pity. A sadness that was manageable when alone, removed from the world, but unbearably painful when faced with happy, able-bodied people, moving around at ease. It wasn’t loss; it was loneliness.

‘You’re a good body. You’ve done well.’

I gave my leg a pat, feeling it twitch under my touch like a dog receiving praise.

‘You’re okay. It’s okay. You’re a good leg. Good leg. It’s okay.’
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

‘It’s so exciting, going to a movie,’ I said, trying to keep pace with James and Ella as we headed through the village. We passed the information centre and seeing it reminded me that I hadn’t gone in, or made any effort to book my trip. Instead, I’d phoned down to reception once more, this time confirming that I wanted to extend my stay by an extra night. I needed time, had begun to crave it. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but being alone, in a different town, cut off from everything and everyone I knew, felt safe. I felt safe. And I hadn’t experienced that for a long time.

I hadn’t realised how much of an impact the hospital itself had made on me until one day, quite recently, when I was caught in a mid-city traffic jam and I happened to glance up and see the yellow-on-black illuminated bank logo above a building nearby. I shivered and a horrible sick feeling took hold of me. Fortunately, the cars in front moved on, and I was soon far away.

I was pulling into my driveway before I was able to figure out what had caused my reaction. During one of my hospital visits I’d been given home leave for the weekend and told to return by 8 a.m. on Monday. When I arrived then, expecting a bed, I was informed by a harassed charge nurse that no one had informed her that I was coming back. There was nowhere to put me. A call confirmed that the consultant wanted to examine me, and so I was shunted off to the day room, where two armchairs were shoved together to form a short bed. To keep me warm in the chilly room, I was offered a thin, blue polar-fleece cover. Then the door between the room and the corridor was shut and I was left alone.

Nobody came. One hour passed. Then two hours. I was sore, and unable to get comfortable because I couldn’t put any weight on the back of my leg. Sitting was out of the question. The only way I could fit on my armchair-bed was by curling up, arranging the tubes from both my drain and IV around me so that they didn’t snag when I moved. Through the glass panes to the corridor I could watch staff walk towards me, and then, at the last minute, turn aside to enter another room or corridor. Patients on crutches accompanied by physiotherapists limped past, practising their weight-bearing skills. Junior doctors I recognised came close, then turned and walked back in the direction they had come.

Another hour passed.

Through the window onto the street I could look towards the city, and there in the distance was the yellow-on-black bank logo. The colour was bright against the grey winter sky. The font looked solid, blocky, ugly. My eyes settled on it and I no longer turned to face the door when I heard voices outside. Conversations between staff drifted in and drew away. Footsteps hurried by. Trolleys with loose wheels rolled and squeaked. Phones rang. The thud and clump of walking frames. Everything came near and then passed on, moving away. The door stayed closed and my eyes remained fixed on the bank logo.

It felt like a miracle when the surgeon came.


‘Are you okay? We’re not going too fast?’

James’s question broke into my thoughts and, flustered, I began to gush. I was fine, it was a beautiful evening, the rain had held off, such fun to be seeing a movie. Then, taking a breath, I said, ‘Have you ever noticed how soft the air seems on the Coast compared with other places? I suppose it’s something to do with all the bush and the lack of pollution.’

‘Do you think so?’ asked Ella. ‘I thought it was because of the ocean being so close. All that ozone.’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘You’re probably right.’

Ella had changed out of her dungarees and was wearing a full skirt that was so long on her tiny frame that it touched the ground. I could see that the hem was darker than the rest, because it was damp. As she walked, she kicked out the skirt in front of her, causing it to rise up with a swish with each step forward. The motion reminded me of a child in gumboots kicking through puddles. I noticed, too, that her hips swayed from side to side as if she was enjoying the sensuous embrace of so much fabric. I wondered if she was a dancer. She was so small and lean that it wouldn’t come as a shock to learn she’d had ballet training.

‘Did you find out anything else about tonight’s film?’ I asked her.

‘Not much. It’s a horror and it’s called Incubus.’

‘With William Shatner, before Star Trek,’ offered James.

‘I think we already knew that,’ said Ella.

‘Well, I hope it’s not too long,’ I said. Really, that was all I cared about.

I could remember when Hannah decided to add film studies to her literature major and had gone all out, ordering movie posters for her room, and educating herself on various directors: Fellini, Tarkovsky, Bergman, Kurosawa. She joined the local film society and persuaded me to go along with her to weekly screenings. ‘You’ll love it,’ she promised.


The film society screenings were held in university lecture theatres, and the two things that stuck with me was how uncomfortable the seats were and how many times members of the audience laughed out loud. I could understand the laughter if the scene had been funny, but the burst of sound always came at random moments, seemingly unrelated to what was happening on the screen. Gun fights, car crashes, natural disasters, or deathbed scenes made at least one person crack up, but so, too, did family breakfasts, shoe shopping or Sunday sermons. The bouts of laughter were even more annoying than the throat clearing and coughing, but Hannah didn’t seem to notice. When I mentioned it to her after one screening, she looked at me blankly. I described the moment when the character had been dying of thirst and how, during the pitiful final gasp, a man behind us had chuckled.

‘I don’t think so,’ said Hannah.

I insisted that yes, the guy in the audience had definitely found it amusing and had ruined the moment for me, but again Hannah disputed my observation. I tried again, providing more detail. Again, Hannah disagreed. In the end I thought I must have been mistaken. Nobody had laughed. It was all in my head. My fixation on noisy, inappropriate laughter, as I called it, was based on illusion.

Because of my pace, we arrived at the hall just as Owen’s introductory talk was winding up. He was more relaxed than he’d been during the Mansfield reading, and his words were fluid, like Italian. I caught the name ‘William Shatner’ and ‘Klingon’ and someone in the audience guffawed, though I had no idea why. I glanced around to see if anyone else was smiling but, like me, everyone else looked confused.

The lights dimmed and there was a final rustle as people settled in, but I missed the opening scene because I was wondering how Esperanto speakers told people to turn off or silence their phones. Had Owen asked the audience to do that? Then it occurred to me that there might not be a word for ‘cellphone’ in Esperanto. I lost several minutes thinking about it, adding an ‘o’ to several English words — mobile phono, cellphono — but then refocused when William Shatner appeared on screen.

He was walking with a stick, his sister — a young woman with false eyelashes — beside him. Slowly, he made his way to a well and took a drink. The water was sweet and was believed to have healing powers. Someone in the audience laughed and I turned to see who it was, and missed the next bit of the movie. When I began reading the subtitles again, the false-eyelash sister was telling Shatner — Marc in the movie — that his wound was healing and he would soon be able to run. There was a tussle as she tried to take his stick from him, and then Shatner looked at his reflection in the well and said something like, ‘So, you’ve decided to live, after all.’

The man behind me laughed and I could have throttled him. I wanted to stop the movie and replay the scene. I needed to be certain that I had heard correctly. But it was too late. Shatner/Marc had already dispensed with his cane.

Ten minutes later I was bored. Unable to concentrate on the sound of Esperanto, I was distracted by the strange outer-space music that accompanied the action. More people began to laugh. Was it the pronunciation of the language that was setting them off? I didn’t know. Every now and then a spoken word would capture my attention: a-ha, eclipse-o, help-o, but despite the weird goings-on between Shatner’s character and the cunning succubus, Kia, my thoughts kept slipping back to the speech by the well. ‘So …’ I said to myself, ‘you’ve decided to live, after all. Live. After. All.’

Then everything unravelled: the incubus was released and raped the sister, who died. Marc fought the devil. Kia cried out that she loved Marc. They went crazy. The music swarmed. And then the lovebirds were in church, praying, and the incubus was transformed into an angry goat. Even I found myself joining in with the laughter as a wrestling match between the incubus-goat and the love-struck succubus, Kia, filled the screen. Minutes later, the movie ended with Marc and Kia holding hands in the church, while outside, the angry goat glared.

‘The goat was the best actor by far,’ said James as we walked back to the hotel. I agreed — the goat had stolen the show — but knowing that Ella was interested in female characters, I was keen to hear her impressions.

‘What did you make of it?’ I asked. There had been three female characters: the loving sister; Kia, the young succubus; and a senior succubus, who exerted power over Kia and the incubus.

‘Not really my style,’ said Ella. ‘I prefer westerns. Old ones.’

‘But the women in westerns always seem to fall into types: victims and foils, saloon girls and homesteaders. There’s not a lot of range, is there?’ As the question left my mouth I felt a slight change in the air, and saw James crouch down to tie his shoelace. I had the impression he was smirking.

Ella kicked out her skirt. ‘Have you ever seen Johnny Guitar?’ she asked.

I tried to remember if I’d seen it at the film society but the only western I knew well was The Wild Bunch and that was all blokes on horses. ‘No, not that I can remember.’

‘Oh, you would remember if you had,’ answered Ella. ‘Joan Crawford is epic. Best guns and lipstick movie, ever. Ever. Best western, ever.’

Had she just told me off? I was too frightened by her tone to ask more, and so just mumbled that I would definitely check it out. It was a relief when the Grand Glacier came into view and I could escape back to my room.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

I was too wired to sleep or read my book. The movie plot wouldn’t leave me alone: an injured man goes to a well, drinks healing water and ends up falling in love with a succubus before being attacked by a goat-incubus. I almost envied him. Not only was he healed, but he could walk normally, and was strong enough to take on a goat. I could do with a healing well, but the only thing my pilgrimage had given me was closed roads and constant rain.

I tried to shift my thoughts, focusing on my surroundings. The sound was so faint that I thought I was mistaken, but there it was: a birdcall breaking through the darkness. I turned and looked at the clock, surprised that it was not yet midnight. I’d only been in bed an hour or so; it had felt much longer.

The bird called again, and then once more, moments later. It wasn’t a ruru, and yet there was something distinctly repetitive about the sound. As if the song was being played over a speaker, on a loop. I concentrated and eventually worked out that the tune was the same as the one I’d heard the night I slept in the bathroom.

It didn’t take long to get dressed. I’d gone to bed in my fleece pants and merino base layer, and so all I had to do was pull on a jacket and Birkenstocks before making my way out into the hall.

The sound was muffled, reaching me in faint bursts, and as I crept along the dim corridor, with only one or two wall lights to guide my way, I tried to fix its source. Whenever the sound stopped, a stillness took over the space and I had the sense that I was alone, that there were no other guests nearby. The further I moved from my room, the fainter the call came and by the time I reached the main stairway at the end of our wing, I could no longer hear anything except the soft padding of my sandals on the carpet.

I returned to my room, half-convinced that I’d imagined the whole thing, when I heard the sound again. It was definitely a bird, and now it seemed to be coming from behind the door marked ‘Staff Only’, which was only a few steps from my own room. I turned around, to see if anyone was watching, then looked up to the ceiling to check for security cameras, before quietly testing the handle. I expected the door to be locked and almost stumbled when it swung freely, depositing me at the top of a narrow flight of stairs. Though only one bulb hung above me, I could see far enough to guess that the stairs, which were empty, must lead down to the service entrance at the back of the kitchen area. I was about to go back the way I’d come when suddenly the bird sounded again, causing me to jump. I turned in its direction and this time noticed the outline of a small, featureless door cut into the woodwork — the type I associated with under-stair storage space. Without thinking, I eased it open and ducked through.

I found myself in a kind of attic. It took a moment to become orientated: it was larger than my own room and much higher, reaching right up into the roof of the building. On the floor where I stood was a lounge and kitchenette, with a ladder leading to a mezzanine loft. The entire space was panelled in wood, and decorated with topographical maps dotted here and there with coloured pins. It was peaceful, and I might have stepped further inside but for the sight of James’s face peering down at me.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I heard a birdcall.’ I hesitated and was about to retreat, when James’s voice stopped me. ‘It’s fine,’ he said. ‘I hope I didn’t wake you.’

‘No, you didn’t. I heard it the other day from my bathroom.’ The call came again and now that it was closer, I thought I recognised it, though I wasn’t entirely sure. ‘It might be a tūī,’ I said.

‘Try again, take another guess.’

I listened but was less certain — perhaps it was a bellbird?

‘Well, I thought it was a tūī. But maybe it’s a bellbird? It’s a bit of a mixture of both — but not really either, somehow.’

‘Explain.’

‘Well, a combination of things: there’s a round, drawn-out sound, almost like someone running their finger around the rim of a glass, but it’s more bell-like. Then the clear, alarm-honking sound, like a well-tuned goose — that’s like a tūī. It’s not as light and melodic as a bellbird and so …’ And then it dawned on me. ‘Oh … it’s a kōkako, isn’t it?’

James came down the ladder.

‘It’s a North Island kōkako. It’s a bit less guttural and scratchy-sounding than a tūī when you listen to them side by side.’

‘It’s beautiful,’ I replied. ‘I’ve never heard one before — not that I can remember, that is.’

‘Maybe on the radio? Before the news?’

‘Don’t think so. In this space, with the high ceiling, it’s almost—’


‘Yes.’

‘—pure,’ I finished.

I knew straight away that I’d missed the right word, but I couldn’t correct it in time before James replied, ‘I hadn’t thought of it as pure.’

‘Not in any moral sense,’ I explained, ‘but …’ What did I mean? Tranquil? Transcendent?

‘Clear, like water,’ suggested James. ‘It sounds haunting when you play it in the forest. Spiritual, too, like being in a cathedral.’

Remembering the final church location in the movie we had watched, I quipped, ‘As long as the goats leave you alone.’

‘Exactly. Got to watch for goats.’

We fell silent, the room softly settling and creaking as the sound of the kōkako rang out. After a while James asked, ‘Do you want to come up and see what I’m doing? Kendrick’s created a typically random music studio up here. There’s everything from his old tape decks and DAT recorders to my own recording hard disk and computers. It’s kind of fun, though.’

I looked across to the ladder and shook my head. ‘I can’t do ladders, sorry. But if it’s all right, can I stay here and just listen for a bit, while you work?’

‘Sure,’ said James. ‘That would be nice.’

He manoeuvred an armchair across the room, positioning it so that I could see the edge of the mezzanine above. I wouldn’t be able to see him working from where I sat, but there would be no problem hearing or speaking to him if I needed to.

A wonderful sense of calm came over me as James scurried back up the ladder, leaving me to arrange myself comfortably in the chair, my head resting against the arm so that I could gaze up into the rafters. I could hear the castors of his chair as he moved, and I imagined him sitting at his computer, puzzling over the sounds he was manipulating, tweaking the settings, drawing out and isolating one call from its background noise. I hadn’t enquired, but I imagined that he’d recorded the sounds himself, and pictured him alone in a forest, a recorder draped over his shoulder and headphones covering his ears as he held a microphone up towards the canopy.

It struck me again that I knew nothing about James, where he was from or how he came to be working with kōkako in the first place; whether he was an academic, a student or simply an enthusiast. I also wondered if he was musical. I’d been accused many times, by Hannah, of being clueless and challenged when it came to music. She laughed at my attempts to hum a tune, and never failed to point out that I’d flubbed the lyrics again, her tone betraying the fact that she took it personally, that my mistakes offended her. I brushed it off. Since primary school, I’d been told by numerous teachers that I couldn’t sing, and wasn’t good enough to join the choir. The funny thing was, I couldn’t even sing tunefully in the privacy of my own head. While singing to myself I could tell I was doing it all wrong. It didn’t stop me, though, and I was happy to pretend that I had a voice to match k.d. lang. So what if I was delusional, as long as I was happy, and enjoying myself.

It was warm in the attic. The sound of the bird and James’s shuffling settled into the background and before long I began to feel drowsy. I must have dozed off and when I awoke I didn’t recognise my surroundings. For a second, I thought I was back in the hospital, being awakened by the night nurse, a torch-lit, hushed presence creating a sense of intimacy as she stood beside my bed. In the early hours of the morning, all the chatter of the day shift fell away, replaced by silent attentiveness and only the barest of information. When we spoke, our voices were no more than a murmur. It felt like we were the only ones awake in the entire building, and although the ward was a space we shared, we were each alone in our thoughts and preoccupations. Solitary. At peace.


James’s voice interrupted. ‘It’s late,’ he said. ‘Are you doing okay?’

I nodded but was already drifting back to sleep, my thoughts wandering to the hospital, and the memory of the night nurse drawing the bedcovers over my body, and checking once more before turning her torch off and stealing away.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

‘Dad says you’re procrastinating and if you stay away much longer he’ll advertise for a flatmate.’

‘Housekeeper, more like.’

‘Where are you?’

‘In bed.’

It was raining again, heavy drops dolloping onto the veranda, overflowing from the gutter above. I’d returned to my own room just before dawn and slept soundly, woken at nine by Hannah’s call, asking about my plans.

When I told Hannah I hadn’t booked tickets home, she offered to help. ‘I can arrange it for you and you can pay me back. I don’t mind. How do you want to do it? Bus? Train? Plane? It will take me five minutes. It’s no trouble.’

Hannah’s lifelong inclination to be helpful had grown more pronounced during the past year. I wondered if it was her way of coping, a buffer against the lack of control surrounding my cancer diagnosis.


‘I could probably come and get you, if you want?’

‘But you don’t even drive.’

‘Yeah, I know. But Dad or one of my friends could give me a lift.’

We laughed. We both knew that her rescue plan, flawed though it was, was entirely feasible. One word from her and Curtis would do everything within his power to make it work. I could imagine the conversation. Hannah would frame it as an adventure, father–daughter time. They’d set off after work and drive through the night, arriving bleary-eyed at dawn. After a quick turnaround, they’d reverse the journey. It was such a sweet, impractical, exhausting suggestion. One that glossed over details, and the fact that Curtis had work. But it was just what I’d expect from Hannah. All heart.

‘I’ll be home soon,’ I said. ‘Before you know it.’

‘You like being by yourself,’ said Hannah.

‘I do,’ I agreed. ‘But I like being with you more.’

It was all true. I used to enjoy time alone and apart from work would frequently take small trips at the weekend. I was a confident solo traveller, sure of my abilities when it came to looking after myself. But that was before I’d handed that role over to others. It was a skill I needed to relearn.

‘I might stay on a few more days, until the weekend,’ I told Hannah. ‘I’d rather wait until the road reopens than go the long way around, through Christchurch. It would be less tiring and you could always meet me in Wānaka.’

‘Could work,’ said Hannah. ‘We could come up Saturday, maybe. But you’d better let Dad know because he’s starting to worry.’

I called Curtis immediately afterwards and he was pleased to hear from me. He gave no hint of being worried but repeated Hannah’s joke about renting out my room. I knew, then, that they’d reverted to their old habit of teaming up. Back in the day, they did this whenever I was out of the picture. They’d sneak off together, and get pleasure from doing things that I disapproved of. It didn’t matter that the ‘disapproval’ was pure fabrication. They were naughty conspirators who seized the opportunity to buy takeaways, shop for shoes or guitars, stay up late to play violent video games, or run the heat pump above 20 degrees — breaking rules I apparently insisted upon and enforced. The Ma Police, they called me.

‘As long as you’re having fun at the hotel,’ said Curtis, ‘stay longer. We can sort something out for the weekend, if the road opens.’

I wondered what he was up to. Online shopping? And, if so, what? ‘You’re not looking at cars again, are you?’ I asked, knowing that he would deny it.

‘No.’

‘Well, I can tell you’re up to something.’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘You sure? I bet you’re looking at guitars or amps.’

‘No. Not really.’

‘I knew it! You and Hannah, what are you up to?’

He changed the subject, asking how I felt. Was I sore?

I avoided answering straight away and asked about work.

We both listed our complaints, as we usually did, and then ended by telling each other that things weren’t that bad, really, in the grand scheme of things.

I was about to hang up when Curtis cleared his throat and said, ‘There’s nothing wrong, is there? You really are planning to come home?’

The note of anxiety was audible and I couldn’t laugh it off.

‘Yeah, of course,’ I said. ‘I’m enjoying a change of scene, that’s all. A long weekend.’

‘That’s all? You mean it? You’re not having some kind of late onset cancer epiphany?’


He sounded worried, and I was about to stress that no, I was not, when he added, ‘I miss you. It’s boring here without you.’

In the past, we had talked once or twice about having a cancer epiphany. I can remember spending a week or two waiting for enlightenment to strike. I’d never been religious and had thought that cancer might be the gateway I needed to find meaning beyond the physical world. But when a chaplain visited me in the ward and I asked for a helpful or comforting verse from the Bible, I was so underwhelmed by her offering from Romans that I struggled to take her seriously. I decided I must have missed the point. When I returned home, I spent a week carefully going through Romans, searching for something better. Nothing jumped out and so I picked another book at random, Luke. I liked it more but it was far less illuminating than my old copy of Cancer Ward, which I was reading at the time.

I gave up on religion soon after, and, though there was a Gideon Bible sitting here in the drawer next to the hotel information folder, I hadn’t opened it. My cancer epiphany was yet to materialise but then I’d always been slow, and half the time I worried that I wouldn’t recognise an epiphany even if it was delivered with a lightning bolt.

It hadn’t stopped raining and with nowhere to be, I decided to head downstairs, hoping, I suppose, to run into James, if only to thank him for welcoming me into his space the night before. Instead, when I wandered into the lounge, I bumped into Mr Kendrick who, without any preamble, said, ‘Can I sign you up for our mystery outing?’

My first impulse was to refuse but it was too late; he had a pencil in his hand and was already scribbling on a sheet of paper attached to a clipboard, ‘Julie, isn’t it?’

‘Libby,’ I corrected.

‘Good, good. James said you’d want to tag along.’


‘James?’

Too late, Mr Kendrick had moved on, but not before passing me a slip of paper with the departure details.

‘You got roped in, too,’ said Ella, as I headed for my usual spot. ‘Any idea what it is?’ she asked.

‘Haven’t got a clue,’ I replied.

‘Do you think you’ll go?’ she asked.

‘No.’

‘Me neither,’ she said, returning to her computer.

At two o’clock I found myself loitering by the front entrance, looking out at the drizzle, while Mr Kendrick fussed around, checking that everyone had raincoats and sturdy footwear. Ella was ready and waiting, her back turned to the rest of the group. There were five of us in total: me, Ella, Owen from the Esperanto group, and an older couple I hadn’t seen before. Looking around at everyone’s faces, it was clear that we all had doubts about taking part.

The older couple asked if there was much walking involved, and though Mr Kendrick assured them that there was nothing to worry about, they both looked doubtful and I heard the woman check again, before turning to me and asking my opinion. I said I didn’t know, but that I hoped not, since I wasn’t too steady on my feet. For some reason this seemed to annoy her, and she immediately pointed out that she was far older than me and had had surgery on both knees. She’d been warned not to push herself. ‘It takes months to get back to normal,’ she said, and then added, in a challenging tone, ‘Not that I expect someone as young as you to understand.’ The man beside her — her husband, most probably — nodded in agreement, and suggested that they stay behind, the weather being what it was.

‘I’m not staying behind,’ snapped the woman. ‘I paid thirty dollars. I’m not wasting it.’

Thirty dollars? No one, least of all Mr Kendrick, had mentioned money to me. I already felt as if I’d been roped in and I wasn’t about to pay thirty, or even fifteen, dollars for something that might amount to nothing more than a boring bus trip.

When we were ushered into a mini-van, I noticed that the woman with bad knees had no problem with the steps as she clambered inside to take a seat at the front. I lifted myself in, and took a spare seat beside Ella at the back.

‘Did you pay?’ she asked as I sat down.

‘No.’

‘Don’t say anything,’ she said.

‘I’m not going to, don’t worry.’

The windows had already fogged up, and I cleared a small circle on the glass that almost immediately closed over again.

‘I thought James might be here,’ I said. Then, ‘This isn’t another Esperanto thing, is it? Owen’s not planning on some guided tour of places of Esperanto interest, is he?’

We both looked in Owen’s direction but he was deep in conversation with Mr Kendrick and, as far as we could tell, showed no signs of breaking off in order to hook up a microphone.

‘I hope not,’ said Ella. ‘I only came out because I couldn’t face another second in front of the computer.’

She told me she was working on a novel, the protagonist a woman called Etta Place, the Kid’s lover in Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. ‘I didn’t realise it when I watched the movie, but she was a real-life person. Her whereabouts following her relationship with the Sundance Kid remain a mystery — she vanished. Was never heard from again.’

‘So, you’re writing a novel based on that, her real life? Not the movie?’

Ella ignored my question. ‘In reality she lived in Argentina, on a ranch, and then returned to the United States not long before the Sundance Kid was killed. The first time I wrote about her was in a short story, and I made her an outlaw in an all-woman gang. But recently I’ve reimagined her as a rancher who falls on hard times and turns to bank robbing.’

‘Kind of like Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid,’ I suggested.

‘No. Nothing like Butch Cassidy.’

‘Bank robbing, though?’

‘No. Completely different.’

‘I see.’ I didn’t see at all. In different circumstances I might have mentioned the interesting connection between her job in the bank and the story she was writing, but thought better of it. Instead I turned my attention to the window, wiping another circle with the hem of my sleeve and peering out at the dark bush and scrub passing by.

Eventually, the van turned off the main highway and started along a narrow gravel road leading through dense bush. The trees hung so low that at times it felt like we were travelling through a tunnel, and it came as a surprise when we suddenly broke through into open land, swampy paddocks on either side of us. The van bounced and skidded as the potholes and corrugations became bigger, and it was a relief when the van pulled into a grassy driveway, stopping after some hundred metres at a locked gate.

There was nothing to show where we were. On the far side of the gate a grassy four-wheel-drive track skirted a low rise and disappeared from view. I half-expected the van to turn back the way we’d come because, to my eyes, it seemed we’d taken a wrong turn. But Mr Kendrick was already on his feet, announcing that we’d arrived and to follow him.

‘Where?’ asked the older woman, voicing my own concern.

Mr Kendrick gestured towards the track. ‘Just around the corner, you’ll see.’

‘Jesus,’ muttered Ella, ‘he’s worse than Willy Wonka. I think I might stay here and quickly jot down an idea I’ve just had.’

‘For your novel?’


‘No, something else. I’ll catch you up when I’m done.’

I would have liked to keep her company but somewhere at the back of my mind I could hear my mother telling me to make an effort, and I felt obliged to carry on, if only to quiet her nagging voice. She would have loved the situation. The combination of Mr Kendrick in his tweeds and Owen with his Esperanto would have delighted her. So much so that she would have egged them on. Tagging along in her absence was the least I could do.

As Mr Kendrick and Owen marched off, the elderly couple and I took up the rear, each one of us mindful of where we placed our feet, and quietly anxious about how far we had to walk. The woman, Mary, kept up a running commentary about her knees, describing every twinge and pang as she limped along. Her husband offered quiet words of encouragement but, in truth, seemed just as unsteady on his feet.

‘Watch your step, dear!’

‘What do you think I’m doing?’ grumbled Mary.

I followed behind, my attention on the rutted path, trying to avoid the large puddles and patches of mud for fear of slipping over. I was so preoccupied with my feet that it took me a moment to realise that we’d reached the edge of an enclosure surrounded by a high chain-link fence. The track now ran alongside the perimeter and up a short rise. At the top, we could look down on a small complex of buildings, arranged along a patch of bush.

‘Here we are! Bonega!’ said Mr Kendrick.

‘Bonege,’ said Owen, though no one understood what he meant.

It didn’t look like much: a collection of sheds and more chain wire. Again, I wondered if I should bail. The track down to the entrance looked steep and slippery, and if I didn’t stumble on the way down, I’d definitely be pushed to my limit on the return uphill. Mary must have been having similar thoughts because she turned on Mr Kendrick, berating him loudly for having misled her. ‘I can’t go down there,’ she said. ‘Not with my knees.’

Her words had no effect. Mr Kendrick was already striding ahead, oblivious to the rest of us slowly picking our way down, Mary arm-in-arm with her husband.

Kendrick was waiting for us at the entrance, urging us to ‘look lively’ as we straggled in. As soon as we’d gathered around him, he pressed a buzzer above the door and then stepped back, humming tunelessly while we waited. Minutes passed, and Mary was urging him to ring again when there was a flurry at the other side and the door was yanked open, revealing a woman.

‘Alex!’ said Mr Kendrick.

The name was familiar but I wasn’t sure where I’d heard it. In any case, if she was expecting us, she hardly showed it.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ she said as she turned her back on us, making room for our group to file inside.

We were in a kind of light-filled annex, surrounded by spades, sacks and boots. Pest traps lined one wall, and along another was a long concrete sink, with buckets stacked beneath. To all intents and purposes, it appeared that we’d entered a nursery. We barely had time to take it in, however, before a second woman appeared, who spoke quietly to Mr Kendrick and then called us to gather around for a safety briefing. Now, at last, it became clear where we were: a kiwi sanctuary.

As the woman, Becky, went over the housekeeping, Mr Kendrick wandered around the small room, picking up items and then putting them down at random. Nothing he looked at was returned to its original position and I could tell, from Becky’s expression, that she found his behaviour irritating. At one point, she snapped at him to ‘leave it alone’ before continuing with her overview of the egg-hatching programme. ‘It’s extraordinary,’ said Mr Kendrick, interrupting her. ‘The eggs are a quarter of the kiwi’s body weight. Imagine if a human had to carry a fifteen-kilo foetus! You’d have to pay people to get pregnant.’


An uneasy silence descended on the room and we all — barring Mr Kendrick — shifted uncomfortably, looking first at our feet and then at each other, wondering what was going to happen next. Fortunately, the atmosphere was broken by the reappearance of Alex, who announced that everything was ready and we were to follow her through.

We found ourselves in an incubation lab. Along two walls were wide benches, on top of which sat a row of yellow-lidded boxes. It took a minute to hear what Alex was saying because every time she opened her mouth, Mr Kendrick would start repeating everything for our benefit, creating a type of echo, similar to that on a bad phone line. He barely noticed when she stopped talking, instead summing up some of the key features of her talk: that the eggs incubated for around seventy-five to eighty days, that they were turned at frequent intervals, that the temperature and humidity were monitored. He all but clapped his hands as Alex reached into one of the boxes and withdrew an egg, which she candled, shining a bright light against its shell in order to see the progress of the embryo.

Mr Kendrick must have been eagerly awaiting the next part of the session because he was almost bouncing as Alex laid the egg down carefully on the bench and then whistled. Nothing happened and I had the horrible feeling that Mr Kendrick might take matters into his own hands, and do something crazy, but instead he took a step forward and repeated the whistle, making several short blasts that rose in pitch. Immediately, the egg rocked. Encouraged, Mr Kendrick whistled again and this time the egg rocked even more vigorously, and I imagined the small creature inside kicking the shell just as Hannah had done to my belly throughout my pregnancy.

‘Marvellous,’ said Mr Kendrick.

‘It’s going to hatch in the next day or two,’ said Alex. ‘If you look closely you can see the start of a faint crack on the shell.’


‘It’s going to hatch. In a day or two,’ chimed in Mr Kendrick.

Alex carefully gathered the egg up and weighed it before returning it to its box, fastening the lid in place before suggesting we follow her into the brooding room.

‘The brooding room,’ announced Mr Kendrick as we entered.

Here the benches were covered with drum-shaped containers, while arranged neatly on the floor were wooden crates. As we watched, Alex went to one of the containers and slid open a closure to reveal a lighted space, with a tiny kiwi nestled on a pad of towels inside. ‘This is a rowi,’ she began, before being interrupted by Mr Kendrick, repeating ‘rowi’.

Despite the sound of voices, and our presence in the room, the bird sat peacefully in Alex’s hands as she gently scratched its head. ‘She’s three days old, and called Keri—’ began Alex.

‘After the writer,’ continued Mr Kendrick.

‘Shush, let her finish, for God’s sake,’ said Mary. ‘Stop interrupting.’

‘Of course. Sorry.’

Despite our curiosity, we all stepped back, away from the tiny creature, as if our crowding around might deprive it of air. Its feathers looked dusty, but underneath they were the softest shade of brown. If it hadn’t been so tiny, it could have been confused for an adult; there was nothing downy or patchy about its appearance. Alex put it back in its home, then lifted the lid on one of the wooden crates to reveal a larger chick, which was standing as if in a trance on a bed of leaf litter. ‘This is Bannister,’ said Alex.

‘Bannister,’ said Mr Kendrick.

‘He’ll be going outside soon,’ continued Alex, ‘and then we’ll send him off to the sanctuary up north.’

‘A predator-free island,’ said Mr Kendrick.

‘Yes,’ said Alex, ‘that’s right.’

Apart from Mr Kendrick, no one spoke as we were led outside to the enclosure we’d seen on our approach. Now we were here, we could see that it was divided into smaller enclosures, each one the size of a townhouse garden. To my surprise, Ella was hovering outside the fence but before I could wave, Alex continued, ‘This is where we put the birds once they’re big enough to—’

‘Big enough to manage outdoors.’

Alex rolled her eyes, but smiled, as if she was used to Mr Kendrick and deep down didn’t mind his interruptions.

‘I’ll leave you with Mr Kendrick to have a look around. You might not see anything as they tend to retreat to their burrows—’

‘Good, good,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘We’ll be quiet, don’t you worry.’

I heard Mary scoff but I ignored her, taking myself off to look at the pens, far enough away from the others to enjoy the peace and quiet of finally being alone with my thoughts.

To my amazement, and embarrassment, I could feel my eyes begin to well up as I walked from one cage to the next. I became even more emotional as I replayed the scene of the egg rocking in response to the whistle. Again, I remembered all the times I had sung or spoken to Hannah when she was inside me, but it was a different memory that suddenly came back to me. It was during one of the final checks that had taken place in the days before I went into labour. I’d been asked when I’d last felt her move, and despite anticipating the question, I’d had no idea and in that split second a feeling of fear and dread washed over me. The nurse offered only faint reassurance but then reached for a soft toy, a multi-coloured cat with a pull-cord extending from between its legs, which she yanked as she passed it to me. The tinny sound of ‘Edelweiss’ began to play, and I was instructed to hold the toy against my belly, in the hope of stirring Hannah. It took three complete rounds of the song before I felt a faint flurry and I was able to breathe with relief. Now, I imagined an adult kiwi going through a similar performance, whistling to its egg. I had no idea if the adult was trying to establish a bond with its chick, or if it was merely checking to see if the egg was still alive, but knowing that the adult called to its young filled me with wonder. And, in that moment, I wished Curtis was with me so that I could share my experience with him, and have him laugh at me, as he most surely would if he could see the tears running down my cheeks.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

I sat next to Mary on the way back and politely nodded as she moaned about the mud caking her shoes, and the absence of tea and biscuits — which surely should have been included, given the cost of the trip.

‘It was worth it, though, wasn’t it?’ I said.

‘I’ve seen kiwi before,’ she countered. ‘I take my grandson to see them at the wildlife park all the time—’

‘Where?’

‘Christchurch. In fact, we’re leaving tomorrow — before that old rogue takes any more of our money.’

For a second I thought of asking her for a ride, but the idea of another seven hours in her company put me off and so I kept silent, and didn’t speak again until I said goodbye and wished her bon voyage.

I went upstairs and fell asleep the minute my head touched the pillow, and was woken only by the sound of doors slamming nearby. I’d missed dinner, but I still had enough food to make a sandwich. I took my plate outside, and gazed at the view, as a ray of sunlight broke through the cloud, rising in a long shaft from near the horizon. The contained beam of light became more diffuse, and washed over the clouds and land, bathing them in the gentle pastels of dusk.

Wide awake now, and feeling guilty for wasting the hours since my return from the kiwi sanctuary, I grabbed my rainwear and headed outside, intending to make the most of the twilight, before darkness took hold.

As quickly as I could, I crossed the lawn, intending to do a full circuit of the property but, halfway through, changed my mind and started back towards the carpark, determined to follow the loop track — at least until it was too dark to see. As usual, in my hurry, I’d left my walking pole behind. I kept forgetting that spontaneous activity belonged to the past. Just as I’d learnt to always travel with spare nappies, wipes, water and nibbles when Hannah was a baby and a toddler, I should have got into the habit of bringing painkillers and a stick now I was an invalid. For some reason, my just-in-case brain was not yet tuned into my own bodily requirements and I suffered because of it.

The birds were calling for the night. Close by the hotel lawn, the rising and cascading song of a blackbird cut through the gloom. It was a sound that seemed so familiar, a song for gardens and tended, open spaces. As I skirted the dark bush towards the carpark, the sounds of the forest enfolded me. From high up in the canopy came the clear rings of tūī and bellbirds, a back-and-forth exchange that must hold meaning, though I couldn’t fathom it. Nearer at hand, from low branches, was the chatter and trill of fantails and grey warblers. Lower still, rising from the ground itself, the long, shrill cry of a weka.

I breathed deeply, enjoying the sweet-fuggy smell of the trees as I covered the final stretch to the carpark and there, loading a bag into a station wagon with its engine running, was James. He saw me and raised his hand to wave, then beckoned me over. By now, I’d recognised the vehicle: it was the car that had blocked the loop track entrance. As I came nearer, intending to speak to its owner, James headed me off. Taking me gently by the elbow, he apologised about the car — he hadn’t recognised it — and offered to introduce me to the driver — his friend Alex, a woman he’d met some years back at a bird-recording workshop. I immediately realised she was the woman at the kiwi sanctuary. Because I’d liked her, I decided not to mention the parking.

‘Alex and I are going out to look for kiwi, if you want to come. We’re heading to the reserve, about twenty minutes by car.’

‘I think that might be too difficult for me. Don’t you?’

I already knew the answer. Of course, it would be asking too much of my leg. I didn’t stand a chance against deep undergrowth and rough ground.

‘Come anyway,’ James said, ‘and decide when we get there.’

He opened the door for me, and added, ‘You might not get another chance.’

I was still unsure but by now I was aware that Alex was waiting in the driver’s seat and heard her say, ‘It’s not a big deal, but you’ll have fun if you come with us. I promise.’

It was all the encouragement I needed, so I struggled into the back seat, taking my place beside a dump of clothing and a small daypack.

‘Hi again,’ said Alex, once I was seated. ‘I hope you’ve got enough room back there.’

‘Plenty, thanks.’

To my embarrassment, James immediately raised the carparking incident and how I’d ended up on the loop track. Some people might have embellished the story, for dramatic impact, but James almost undersold what had happened and it occurred to me, then, how completely different his experience of the episode had been from mine. I’d been truly worried and frightened that I might be stuck in a ditch for a long time, possibly all night. James’s version described an event of almost no consequence. I’d lost my balance, stumbled and fallen, and he’d given me a hand up. That was all there was to it. My disaster was his minor incident. And yet, somehow, I didn’t feel diminished by his account. I had the feeling that he knew how much I’d suffered, and was not so much dismissing my experience as respecting my privacy in keeping it between us. Either way, Alex immediately apologised and the conversation moved on.

We left the village, heading north, and as we passed a small lake, Alex asked, ‘So, how are things going with you?’

The question was directed at James, and the tone of her voice made me think that she was picking up from an earlier conversation.

‘Okay,’ said James.

‘Are you going back?’

I expected James to reply with something about his camp, or the weather, but before he could speak Alex continued, ‘They must miss you.’

‘I’m not sure,’ said James. ‘Maybe, some of them.’

‘You’re a registrar, right? How much longer before you sit your final exam?’

James took a long time to answer, and when he did, he took a deep breath before offering, ‘Long enough.’

‘You’ll sit it, though? You’re not going to walk away now, are you?’

James made a soft grunt, then turned to me, asking, ‘You okay?’

‘Fine.’

My thoughts were racing. I’d been right: he was some kind of medical professional. Questions rose to the surface: What had happened? What kind of specialist was he? Was Covid to blame for whatever had happened? We’d been reading about Covid burnout for over a year. Nearly every day, in the news, another story of exhausted hospital staff, postponed and cancelled surgeries, and one crisis after another. I wanted to find out more but had no right to ask. As Curtis might say, ‘It’s not about you. Leave him alone.’

We’d left the main highway and were heading towards the coast, an area known for its lagoon and a large colony of kōtuku. It was also the place, I’d learnt that afternoon, where rowi were being monitored in an attempt to increase their numbers. I’d been too busy trying to hide my sentimental tears to take in the exact number of birds in the area but factual information like that tended to pass me by these days anyway. It hadn’t always been like that. Back when I’d been managing landscaping projects, I’d kept mental files on all sorts of facts and figures, from budgets and costs, to schedules and timeframes, equipment and materials. But recently those same facts and figures seemed less important — except where cancer was involved. On that score I knew all the percentages: from the likelihood of having a sarcoma, to the death rate, the five-year life-expectancy, the rate of recurrence, and on and on. Those numbers played like a recurring dirge in my brain, never letting me go.

My fixation on sarcoma figures was private and I didn’t share it with Curtis or Hannah. I didn’t see the need. They were both adults, and I’m sure they carried out the same Google searches as me. I expect their evaluations of the figures were better than mine. Both would have paid more attention to research averages and bell curves. What I perceived as certainty, they viewed as possibility. I have a vivid memory of Curtis drawing a link between cancer and plane crashes. Something along the lines of: there are x number of plane crashes, but some airlines never crash, while others have a poor record and might report multiple accidents. So the figures just provide an overall picture of plane safety. As a passenger, it all depends on how often you fly, with which company, taking into account routes and weather, and pilot error. And I responded that I didn’t give a shit about plane crashes. In fact, he could shut up about the road toll, too. I told him that if we had a crash on the way to Christchurch hospital, it would be his fault.

That was typical of the conversations we had — the sort that get you nowhere but are comforting because, if nothing else, they’re an expression of mutual exasperation, and exasperation is what matters. It’s the thing that brings you closer when you’ve been married forever.

Now we’d pulled into a small parking area. Beside us was a sign with the name of the reserve and next to it an information panel with images of various birds. A trail map marked the route up a hill behind us. At the far end of the carpark was a bullock track, overgrown and potholed, that seemed to lead nowhere in particular. It was immediately apparent to me that I wouldn’t be going anywhere. Only the bullock track seemed to offer any possible passage; the rest of the country was far too overgrown and rugged to even contemplate. I think James must have reached the same conclusion because he frowned, then looked around as if half-hoping a well-graded pathway might appear. I put him out of his misery.

‘You know what, James? If it’s okay with you guys I might just hang out here. I’m a little bit sore after today’s outing.’

It was Alex, not James, who responded, ‘What do you mean? You’re not coming?’

I realised, that despite James’s account of my fall, Alex hadn’t properly understood the extent of my disability. She must have thought it had been an isolated incident, a stumble, and nothing more. To my relief, she didn’t press me, and began sorting her gear, pulling out her pack and what appeared to be an antenna of some kind. It resembled the kind of television aerial that adorned rooftops before satellite dishes became the norm, with arms of various lengths issuing from a central body. As we stood there, she took what I thought was a radio receiver and began to twiddle some knobs. A long burst of static broke the silence and, after a few more tweaks, a steady beep, beep, beep.

‘Fauna,’ said Alex.

The beeping continued, fading away to nothing as she turned the antenna one way, then returning, more strongly than before, when she rotated it in the opposite direction.

‘It’s coming from over there.’ She pointed towards the road we’d turned off.

‘Are you ready?’ she asked James.

I was lost. ‘What do you mean, fauna?’

‘It’s a female rowi. Her name’s Fauna.’

‘The telemetry picks up her tracker,’ added James.

‘So, wouldn’t it be easier to find her during the day, when she’s asleep and not moving about?’ I was pleased with myself for what sounded like a sensible question.

‘Yes,’ said Alex, ‘but that’s not what we’re doing at the moment.’ She offered no further explanation. She wanted to get going and having to spell things out to me, the slow learner, was not high on her agenda.

I walked with them, following the beep, beep, beep, as they left the carpark and crossed the main road. For a brief moment they stood on the gravel shoulder before plunging down the bank and disappearing into the undergrowth. A faint beep followed them and then they disappeared, swallowed up by the bush. There was no sign of a track marker, let alone a track. I wouldn’t have lasted ten steps.

There was still the faintest touch of pink-green in the sky but it wouldn’t be long until true darkness set in. It wasn’t cold; there was no wind, but the air was moist and before I made it back to the car it had begun to drizzle. By now, rain was familiar. I had experienced it all, from torrential downpours to silver sheets, showers, mist and back to thundering torrents. During the past few days, it had played out in a random shuffle, measured not only in the amount of water falling, but in the shifting light, and the sound from something resembling gravel thrown at the windows to a fingertip-on-skin pattering. The car muffled the sound, and, though I was alone, I felt comfortable and safe, in my own burrow, happy to sit and wait, and drift off into my own thoughts.

I must have been sitting for half an hour or so when I became aware of a noise that was distinct from the sounds associated with the rain and birds settling down for the night. It was a strange, unfamiliar noise, and it set my nerves on edge. Something was wrong. It wasn’t human but it resembled a baby’s cry, a frantic, distressed wail and gulp, made by something calling for help and getting breathless in the process. By now I was out of the car, trying to identify the source of the shrieking yelp. It seemed to be coming from near the road. The sound became even more panicked, and I pictured a creature caught in a leg trap. It didn’t sound like a possum; it was too cat-like. Perhaps a feral kitten, struggling and writhing in terror as it attempted to get free from a gin trap? Just then, there was a slight shift in tone, and the noise once again became more human. A hungry baby, or one who’d swallowed too much air. I could picture the red face screwed up tightly, the clenched fists and the long howl.

I was standing on rammed earth, at the entrance to the carpark. By my feet was a narrow culvert, lined with concrete. This was where the noise was coming from and, though it was difficult to see, I could make out the shape of a small hedgehog stuck in the bottom of the culvert, struggling and scratching against the concrete wall, trying to escape. The wall was only some thirty centimetres deep, about the length from my wrist to my elbow, and yet this was high enough to prevent the animal from getting out. It was pacing back and forth, scrabbling to gain purchase on the slick surface. As it fought against the concrete it wailed, as if torn apart by the effort and pleading for help.

It continued to scream as I dragged a length of rotting ponga to the ditch, arranging it as best I could in a kind of ramp. ‘Up you come. It’s safe, I won’t hurt you.’

In response to my soothing voice, the baby moved a short distance away and began pacing once more, launching its body against the side of the wall. The shriek and scream, the gulp and cry, never let up and I glanced around, expecting to see an adult lurking in the long grass, watching and waiting. Only me. Using a long frond, I tried to brush the hedgehog towards my ramp but when it saw this coming towards it, the hedgehog ducked out of the way. It was so quick, faster than I would have thought possible.

‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ I said as I tried to brush it back towards the log. ‘You have to help. I can’t crouch down low enough to lift you out. You have to go up the log. Please, just walk up the stick.’ By now the animal’s distressed cries were beginning to get to me. ‘Just climb out!’ I ordered. ‘I’m not going to kill you.’ In my head I was thinking, You’re lucky I’m not Alex. At the sanctuary she’d spoken about trapping stoats, rats and hedgehogs, and I had the feeling that her way of dealing with the situation might have been a swift hammer blow to the head. As if it was reading my thoughts, the hedgehog renewed its cries, howling into the gloom.

‘Just let me think. Be quiet for a second.’

Perhaps if I could scoop it out?

‘Wait there a minute. I’m going to the car to look for something. Don’t worry, I’m coming back.’

The hedgehog took several deep breaths and shrieked.

It took less than a minute to locate a bucket, a bright yellow number with the words: ‘JAMES, Do NOT Remove’, written across it in black felt pen. Tucked inside was a torn piece of thick paper which, without thinking, I removed and folded neatly into my rain-jacket pocket, before heading back to the culvert. There was no sound. My heart skipped a beat and I feared the animal had exhausted itself, and simply curled up and died. Although the bottom of the culvert was in deep shadow, I could see that nothing was moving and so, with the branch I’d used earlier, I swept the base of the culvert, feeling for the bump of the little body. There was nothing. I removed the ponga ramp and swept again, using the light from my phone to show the way. The ditch was completely empty.

I wasn’t sure what to do. It seemed too much to hope that the hedgehog had found its way up the ponga in my absence. To have such a happy outcome didn’t seem possible. My natural inclination was to expect the worst, and cope with the fallout. Good fortune threw me. Had the hedgehog really got out? I checked the culvert again. Had it crawled off and died? Had a feral cat got it? I hated not knowing and was still scanning the ditch when a beam of light came jiggling towards me. Someone hissed my name, calling ‘Libby’ in a voice that was meant to alert me to its presence while still maintaining the semblance of a whisper.

‘Libby? Where are you?’

‘Over here, James.’

I watched as the light drew closer, thinking that now, at least, I would be able to get a really good look at the culvert.

‘Quick. We’ve got to hurry.’

He was at my side, taking me by my elbow, and before I could stop him, leading me back the way he had come.

‘You won’t believe it,’ he was saying, ‘but we tracked down Beaumont and we have to …’ He broke off, looked at my hand and asked, ‘Is that a bucket?’

I followed his gaze and quickly turned the bucket around, so that the words were hidden against my trousers, then asked, ‘Beaumont?’


‘Yeah, Beaumont. He’s a young male—’

‘Wait a minute, there’s a hedgehog back there. What happened to Fauna? I thought you were tracking Fauna …’ And then, before he could get a word in, I started telling him about the trapped hedgehog, asking him to go back to look for it. But he wasn’t listening. ‘We couldn’t get a proper bearing on Fauna so we went up a rise, hoping to get a clearer signal, and as we were checking we picked up another bird, Beaumont. We followed it down the hill and he was right by the bullock track, in a thick mess of fern and kiekie. Lucky for us, as he couldn’t run away.’

‘What?’

‘He’s just up the track. You’ve got to come.’

‘But there’s a baby hedgehog. Hang on. A rowi? What? Where?’

‘Just up here.’

James had let go of my elbow and as he talked he kept gaining speed, pulling ahead with each step. Every time he noticed, he stopped and circled back, supporting me once more before moving ahead again. It was exhausting. Not only was I trying to keep pace with him, but I was also trying to follow the whispered torrent of words that filled the air around us. I was inundated with his restless energy and the faster he walked, the more aware I became of my own slow, limping gait. A burning discomfort spread through the inside of my thigh, and now my injured leg couldn’t keep pace with my good one. I dragged it along, feeling my toes and foot cramp as I moved in a kind of sidestep. Unable to see properly in the dark, I was beginning to stumble as I lagged further and further behind. I was terrified I would fall and, like the hedgehog, I could feel myself begin to grow short of breath, almost ready to cry out.

The only thing that saved me was the appearance of a dull light, low to the ground, some hundred metres away. As I got closer, I could see Alex sitting by the track, a large kiwi tucked into the crook of her thigh, its head hidden from view, its legs in the air.

‘He’s a good weight,’ said Alex, ‘and very clean, no ticks.’

I barely paid attention; my gaze was fixed on the bird’s legs. They were so powerful, and its feet were huge, almost like sharp-clawed yams. I wanted to touch them, to feel their strength in my own hands. But, as if reading my mind, the bird gave a sudden kick and began to struggle. Alex held it, calmly fitting a new transmitter to its leg as the bird began to pedal the air.

‘Quiet there, almost finished.’

As James and I watched, Alex righted the bird and it began to run before its feet touched the ground. Once it made contact with the earth, it accelerated, sprinting away from us. It was exhilarating to see it move so fast that it created its own energy. This was infectious and, forgetting the others, I tried to keep its shadowy form in sight, skip-jogging as I trailed after it. On the fourth step my leg collapsed, and I crumpled to the ground, my whole body humming with adrenaline.

‘Did you see its legs?’

‘They’re strong, all right,’ said James as he helped me up, again.

‘They were huge. And the claws. My God …’

‘Yeah, I saw them.’

I turned back towards the bush but the bird was long gone. Everywhere was silent.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a bath. Because we didn’t have one at home, I associated them with lifestyle magazines and hotels. Even so, it was rare to encounter a full-length, deep tub in place of the plastic models that were common in the mid-range establishments where I usually stayed.

I’d been awake most of the night, the excitement of seeing a kiwi in the wild overshadowed by tremendous pain. Much as I tried to focus on the evening’s adventure, my misery got the better of me and before long I could think of nothing else. One minute my leg felt like a slab of roast meat, slices carved from the bone, folding away in tender, bloody pieces. The next it was a mess of tingling pins and needles, sparking from the back of my leg, to my knee and all the way down to my calf and toes. Then, strong electric shocks joined in, lashing and whipping at my scar, causing me to shudder and gasp with each zap. Last, and most uncomfortable, was the feeling that saturated nappies had been packed into the space where my muscles had once been. These heavy pads dragged at my thigh but were held in place with tight bands that almost cut off my circulation. Every time I shifted, the elastic bands tightened and my leg became heavier and heavier, so much so that I didn’t want to move. But lying on the bed was painful. Where the surgical incision stopped, I could feel knuckle-like bone pressing into my hip. I tried lifting my leg, resting it on a pillow. I turned to my side, rolled back, raised my legs, straightened them, curled up, but nothing worked. Now the inside of my thigh felt as if it was made of sharp glass fibres, and I could feel them rip and pull apart whenever I straightened or bent my leg. There was no relief and it was too soon to take more pills.

I attempted an A–Z, native birds of New Zealand, but got no further than ‘A’. Albatross. Was it even a native? I didn’t care. I just wanted the soreness to go away. Even for five minutes. All I needed was a release from its tight clamp on my thigh. If it would just stop.

‘Please stop.’ I turned to the window, hoping that the sight of the mist and falling rain would offer a soothing reprieve, a kind of zen moment into which I could breathe freely. The sheets felt like cactus prickles. ‘Just go away, please. Please.’ Then, ‘Stop being a baby.’ Finally, ‘Fuck off leg!’ Nothing.

The phone rang.

‘Morning! How are you doing, love?’ It was Curtis.

‘Good, thanks.’

‘Really? You don’t sound it.’

Curtis had become skilled at picking up the tone of my voice. He could hear the strain on my vocal chords.

‘No, I’m good, thanks,’ I repeated. ‘I had an amazing time yesterday and I was so tired. I’ve only just woken up.’

I told him everything I could think of — James being a doctor, the horrible screams of the trapped hedgehog, the sighting of the rowi. I made it all sound as wonderful as it really had been. I told him I’d been so excited I’d tried to jog. I didn’t get far, I said, but I gave it a go. ‘It was funny. You should have seen me. And you’ve got to google hedgehog cries. Honestly, it sounded like a baby. And the rowi’s feet. Like yams.’

Curtis listened quietly, and I could tell he was monitoring me. If I didn’t dial it down, he would grow suspicious and assume that I was hiding the truth. He’d heard me overdeliver on my capabilities before; he knew I skirted my limitations. But this time he let it pass, asking only that I not push myself.

I promised him that I intended to spend the morning relaxing; in fact, I was about to run a bath.

‘You don’t like baths,’ he said. ‘You get bored as soon as you get in and then complain about how pointless and wasteful they are.’

‘Yeah, I know,’ I said, ‘but this will be different.’

I changed the topic, asking if he’d heard any updates about the road.

‘Only that’s it’s still washed out. It might be a while. Remember last time the Coast was cut off? I think the road was closed for almost three weeks.’

I didn’t remember. Well, I sort of remembered the news headlines but once the story faded into the background, I stopped paying attention.

‘I’d better go,’ finished Curtis. ‘A private jet’s coming in.’

‘Really?’

‘Yep, no one exciting, though.’

‘Who? Remember Elton John?’

‘Yeah. But no, not him. It’s a New Zealander.’

‘Who?’

‘An Auckland businessman.’

I immediately lost interest.

‘Send him this way, and he can pick me up on his way down.’ I was joking, but serious.

‘I’ll ask him now,’ said Curtis.


I didn’t reply and silence filled the space where our words had been. The seconds passed and then I sighed, ‘Okay, I’m having a bath now.’

‘Don’t drown.’

‘I’ll try not to.’

We could have carried on in that vein for another five minutes but fortunately the private jet needed attention and so we called it a day.

The bath took an age to fill and I was restless and bored long before it was ready. Waiting felt like yet another punishment, but having emptied the small bottle of hotel body wash into the water for a bubble bath effect, I had to see it through. I convinced myself that this bath would be different from all the others; the fragrant, foamy warm water would cure me. A twenty-minute soak was all it would take. I didn’t fully believe that but was prepared to pretend I did.

Climbing into the bath took a lot of effort, and as I lowered myself into the water, a horrible thought entered my mind. I pushed it to the back of my head but it was too late, it had already taken hold. What if I couldn’t get out? As I lay back, with bubbles and water up to my chin, I had to fight the mounting anxiety, telling myself over and over that I’d already fallen into one ditch, and rescued a hedgehog from another — it couldn’t happen again. No one would believe it, therefore it wasn’t true. But my attempts to dispel my fears sounded hollow, and my thoughts spiralled: how stupid not to have done a fully clothed dry run before stripping off and getting in, why add slippery bubbles into the mix, how dumb not to have brought my phone with me into the bathroom, why didn’t I think it through, what was wrong with me.

‘Enjoying your rain-forest bath?’ I asked out loud.

‘Yes, thanks,’ I replied, the tone of my voice carrying my best ‘keep away from me’ warning.


I gave the bubbly water a bit of a playful swirl to prove that all was well. I staged a sigh of contentment, and murmured, ‘Bliss.’

The water caressed my body and I allowed myself to slide beneath the surface, holding my breath for as long as I was able, in a futile attempt to slow my pulse. Whatever I hoped to achieve by my masquerade failed. My only option was to get out.

The bath seemed to have grown in volume and height since I’d got in. There was no handrail for support and I wobbled, unstable on my feet, as I rose to a standing position. Instinctively I placed my hand on the rim, intending to step out onto my good leg, but I was scared of slipping and lost my nerve. I could see my reflection in the mirror, my foamy, dripping, naked body curved over the edge of the bath, breasts dangling, legs trembling under my weight. Surely, if I’d got in, I could get out. But there was no helpful ledge to perch on, just the curved, hard enamel edge that was already cutting into the palm of my hand as I gripped it tightly. I turned around and tried sitting on the rim, intending to swing my legs out, but I couldn’t balance. I saw my expression reflected back at me from the safety of the other side of the room. I made eye contact and spoke words of encouragement but I was frightened, really scared, and unwilling to try again in case I fell.

For a brief moment I contemplated calling for help, but the shame of it all kept me silent. I didn’t want to be discovered naked and dripping wet. To be rescued, again, by healthy strangers would be the end of me. Scenes from my hospital stay came back to me now, a humiliating reminder of how helpless and exposed I had been. Throughout surgery I had always been turned face-down, my naked arse in full view to everyone in the theatre. I had been examined, probed and treated more times than I could count. Fingers had run along my groin, feeling for swollen lymph nodes. Ultrasound probes had travelled up and down my inside leg. Drains and dressings had been checked and replaced while I lay with my face pressed against the bed. It had almost felt shocking when the inspections finally ended and I no longer had to take off my trousers. To engage in a discussion about my health and body, while fully dressed, had been nothing short of a miracle and I didn’t want to hand over my dignity once more. I was not going back to being undressed and helpless. Nothing would make me call for help. I preferred the complete and utter horror of being trapped. At least that was my choice.

I was glad I couldn’t see my reflection in the mirror when I finally emptied the lukewarm water out of the tub, before sliding head-first over the edge. My breasts flattened and squashed, then scraped their way over the hard surface, as my hands walk-walked their way across the puddled floor. I birthed myself onto the bathmat.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

‘I think it’s clearing up,’ said Zac as I passed him on the stairs on my way out. ‘You mightn’t need your coat if you’re lucky.’

‘I’ll take it just in case,’ I smiled. ‘Better safe than sorry.’

I could still feel the bruising burn across my breasts and all the way down to my shins. The heaviness that never let up had a hold of my leg, weighing it down like a toddler clinging to my calf, riding my foot. Every step required a concentrated lift up, followed by a swing forward. I was so completely worn down, I wanted to go back to my room but I needed to prove to myself that I could do it. Mind over matter: I wasn’t a complete failure. So here I was, making the most of the outdoors again.

I’d given up work when I became too ill to get out of bed. In the end, the decision to leave was made for me and I hadn’t fought it — I didn’t have the energy. We were lucky. Our mortgage was paid off and Curtis had a secure job, one that survived Covid disruptions. We could live on his income.

In many ways, my departure came at a good time. As a company, we’d faced months of challenges due to Covid but had managed to win a major contract. My final project involved the design and construction of a peace park, situated on council-owned land above a central city street. It was a steep site, until recently known mostly for its mass flower plantings. Regularly changed, these displays were often quirky or even humorous in nature: a smiley face created from yellow pansies, a university graduation cap from black violas, purple and white daisies for suffrage day. All the background planning, consultation and fund-raising for the peace project was complete. A trust made up of knowledgeable and dedicated members had done all the hard work in terms of providing a brief and community support. Architects, sculptors, landscape gardeners were all in place and the work began.

One of the joys of the job was that everyone believed in the project. To create a small communal garden where people could come together and sit quietly, and reflect, was something that appealed to all of us. We wanted to do everything we could to make it happen.

The project was complicated; that was one of the attractions. How could one park possibly hope to encompass or acknowledge the history of colonisation and resistance, European battlefields and conscientious objectors, civil wars, uprisings and displacement? Death and destruction faced off against strength and resilience. Past grievances with present injustices. It was too much to handle and the endless problems kept me awake at night. At one meeting we talked for five hours about how the park could best meet the needs of the homeless and how we could make everyone welcome. We were sincere, and had such good intentions, and yet, alone in my office, I worried that we were victims of our own middle-class vision.

But deep down, I really did believe in it. How could I not believe in peace?


I left the project before it was finished, months before the park opened. I didn’t attend the ceremony. I could have gone if I’d wanted to but, in the end, I lacked the strength. I was too sick. It was too much effort. I stayed in bed and slept.

Now, outside in an even more beautiful, peaceful spot, I had no idea where I was going. I was walking outdoors, away from my room; that was all that mattered. The gravel crunched beneath my feet and where there were gaps in the stones, weeds were poking up, hundreds of tiny yellow dandelions and white and pink daisies. Someone would come along and spray them before too long, though it was difficult to imagine Mr Kendrick out there with a spray gun. His attention was elsewhere, focused on running a hotel, financing the search for possibly extinct birds, nailing Esperanto, saving kiwi. He was a man with a mission, whereas I was gazing at weeds.

Bitterness wasn’t something I was proud of. So I got trapped in the bath. Big deal. I stumbled into a ditch and needed help getting out. Who cares? My leg hurt. What else was new? I had no real cause to hate the world, but I did. I hated it. I wanted to punish my leg. Any sympathy I felt for it was gone. It was useless. It prevented me from doing all the things I’d enjoyed in the past. Digging in the garden. Weeding. Dragging cuttings and branches to the boundary. Lawn mowing. I’d hated the smell of petrol, the effort to get the machine started, the noise of the engine, the boring back and forth trek, cutting stripes and circles into healthy grass. I’d hated tackling the sloping section, the fiddly manoeuvre around the fruit trees and along the fences. I’d hated mowing the lawn. And yet, now, I felt nothing but envy when I watched Curtis at work. The ease with which he pushed and pulled the machine, the unthinkingness of the activity, as if he barely noticed what he was doing. I envied him and resented him for making me suffer.

‘Stop now.’


I stood still, as if listening to a voice outside my own head.

I imagined my brain as a chest of drawers. The small drawers at the top were for underwear and T-shirts. Next were jerseys and jeans. The bottom drawer housed things I needed, but didn’t wear on a regular basis: swimsuits, scarves, tramping socks, an old Walkman. This bottom drawer was where I placed all my unhelpful thoughts. I lifted them from my head, placed them neatly in the drawer and closed it tight. I could come back to them later, but it was time to put them away. It was time to stop. No more bitter thoughts.

Immediately I felt lighter. The chatter in my head faded away and I was walking again, thinking about dying. It would be nice if it happened in a place with a beautiful view, so that the last thing I saw was native bush or a garden full of trees and birds. A clear stream would be good. A bed in a clean and tidy room, with Curtis and Hannah chatting and laughing the last sound I heard. Not the hospital. Not the sound of a machine beeping nearby, a woman from the bed across the room wailing ‘Nurse, nurse, nurse!’ Not alone, staring at a window onto a corridor as patients in drooping gowns shuffled past. Not at 3 a.m., after giving up, unable to take the ordeal any longer. And please, not swept down a river or over a waterfall, not that.

I was lost in thought, imagining my lungs filling with water, when I felt a tug at my sleeve. I jerked back into the present.

‘You left your raincoat in the car.’

James held out a navy jacket and I might have taken it without thinking except that I looked down and saw that I had my coat. Of course, I knew that. My brain might have grown more foggy since my illness but I wasn’t completely doolally. I could tell when I was wearing a jacket.

‘It’s not mine,’ I said, holding out my arms as if being frisked.

James seemed to have reached the same conclusion and was looking at the garment in his hands, puzzled.


‘That’s odd. I was sure it was yours,’ he said as he stuffed it into his pack.

‘It looks the same. Same colour, same brand.’ As I spoke, I began patting my body, in an attempt to confirm that my coat really was mine. I felt something in my pocket and, reaching in, I pulled out the piece of paper I’d removed from the bucket the previous night. Instinctively I held it out for James.

‘What’s that?’ he asked.

‘Don’t know, it’s not mine. I found it in your bucket, last night, when I rescued the hedgehog.’

James gave me a strange look. ‘I don’t have a bucket.’

‘It had your name on it: “JAMES, Do NOT Remove”.’

‘Not mine. Must be the other James.’ He didn’t elaborate but nevertheless took the paper from me and unfolded it. ‘That’s weird,’ he said. ‘It’s a map.’

We both looked, then. It was, as James had said, a map, but not the kind that was hastily scribbled to show directions. It was more sophisticated. The paper itself was cream-coloured and textured, and looked as if it had been ripped from a drawing block. Taking up most of the space on the page were all the usual trappings: dotted lines, landmarks, little thumbnail sketches and neatly penned words. But where one might have expected an ‘X’ there were only the words ‘Clue: The First’.

‘Clue the first.’ James pointed to the words as he spoke.

‘That’s how they talk, ye olde mapmakers.’

One or two landmarks were familiar: the river, the bridge, a road that, according to an arrow, led to ‘yonder glacier’. I surveyed my surroundings, trying to orientate myself, but James was ahead of me.

‘North is that way,’ he said, indicating the compass arrows in the corner. He rotated the map so that north was at the top and suddenly all the writing was upside down.

‘That’s a bit sneaky,’ he said.


‘Do you think it’s for kids?’ I asked. ‘It looks too complicated, doesn’t it?’ The area represented was too large, not confined to a single area like a garden or playground. ‘It’s definitely somewhere around here, though, I think. Yonder glacier and all that. The river.’

‘I think it’s an ancient map,’ said James. ‘Probably dates back to goldmining days.’ His voice was so earnest that I thought he was serious.

‘It could be some romantic gesture,’ I offered. ‘A hunt that ends with a scenic flight voucher, or an engagement ring? Clue: the first: You made my heart grow fonder, so wander to yonder glacier and there—’

‘Mmm, maybe.’

‘A drug stash? Clue the first, got the thirst, need a burst …’ Suddenly embarrassed, I trailed off.

‘Well, it’s found you now, so what are you going to do with it?’

‘Follow it, I suppose.’

It was strange that neither of us thought it through and attempted to link the map back to either Alex or the other James, whoever he was. It was as if, by some unspoken agreement, we accepted fate. For whatever reason, the map had landed in our hands and, with nothing else needing our immediate attention, we set off together.

If we’d been more serious about our mission, we might have paused long enough to work out a more direct route to the first clue. It was possible we could have cut across country rather than following the convoluted, twisting dotted path marked on the paper. But we were content to meander, and slowly began to stroll towards the first clue, marked on the map next to an image of a pond, overlooked by a kingfisher on a dead tree.

I’d already decided that James could be the brains of the team, and so it was up to me to be the entertainment. This was harder to achieve than I thought and I was considering where to start when James stopped and looked around. He held out the map for me to see. ‘It doesn’t make sense.’

‘Well, you’re the local.’

‘Yeah, maybe … But something’s not right.’

‘You know what they say: a bad workman blames his tools.’

He ignored me and set off again, without changing course. I followed, dragging my leg. A few minutes later he hesitated again, saying, ‘It’s still not right.’

Had I been on my own, I might have blundered on, hoping to stumble upon the pond, but James had the look of someone analysing the situation. He reminded me of a doctor reading notes, so I kept quiet, allowing him to concentrate. As I waited, I found myself thinking about some of the junior doctors who had stood over me as I’d listed and described my symptoms. Once, frustrated at having to repeat myself for the fourth or fifth time, I’d made a rather poor attempt at humour, joking that all the male junior doctors looked alike to me. My comment was nothing more than a reaction to the impression I had that all male junior doctors regarded greying, fifty-year-old women, like me, as interchangeable: that, in our shapeless hospital gowns and with our pillow-tangled hair, we all looked alike and were equally forgettable. My attempt to turn this situation on its head fell flat and caused offence. A young registrar corrected me, saying, ‘No, we treat everyone as individuals.’ But the thing was: all the young doctors did look alike. They were all slim, and tall, with tidy haircuts, and they all wore the same inoffensive shirts and chinos. They had names like Jack and Richard and Matt, and they multitasked, reading through the notes as they asked their questions and then waited, without looking up, for the answers. More than anything, they were thinking, a sacred act, and it was always best not to interrupt.

‘I wonder when the map was drawn?’ James asked at last.


‘The ink looks fresh to me, if that helps?’

James nodded but kept his eyes on the map. ‘Well, I suppose ponds can dry up.’

Given how wet it had been, this didn’t seem likely. If there was ever a good time to be a pond it would have to be now.

‘What about the kingfisher? That might still be there.’ I was being silly.

‘Yeah, that works.’

‘You’re kidding, right?’

‘Just wait,’ said James. ‘You’ll see.’

He was either fooling around or confused, but my only option was to go with him. As we continued on, I wondered if he had been raised in a loving household, among people who encouraged and supported him from an early age. Such unconditional love may have made it easier for him to go through life without questioning himself at times like this. If I’d said to my mother, ‘Here’s a map with a bird on it … Let’s look for the bird’, she would have laughed at me. It would have made as much sense as saying, here’s a picture of a plate with a delicious chocolate cake on it — and expecting a real piece of cake to be there. In my childhood home, we knew about crumbs. Still, it was nice that James had faith.

He was walking too fast and, in an attempt to slow him down, I asked what Ella was doing today.

‘She left first thing this morning,’ said James, without pausing. ‘She wanted to get back to Wellington.’

‘She had a car?’

‘A campervan. She’s been staying down the road.’

That explained why I’d only seen or heard her in the public spaces.

‘But she seemed to know everyone?’

‘Yeah, well, she was here quite a while. She likes hanging out in the hotel — it appeals to her literary nature.’


There was something odd about his tone and I had the impression he was upset.

‘You seem to know a lot about her,’ I joked, trying to distract him.

‘Well, we used to live together.’

My expression must have given me away because he added, ‘It’s okay.’

‘But you seem pretty relaxed together, still friends?’

James didn’t respond directly, but said, ‘I wasn’t expecting her and, besides, I was meant to be up the valley. But we used to stay here a lot, in the old days.’

He gave me a look that seemed to suggest there was more he wasn’t telling me, but I made no attempt to draw him out. I was dying to know, however. I wanted the whole story — how they’d met, how long they’d been together, why they’d split up — but I couldn’t probe for details. The only question I couldn’t contain was, perhaps, the least important: ‘Do you like her books?’

He smiled. ‘I’m too scared to read them. I’m pretty sure she was taking notes the entire time we were together.’

‘But they’re cowboy stories, aren’t they? Not hospital romances.’

James nodded. ‘Yes, but even so—’

‘She’s quicker on the draw.’

‘Let’s talk about something else,’ said James.

‘Okay. How did you meet her?’

‘Who?’

I took the hint and we walked on in silence, though in the back of my head I asked myself why I hadn’t guessed, and then, why she hadn’t offered me a lift.

We weren’t on any marked trail but it was a route that had been used. Footprints had been captured in the muddiest parts, and every now and then a pink ribbon tied to a branch marked where a trap had been laid. I noticed that James paused to check them as we passed, crouching down easily on his haunches to look inside the wooden boxes. Only once was there an animal inside, a large rat that he held up by the tail before tossing it away, into the deep underbrush. In the quiet of the forest, we heard it land with a soft thud, and I said, ‘Well, that’s that then.’ It made me sad to think of it ending its life that way. And for the next short while I couldn’t stop myself from replaying the rat being thrown aside, imagining its stiff body rotting slowly in the dark, until just its skin and bones remained.

I had to force myself not to start thinking again about my own death. Apparently, according to some article I’d read a few months earlier, it was possible to choose to be cheerful. Like confidence, it was an act you could put on, which then became real. I’d tried it myself. On mornings when I’d woken feeling a deep, unrooted sadness, I’d gone into the shower and told myself that it was going to be a good day. The sun was going to shine, the birds would feed at the sugar water, and I would potter about and feel at ease. I would smile. Repeat the phrase, ‘It’s going to be a great day. I’m excited for it.’ It almost worked. It might have worked if it wasn’t for the pain and the realisation that the hurting parts of my body weren’t going to suddenly click into place, and start working. The discomfort was going to be with me forever. It was relentless and the never-ending nature of it drained the cheerfulness from me as quickly as water flowing down a plughole.

But being miserable was even more disabling.

‘Look there,’ said James, pointing up into the canopy. ‘Mistletoe.’

Above us, in the upper branches of a large beech tree, an abundance of flowers created a large red balloon of colour. More flowers, their long spiky petals like tentacles, carpeted the ground by our feet. Without giving it a second thought, I tried to pick one up and, to my delight, succeeded, turning it in my fingers as I examined it closely. I slipped it into my pocket.

‘It’s a good sign,’ said James. ‘Possums usually get them.’

We stood looking up until our necks got sore and then, by mutual agreement, found a log to sit on.

‘Up the valley there’s quite a few patches of mistletoe but I think it must have been even better in the old days, before the possums made it all the way down here. I’ve read early accounts of the area, when the bush was covered in masses of flowers.’

From above us came the call of a bird. It rang out and was then repeated and, soon after, a faint reply sounded in the distance.

‘Tūī,’ said James.

‘I wonder if your kōkako liked mistletoe.’

The tūī sang again, but even though we were close, it was impossible to spot in the beech leaves.

‘I think a lot of birds feed off it. All the honeyeaters and the parrots. I’ve seen kea crush up entire flowers in their beaks.’

‘That must be nice.’

‘What? The taste of mistletoe?’

‘You know, getting away, being in nature, having time to think.’

James stood up, then leant down to offer me his hand. I took it and he helped me to my feet. Neither of us let go as we stood looking up into the trees, and then our hands released and we began walking again.

We came to a clearing, and I had a vague idea of where we were. All this time we’d been walking away from the hotel, heading through beech forest upstream of the loop track and lookout. Now, I could orientate myself. We were further upstream than I’d previously explored but, in the distance, I could make out smoke and I figured it must be coming from somewhere close to town.

‘This way.’ James nodded towards the far side of the clearing. ‘Hopefully, the kingfisher is just over there.’


The ground was boggy, small pools of water glistening between large tufts of grass. Dotted here and there were flax bushes, tall clumps that reached above our heads. There was no point trying to keep my feet dry. The ground was uneven and spongy and it was easier to plough through than attempt to jump from grassy island to island. As we moved across the soggy ground, our feet squelched and once or twice I became stuck, my shoes sinking beneath me.

The distance wasn’t great but it was tiring, and before long I was puffing. I was catching my breath when James spoke. ‘There, did you hear it?’

‘What?’

‘Listen.’

I tried to quieten my breathing and, in the distance, I thought I could make out the sound of water.

‘The river?’

‘Yes, but that’s not … There, hear it?’

I tilted my head. It was a habit of mine, listening with my right ear. I had no proof that it was more sensitive than my left but whenever I was concentrating on a sound, I turned to my right.

‘There …’

I could hear it now, a faint but persistent call, four in a row, demanding to be heard.

‘Beep, beep, beep, beep,’ I echoed.

‘Sharper,’ answered James. ‘“Beep” is too soft.’

I listened, then offered, ‘It’s the busy tone on a phone — beep, beep, beep, beep.’

‘Keep, keep, keep, keep.’

‘Keep, keep, keep, keep,’ I mimicked.

We were walking again, our feet sploshing across the wet paddock. The call became louder, and then another sounded, a reply, almost identical to the ‘keep, keep, keep, keep’ that James had made. I still couldn’t see any bird, but walked towards the sound. Ahead of us was a large forked trunk, the remains of a dying tree. Only one branch, high up, had any leaves; the rest was dead. It was standing above a dip in the ground and as we approached it became apparent that the hollow contained a shallow pond that glimmered in the dull light.

‘The pond,’ I said, more to myself than James.

He wasn’t listening to me. The kingfisher called again, and this time I could see it clearly, perched near the fork, looking down on us. Its feathers were the most beautiful iridescent blue-green, and its head was tucked into its neck, making it appear round and squat. It gave a sudden cry and took off, diving down to the pond, returning seconds later with something in its bill. As we watched, the bird gave its prey several sharp whacks against the branch, then flew away. It didn’t go far but disappeared into a hole at the top of the main trunk.

‘Kingfisher,’ said James.

‘Sure is. How did you know it was here?’

‘During my last summer here, I was hunting down the spot where an old photo of the glacier was taken. I’d seen the picture in a gallery — by a guy called George Chance — and I was curious. I knew it had to be around here somewhere. Anyway, short story long, I was wandering around, trying to find a section of open ground with a tree and a view of the glacier, when I came across the nesting kingfisher.’

As he spoke, the bird reappeared from its nest and flew a short distance away, landing on a flax bush on the far side of the pond. A moment later a small head poked out of the hole in the trunk where the adult had been, then disappeared again.

We crept closer, trying to make as little noise as possible. Behind us the kingfisher was calling but as we drew next to the tree a new sound drifted towards us. It wasn’t like any birdcall I’d heard before; rather, a kind of swirling static, as if belonging to a space station radio. It was definitely coming from the young inside the tree but the more I tried to make sense of the sound, the more unnatural it seemed. I turned to speak to James but he was busy pulling equipment from his pack.

Quietly, I stepped aside, watching in silence as James put on earphones and held a microphone up in his extended arm. Despite our presence, the adult kingfisher kept up its call and now returned to the tree, ignoring us as it monitored the pond for signs of life. From inside the trunk, the alien static grew in volume, crackling and fizzing, then, without warning, fell quiet. The small head popped out from the hole but disappeared back inside almost immediately.

I’d all but forgotten about the map but now, as James continued his recording, I began scoping our surroundings, trying to identify a place where a clue might be hidden. It didn’t occur to me that we might not be in the right place. The kingfisher was accounted for and, although the pond seemed smaller than the one on the map, everything else fitted.

The birds in the nest seemed to have settled down, but James was still recording the adult and so I crept away, making a circuit of the pond while keeping an eye out for clues. I was looking for anything that might conceal a piece of paper: a bottle, a tin can or a hole in a log. The ground was too wet and boggy for natural burrows but it didn’t stop me looking. I was surprised at how quickly my eyes adapted to the task, homing in on anything that disrupted the undisturbed landscape. Scraps of litter stood out as boldly as neon signs but so, too, did brightly coloured buttercups, rotting timber, animal bones and the fallen stems from flax bushes. If a piece of paper or card had been nailed to a log or a post, I would have spotted it. There was nothing.

I backtracked, returning around the pond the way I had come, hoping that the alternative perspective might bring something new to light. As I was nearing my starting point, my phone rang. From the corner of my eye, I saw James’s head jerk up.


‘Hey, sweetie.’

Curtis always seemed genuinely surprised when I answered his calls like that. After all this time, it hadn’t sunk in that his name popped up on my screen. I am sure he thought I responded to all my callers with ‘sweetie’, though only he and Hannah warranted such affection.

‘Sweetie yourself,’ he said. ‘Where are you?’

I explained what I was doing and, though he made listening noises, he barely waited until I’d finished before asking, ‘How long has that stew been in the freezer? Do you think it’s safe to eat?’

‘What stew?’

The fact I couldn’t remember a stew should have been answer enough.

‘It’s in a container with a green lid. At the back of the freezer.’

‘Oh,’ I knew immediately. ‘Cancer stew.’

Curtis laughed. ‘Early, or post-surgery?’

‘Late. Infection, Staph Stew. I think it’s chicken curry.’

‘Who made it, can you remember?’

‘If it is chicken curry, and the chicken is cut into neat cubes, then it’s Di’s.’

‘Who made the lasagne? That was always good?’

I tried to recollect the lasagne-makers among our friends and neighbours. There’d been a few. From the moment I’d become unwell, meals had been quietly delivered to our door. The kindness shown by so many people had been overwhelming.

‘Not sure which one you mean, sorry.’

I looked at my watch, wondering what Curtis was doing at home but before I could ask, he said, ‘I’ve been thinking—’

I fought the impulse to laugh, or reply ‘Ah yeah, that’ll be a first’, which I would have done if I’d been in the same room as him — just as he would have done to me.

‘Yeah, so while I was looking in the freezer for food, I decided I need to come and get you — before it’s too late and I starve to death.’

It took an instant for his words to sink in. I could almost hear the teenage part of my brain kick in with a loud protest, ‘I’m not a child, I can manage on my own.’ But once the initial surge of righteous indignation passed — and it did, rapidly — I was surprised by an overwhelming sense of relief and gratitude. Curtis was offering to take care of me. I was safe. I no longer had to worry about buses, or planes. Then, just as quickly, the shame settled in. Why was I so needy and pathetic? The tussle taking place in my head was short-lived, and before I knew it I was gushing, thanking him over and over again.

There was a pause on the other end, which lengthened and became awkward, and finally Curtis’s voice came back, ‘I was joking.’

My heart thudded; my smile slumped. I took a breath, exhaled and replied as brightly as I could, ‘Yeah, obviously! Me too. I was calling your bluff. You were kidding about coming for me and I knew that. Don’t worry. I was having you on because you were talking about starving and …’

‘I’ve got work, love.’

‘That’s what I mean. You’ve got work. And I’ve got everything under control—’

He interrupted. ‘I will come if you want me to. I can arrange it—’

‘No.’ I tried hard to sound breezy. ‘Of course not. I’m fine, honest.’

By now I’d got my thoughts in order, prioritising pragmatism over emotion.

‘Fuck it,’ said Curtis, ‘I will come and get you.’

‘No, don’t do that.’

‘Yeah, I can organise it.’

‘No, don’t. I don’t need looking after. Do not come.’


I was tired of talking, disillusioned by my behaviour. In an attempt to make everything better, I reminded Curtis of all the great meals he’d made while I was sick. ‘How about your life-saving tomato and bean soup? That was so good.’

It had been the first thing I’d been able to eat without vomiting. I could still remember how good it had tasted, even though anyone else might have found it bland.

‘Love you,’ said Curtis. ‘I’ll call you after work.’

It was okay. In any case, I had a project to finish, a clue to find. I was excited for my day! I went back to where James was standing. When he’d packed away his equipment, he turned to me and asked, ‘Anything?’

‘Nope. I had a good look around the pond but nothing. How about you? Did you get a good recording?’

‘I think so, though there was a bit of background noise.’

‘Not my phone call, I hope?’

‘No. It’s fine.’

I began to describe the area I’d covered, indicating the logs and stumps to which I’d paid attention. ‘It would have been nice if there’d been a big chest marked “loot”, but no such luck.’

He didn’t look surprised but nor did he offer a comforting remark, such as not being too disappointed because who knows when the map was made, or if we were in the right place. He didn’t even mention how lucky we were to hear kingfisher chicks. Instead, he pointed at the nesting birds’ tree and said, ‘Take a look behind.’

The grass was lush and high, growing in thick, cartoonish clumps. An area covered in bright yellow buttercups and docks crowded the base of the dead tree, obscuring the hard ground beneath. I couldn’t see anything and was about to ask James for help when my eye caught sight of a flash of colour, and as I leant down, I realised it was a two-litre ice-cream container. It was beyond easy reach, so I nudged it nearer with my shoe. The container was blue, and had a faded label with the words ‘The Original West Coast Snowflake’ superimposed across an image of a rural setting with mountains behind. It was like a small treasure in itself, a nostalgic trip back to my childhood, when scooping the icy textured treat into a cone had been reserved for special occasions.

The base of the container was wet and had traces of green slime across it, as if it had been sitting in water for a long time. It seemed too much to hope for that there would be a clue inside but nevertheless I prised open the lid, almost too scared to look. But for some dried weed it was empty. I replaced the lid.

James, standing next to me, put out his hand to take the container. ‘Do you see the holes?’ he asked, touching some small slits in the lid. I hadn’t noticed them. ‘I bet some kid used this for tadpoles,’ he said.

‘You reckon? Yeah, probably.’

‘It’s something I would have done.’ He held the container against his body as if protecting the imaginary creatures from being slopped around.

‘No gold, though,’ he said, passing it back.

‘No,’ I agreed, though I wasn’t convinced. I’d already decided to keep the container and planned to use it for storing phone cables.

‘Take a look in there,’ he suggested, indicating a shoulder-high rotten and broken branch.

I hadn’t noticed, but now I could see that the branch was hollow close to its break and tucked inside was a green plastic bag, the type used by dog walkers. To my relief, the contents were firm and when I opened the bag I saw straight away that it contained a brand-new-looking cassette tape. Written in black felt pen on the case itself were the words: ‘Play Now!’
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

I was sitting in James’s living area, trying to make sense of the recording as, upstairs, he played and then rewound the cassette tape. We must have listened to the short piece ten times and neither of us seemed any closer to figuring out what it was.

Part of the problem was that I couldn’t see the tape being played. It made no sense, but I thought that if I could watch the small cogs turn, and the needle on the level dial swing across the gauge, I might be able to identify the noise. But unless I struggled up the ladder, there was no way of doing that.

James’s face peered down. ‘What do you think?’ he asked again.

‘You’re the smart one, what do you think?’

‘Beats me.’

What sounded like laughter and background talking filled the last half. ‘It sounds like it could be a child’s voice,’ I offered. ‘Female. I can’t make out any words, though.’

‘Shall I play it again?’


‘Do you have to?’

‘Might as well.’

We’d been listening for an hour and any hope that the tape would be a simple or straightforward clue had flown. The recording was only twenty seconds long but the first ten seconds were as much a mystery now as when we’d first played it. A noise like a swoosh followed by a ‘tonk’ and then laughter, and the female voice.

At first, we’d both thought the sound could have been made by someone throwing a stone into a pond. But there was no splash. Then we wondered if the noise was the swoosh of a kite being pulled into the air. But that didn’t account for the ‘tonk’ at the end. Champagne being uncorked? We worked through an array of musical instruments — drums, a xylophone and various wind instruments — but nothing seemed to fit. I had a vague memory of a toy Hannah had been given. A long length of ribbed plastic tube that she whirled around her head, making a spooky ‘woo’ sound. I couldn’t really recall it in detail but I didn’t think it was the same as the noise coming out of the speakers.

‘Could it be a bird?’ I asked James. ‘Something with heavy wings flying nearby and then landing? A seagull landing on a picnic table?’

‘I don’t think so,’ replied James. ‘It’s a bit too noisy.’

‘What about a kea? It flies up from a rubbish tin … whoosh … circles … lands on a car bonnet … clonk … tourists laugh, take photos, talk?’

‘Maybe. But when did you last see a kea? And what are the chances of recording one? But maybe you’d hear it call in the distance.’

‘What if it was a pigeon flying into a window? You’re sitting, about to record a voice memo, when — whoosh, thunk — a pigeon hammers into the glass?’

‘And that makes you laugh?’


‘Well, no, obviously. But it might make someone who didn’t know any better laugh.’

‘Like the psycho at the next table?’

‘Yes, exactly. “Ha, ha, ha, do it again.”’

‘Right … Who are you again?’

‘I bet Ella would know the answer,’ I mumbled.

‘What’s that?’

‘I said, I bet Ella would be good at this kind of thing. Being a genius and all.’

James laughed but didn’t take the bait.

The tape was rewound and James fiddled with some knobs to slow down the speed.

‘I think,’ he said at last, ‘that it’s the sound of something hitting something.’

‘An axe!’

‘A ball,’ he corrected.

‘Yeah, haven’t we already said that?’ I couldn’t remember what we’d already suggested and dismissed.

I began an A–Z of ball games. There weren’t any that I could think of that started with ‘A’ and so I skipped straight to ‘baseball, basketball, cricket, dodgeball … football, golf …’ and then, jumping the middle-section of the alphabet, latched onto ‘netball, ping-pong … tennis, volleyball’.

James didn’t interrupt and I had the feeling he was working through his own list because once I’d finished he added, ‘Croquet.’

With so many ball games to choose from, it would be near impossible to whittle the contenders down, but James was ahead of me.

‘So, we have to think strategically,’ he said.

I laughed at the thought. My usual practice was stabbing in the dark.

‘We don’t know if it’s a ball being struck, but if it is, we have to think of it in terms of where to look, around here. There are no indoor courts in town, and no cricket pitch or baseball diamond so we can rule out—’

‘What about the school?’

‘Oh, yeah. You’re right.’

I began to map the neighbourhood in my head and a feeling of hopelessness took over. I was so quick to give up that it made me angry.

‘The hotel had tennis courts,’ I said after a while. ‘In the old photos there are people dressed in white.’

‘They’re disused now,’ said James, ‘but there are croquet mallets and hoops—’

‘That’s it, then. Croquet. Fits perfectly — for this place, I mean.’

James played the tape and a thought flashed into my head. ‘Play Now!’

‘Yes?’

‘No. On the cassette lid: “Play Now.” That’s part of the clue, isn’t it? Play now … like a game. We’re on the right track.’

‘Play now? Could it be an advertisement? Like, play here. Play now?’

‘So, a commercial venture?’

‘Maybe?’

I was a little disappointed. I’d liked the idea of croquet, the possibility that the next clue might be on the hotel lawn. It was nice and handy; no more trudging around in bogs.

‘I’m thinking it’s croquet,’ I said, ‘because I want it to be croquet.’

‘Okay,’ said James. ‘But I’m going to say golf because I think it’s the sound of a golf club hitting a ball.’

I didn’t really like golf but I had to admit that he had a point.

‘Except,’ said James, ‘there’s no green nearby and I’m pretty sure those are children laughing.’

‘So, we’re back to croquet,’ I said.


‘Golf.’

‘Whoever wins has to buy dinner.’

‘That doesn’t sound very fair,’ said James as he came down the ladder. ‘It’s clear I’m going to win and I think you’re taking advantage of the fact.’

‘I will take advantage of it,’ I laughed. ‘You can count on it.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY

No one had played croquet on the hotel lawns for years. At least, that’s what we were told by Zac as we left the hotel to clear our heads. Something about broken mallets, balls lost in the bushes and stolen hoops. Why, I wondered, would anyone want to steal a croquet hoop? We tried, and failed miserably, to come up with clever and funny reasons but each one of them was what Hannah would dismiss as lame: Pull-up bars for rats. Rose-covered archways for newly-wed frogs. Shoulder pad inserts for glam rockers. The one I liked best was dowsing rods. I don’t know how James came up with that idea but it was better than any of mine, and so, though we weren’t competing, we both knew he’d won.

Finally, in an attempt to win back the advantage, I made a suggestion. ‘Gynaecological stirrups.’ I saw him wince and so I changed it, amending it to traction stirrups. I didn’t know if these were a real thing. I could remember that a woman in the bed next to mine had been in traction and I thought there was something like a stirrup or hoop attached to her leg. But I wasn’t sure.

‘Traction bow,’ said James.

‘That’s what I meant,’ I said. Then, ‘What’s that?’

‘It looks like a croquet hoop,’ said James, ‘with a pin through it.’

‘Really?’

‘No, not exactly.’

I was becoming used to James’s habit of avoiding direct answers to simple questions, but I felt I had been given an opening. ‘So, you’re an orthopaedic registrar?’

‘No.’

The expression on his face was so pained that I felt sorry for him but, by now, my curiosity had got the better of me.

‘But you told Alex you were a registrar? And you’re training to be a specialist?’

‘Alex likes to keep tabs on the people she works with.’ It was a warning but it was too late. I was with Alex. I could keep tabs on people, too.

‘I imagine you’ve had a busy time, with Covid and everything?’

‘Not so much in my field.’ With each answer he had begun to edge away from me, so that he was now several arm-lengths from my side. Although I was desperate to ask, I couldn’t. Instead, I fell back on an A–Z of all the medical specialties I knew. I dismissed those that might have been most affected by Covid. Intensive care was out. Respiratory illnesses, gone. Emergency department, out. I’d read that obstetrics had been affected, so I knocked that off the list. Cancer, paediatrics, internal medicine? I really had no idea. He could be anything: genetics, pathology, urology, radiology. I couldn’t tell by looking at him. Immunology? What did those people even do?

‘Do you see that?’

James had stopped and was looking towards a parking area, rows of cabins in the distance.


A tower of signs read: ‘Holiday park. Family rates! All welcome! Inspection welcome! Watch for Children!’

‘That’s a lot of exclamation marks. You wouldn’t see that in a hospital. Imagine, Emergency Department! Oncology Outpatients! Fracture Clinic! Medical Assessment Unit! Half the patients would die of fright. Mortuary! Can you imagine all the startled faces, the scurrying back and forth, running from one department to the next? Ultrasound! X-Ray! It makes my blood pressure go up just thinking about it.’

James let me blather on before calmly replying, ‘Behind the entrance. Further down the driveway.’

I looked again and finally my eyes rested on a smaller sign, one that was easy to miss from the road. In bright red letters on a sunny-yellow background were the words, ‘Mini-Golf. Play Now!’

‘Bit smart, aren’t you?’

James grinned and shook his head. ‘Just lucky.’

‘Yeah, I doubt that somehow.’

He shrugged, then took a step forward, waiting for me to follow. ‘You coming?’

I did as I was told, following him along a gravel driveway that was rutted and full of puddles. Through another, smaller entrance was a walkway leading to a booth, and behind that, the golf course. I’d never played mini-golf so had no idea what to expect. In any case, there was no one at the booth, just a piece of paper taped to the window directing players to the campground office.

‘What do you think we should do?’ I asked James.

‘I think we need to check it out.’

You’re just trying to get out of buying me dinner.’

‘There’s heaps of time.’

‘We don’t have to play, though, do we? Couldn’t we just sneak in and take a look around?’


‘Nah,’ said James. ‘I don’t think that would be in keeping with the spirit of the quest. We have to do things properly.’

He meant it. I wondered if he might be more serious and uptight than I thought, but then I remembered his dinner outfit: the loud shirt and ‘BRAD’ buckle. Maybe he was used to following correct procedure, as a way of avoiding mistakes. A box ticker. I could understand that. I’d done a fair bit of box ticking myself. But surely a hunt leading to a game of mini-golf didn’t require such commitment?

While I was dithering, James went to the reception area. He returned with two clubs and some balls, offering them to me first, before settling for the rejects. I had no idea how to play but the bright orange putter felt good in my hands, and as I gave it a brief swing, something competitive kicked in and I decided I would try to win at any cost. From that moment on, I determined to thrash him.

James had a bright green club and ball and, I noted with satisfaction, it looked comical, too short for his height. He won the toss and went first, tapping the ball in the direction of a flag next to a gold-panning miner, a water-filled ‘river’ by his feet. The ball bounced twice, rolled and disappeared down the hole.

‘Nice shot,’ I said, trying to hide my irritation.

‘Thanks,’ said James.

He seemed pleased but not altogether surprised and it dawned on me that he might be one of those people who play golf in real life. Was he an eighteen holes at the club on a Sunday morning type?

‘Beginner’s luck,’ I added.

‘University champion, 2012–13,’ he replied.

I stepped back from the ball. ‘Mini-golf champion? I didn’t pick you as a mini-golf champ.’

James ignored me, then leant down and repositioned my ball. ‘Your turn.’


The putt swung to the right and clipped the edge of the ball, which then flicked sideways for several centimetres before stopping.

‘Don’t look so smug,’ I said. ‘You still have to buy me dinner.’

‘Only if I find the clue,’ he corrected. ‘No one said anything about winning at golf.’

He bent down, returned the ball to its original spot and then, to my annoyance, said, ‘We won’t count that shot. Try again.’

He was watching and it put me off. I focused on the ball but I could feel his eyes on me and when I swung the club I chipped the ball and it went flying into the air, hitting the miner on the shoulder before bouncing to the ground and rolling away from the hole.

I was already bored, and I hadn’t even made the first hole.

The real purpose of the outing came back to me only when I finally succeeded in getting the ball into the hole. It had taken five strokes, and a group of kids, three young teenagers, were lined up waiting as I followed James to the next green. In front of us was a long ramp, with a fibre-glass mountain and a sloping, broken and cracked glacier at the far end. The flag, midway up the face of the glacier, looked more difficult than the last one, and yet it didn’t surprise me when James got it on his second swing.

‘Having fun?’ I asked as I made another half-hearted attempt to get the ball to the glacier.

‘You might find it helps to look where you want the ball to go,’ replied James.

I sighed loudly and took a swing at the ball. It hit the glacier and rolled back down the mountain, returning to a spot close to my feet. Despite myself, I smiled.

‘I get the feeling you’re not enjoying this much,’ said James. ‘You’re quite sulky.’

By now, the teenagers had caught us up again and I could tell they were talking about me, even though I couldn’t hear what they were saying. I could see, coming up next, a large seal perched on a boulder, rising up out of a pile of river stones, and beyond that, a broken house with a jagged fault line dividing it down the middle. In the distance was a shipwreck, and a swing bridge. Were any of these things remotely funny? If we were in the right place for the clue, there ought to be something that made people laugh. I certainly didn’t feel like laughing, and even the teenagers seemed sullen — but that was probably my fault for being so slow.

‘There was laughter on the tape,’ I reminded James. ‘We should be looking for something that makes us laugh.’

I skipped the glacier, but not before checking for a clue in the hole and the crevasse across its surface. A surgical mask was tucked into a crack near the summit but I didn’t pull it out to examine. We moved on to the seal, or, according to the sign on its chest, a ‘fur seal!’ From its spot on the boulder, it gazed across painted blue waves to a flag waving in the surf.

James went first. His ball glanced off the seal’s flipper and landed neatly in the sea. It was my turn again, and to show that I had taken note of James’s advice, I looked at the flag before striking the ball. It was a solid hit and the ball curved up into the air before landing on the range by the earthquake-damaged house.

‘Let’s leave it there,’ I suggested. ‘It will give me a head start for the next game.’

I gave James the kind of firm look that I used occasionally on Hannah, so that he’d know I wasn’t joking, and, to my relief, he answered, ‘Sure, why not?’

I stood back, allowing James room to swing.

‘Did you start playing at university?’

Without looking away from the ball, James replied, ‘No, school.’

‘A posh school, then. If it had golf.’


‘Yep, private.’

‘Why golf? Was it because you have a kink for plus-fours?’ I heard James make a scoffing sound, and then he swung. The ball went straight into the hole.

‘No, it was because it was the only sport that didn’t require changing into a sports uniform. I could wear my day uniform. That’s why.’

‘You didn’t like changing rooms?’

‘No. I didn’t.’

‘I didn’t like undressing in front of my classmates, either.’

James just looked at me and muttered, ‘It was hell.’

His voice carried the tone I was becoming used to, the hint that the conversation was closed and that it was time to move on.

As we sidled past the seal to retrieve his ball, the creature suddenly turned its head and opened its mouth, letting out a strange, mute whoosh of air followed by a clunk as its jaws snapped shut.

‘What was that?’

The seal’s head went back to its starting position and stared at us through black painted eyes as if nothing had happened.

We took turns walking past the seal again, laughing each time it raised its head to make its mechanical whoosh and clunk.

‘I think it’s broken, don’t you?’ I said.

‘Well, something’s not right, that’s for sure.’

‘It’s like a special Covid edition. Do seals get Covid?’

‘Not yet, I don’t think.’

‘But there were some otters, eh?’

‘But they’re mustelids. Seals are pinnipeds.’

‘Obviously. But more importantly, I reckon this is the place — for the clue.’

‘Yeah, sounds like it.’

The teenagers had caught up with us again, and as James and I began wandering about, searching in the nooks and crannies and cracks close to the seal, one of the bigger kids broke away from his friends.

‘You gonna be long?’ His voice was strangely high-pitched and whiny, not at all what I’d expect from a tall, solid, pimple-faced teenager. When I didn’t reply straight away, he repeated his question, stepping closer. The seal, sensing movement, reared up again.

‘What the fuck!’

Flustered, I apologised, ‘Sorry, won’t be a minute. We’re just hunting for a clue.’

‘What? What clue?’

His friends joined him, taking turns to make the seal wheeze its warning. None of them laughed as they began to close in on us.

‘Fuckin’ stupid old cripple.’

‘Hey, calm down. There’s no need for that.’

‘What are you, her caregiver?’

The boys laughed, and the smallest of them hunched himself up, limp-dragging in front of us, causing the seal to spring into life.

‘Are you retarded?’ he asked, pointing at me.

He took a swing at the model and his club bounced off the seal’s chest, chipping its fur where it made contact.

For the past hour or so I’d forgotten about my leg, but now I felt an electric kick and in an attempt to get away from it, and the boys, I took a step backwards, then stumbled. The boys jeered and though I quickly regained my footing, I was beaten and wanted to go home.

‘Hey, what’s it like being disabled?’ asked the small kid.

‘Stop it now,’ said James.

‘Or what?’ said the kid with the whiny voice. ‘What? Whatcha gonna do about it?’

Maybe once I would have had the energy to tell him to go fuck himself, but I’d lost it. When I turned away, I somehow managed to stumble again, this time dropping my golf club in the process.

The little kid laughed, nudged his friends and made a joke that ended with ‘fuckin’ bitch’.

‘Right,’ said James. ‘That’s it.’ He took a step towards them and, to my surprise, the boys moved away, eyeing him for his next move.

‘Who are you? You’re not my dad,’ responded the big, pimply boy.

‘No, I’m not,’ said James, ‘Because, if I was, I’d—’

‘Ahh, fuck off!’

The kid lifted his golf club, holding it with both hands across his chest as if about to take a swing at James. No one moved, or made a noise, and the air around us became very still. Despite everything, I couldn’t help thinking how ridiculous the situation had become. How on earth could a game of mini-golf turn into a fight? I felt detached, as if I was floating above the course, observing from a distance as five tiny figures and a seal occupied a stage.

‘Hey, pizza-face!’

The voice belonged to a tall, teenage girl, dressed in a red-and-black work uniform. She was standing a short distance away, her fingers gripping the perimeter fence. ‘You’re in deep shit.’

Everyone was now looking at the girl, and for the first time in what felt like an age, I felt my body return to itself. The relief was immediate.

‘Fuck off,’ said the pimple-faced kid, lowering his club.

‘Don’t you dare “fuck off” me! You. Are. In. Deep. Shit.’ As she spoke, she paced back and forth behind the fence with her eyes fixed on the boy, as if weighing him up as a potential meal. ‘You were meant to be at Love’s thirty minutes ago.’

The name ‘Love’ made the other two boys snigger.

‘Hey dude,’ said the boy who had kept quiet until now, ‘go and sing for Mr Love. He’s waiting to tune you up.’


‘Why don’t you fuck off, you fat fuck.’ The boy took a swing at his companions. They jumped backwards into the seal, which whooshed and clunked and I laughed out loud.

The boy turned on me. ‘You fuck off, too, you stumpy bitch!’

His anger made me laugh more. ‘You’re a rude little shit,’ I said. I could feel my heart racing but I was so certain that any danger had passed that I couldn’t stop myself. ‘I might be disabled, you arsehole, but at least I’m not a fucking psycho like you!’ From beside me, I heard James clear his throat and I turned to him, only pulling myself together when I saw him raise the palms of his hands as if fending me off. He was laughing and I joined in.

‘Get in the car, now!’ yelled the girl.

The boy took another half-hearted swing at his friends but it was clear he was defeated.

‘Enjoy your lesson, lovey.’ The small kid made kissing noises from pursed lips.

‘Get fucked, ya runt!’

It was as if we no longer existed. All three teenagers took off, discarding their clubs in the flax bushes before pushing their way through a gap in the perimeter fence and following the girl towards the carpark. Their yelling and crowing laughter grew fainter but even from a distance we could hear the angry ‘fuck you’ from the one being teased. There was the sound of car doors being slammed, a car engine starting up and then the skidding of tyres on gravel. Then everything went quiet, the only noise that of a tūī singing from its perch on a flax flower.

‘Jeepers, that was bloody weird.’ My heart was still thumping in my chest and I was resting with one hand against the seal’s boulder, catching my breath. James was still looking in the direction the teenagers had gone, as if expecting them to return at any moment. ‘I wonder who Mr Love is? What sort of lessons he gives?’


‘Etiquette,’ said James.

‘No, really?!’ Too late I realised he was kidding. ‘Did you think he was going to take a swipe at you?’ I asked.

‘Wasn’t sure.’

‘I thought he might,’ I said.

‘Maybe.’

‘Were you scared?’

‘No, not really. I was pretty sure I could get out of the way if I had to.’

‘I guess you’re more used to it, from work, angry patients and all that. I’m not sure I could have got away,’ I said. ‘I’d probably have fallen over. That’s the problem with being a stumpy cripple.’ I saw myself on the ground as golf clubs rained down on my head. ‘Fuck, I feel vulnerable sometimes.’

‘I’d carry you,’ said James.

Was he making another joke?

‘Seriously,’ he added. ‘I’d get you out.’

Even if he was having me on, I was touched by the offer. I wondered how he would carry me. Over his shoulder like a firefighter, or in his arms like the hero in a movie?

It took a while for our focus to return to mini golf. The quest no longer seemed important and if we hadn’t still been wound up by what had happened, and in need of some distraction, we might have given up and gone back to the hotel. The search, however, had a calming effect and eventually we went back to examining the seal. In many ways, the model was a good likeness. It had the long, pointed nose of a fur seal, and neat little ears, and the fact that it was sitting on rocks, rather than sand, also worked in its favour. The only thing that wasn’t life-like was the noise it made.

‘Do you think it will be another tape?’ I asked, after looking through a clump of flax growing next to the ‘sea’.

‘Couldn’t say.’

‘It’s just that it would be easier to find the clue if we had some idea what we were looking for, do you know what I mean? Like if it was paper, or a cassette, or a shiny object …’

I wandered back to the seal, my eyes on the ground. The river stones were all scattered in a naturalistic manner, except, now that I looked, several appeared to be arranged in a kind of pyramid. When I gave the topmost stone a tap, it tumbled off the pile. If I’d been able to bend down, I could have lifted the rocks up, one by one, but it was easier to prod them. Another stone fell off but I couldn’t see anything left behind in the gap. I gave the rest of the pyramid a nudge and exposed the stones at its base. Something about the colour of the stones caught my eye. Small black flecks, which I might have missed because of their semblance to natural marks, grabbed my attention. I tried to separate the stone from its neighbours but it wouldn’t budge, and I called James.

‘Look, that rock. The round one with the quartz line through it. There’s something …’

‘It’s felt pen,’ said James. ‘It’s got writing on it.’

What’s in store?

The beds have gone

The shelves are empty

But a $2 coin

Will seal the deal.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Mr Kendrick was dressed, as usual, in his tweed jacket and tartan scarf. Loose grey hairs stuck to his shoulders and back, and added to his crumpled appearance. Not that I was much neater. I’d changed my top since returning from mini-golf but my jeans were the same ones as I’d been wearing for the past few days and I knew without looking that the hems were splattered with dried mud. Of the three of us, only James looked pulled together, or the least bit stylish. He was wearing a perfectly ironed paisley shirt, its colours ranging from shades of pink through to purple, with the odd flash of green highlights. His trousers were sludgy green, and this gave his look the resemblance to an exotic bunch of flowers.

James had invited me to join him and Mr Kendrick for dinner. ‘It might be boring,’ he warned me. ‘Kendrick will probably want to talk birds. But if you’re okay with that …’ I was okay with that. The only alternative was to eat alone, or spend the evening in my room. The day’s activities, marred by the teens’ attack, had left me buzzing and I needed some kind of distraction to calm me down before bed. Bird talk was better than no talk and I was prepared to drop my encounter with the kingfisher nest into the mix, if there was ever a break in the conversation.

Earlier, when I’d mentioned the mini-golf incident to Curtis, I’d been surprised by his response. He knew the type all too well. Boys like those were the norm at his old school. ‘They weren’t the first-fifteen boys but occupied the swamp, several layers down. They were scarred by the system and angry about it, and out for revenge.’

‘I don’t get it.’

‘Course you do! All those kids who are told they’re a piece of shit, and grow up to believe it.’

‘Yeah, I get that. But I don’t get it in the context of a game of mini-golf. It’s not like we were hassling them, or looking for a fight.’

‘You were in the way, stopping them from doing their thing. Just like all the other grown-ups.’

Curtis spent several minutes wandering down memory lane, producing titbits of information about teenage boys, testosterone and self-loathing. He described fights: those he had witnessed and those that had left him battered and bruised. Once, he said, he’d been pulled off his bike and kicked in the ribs for daring to wear a pale pink T-shirt to an interschool rugby match. ‘I was having a go at the macho sporting types and they beat the shit out of me.’

Little of what he described related to my own experience of growing up. The bullies at my school moved in gangs, claimed the sunniest seats nearest the tuck shop and spent their lunch break passing around a compass and ink, covering their knuckles in peace-symbol tattoos that bled and grew infected. We avoided their territory and, in general, were ignored in return. Only three or four of them were genuinely scary, but they rarely came to school, and left for good once they reached fifteen or got pregnant.

I was glad when Curtis found his way back to the quest itself. ‘How many clues are there, in total?’

‘That’s such a typical question! You always want to jump to the end. I have no idea how many clues there are. That’s why it’s a quest.’

‘Five? Do you think there will be five clues?’

‘Honestly, I don’t know.’

‘But it’s for kids, right? Or people on holiday? It’s got to be short, doesn’t it? It’s not going to take months.’

‘Sorry, I don’t have a clue.’ I laughed at my own pun.

‘But five would be a sensible number?’ insisted Curtis.

‘I guess.’

I heard him groan and realised he was reading emails while talking to me.

‘Work?’ I asked.

‘Someone’s upset at the way a meeting went. They were talked over and interrupted and they want an apology from the culprit.’

‘I bet I know who that’s from.’

Neither of us said, but one person had a history of complaining.

‘The culprit has also lodged a complaint,’ said Curtis. ‘They also feel disrespected and want an apology.’

‘Lucky you.’

Curtis began reading the highlights for my benefit but I stopped him. I was running late for dinner and, apart from sympathy, I had nothing to offer. I could barely remember how I’d dealt with similar situations. It wasn’t so much that work was now a distant memory as that it was irrelevant, belonging to a world that no longer existed.

‘I haven’t been here long,’ I said, ‘but I miss you most at dinnertime. When you arrive home in the evening you have a habit of blowing your nose — just after you close the garage door. That sound of the door rolling down, followed by you honking into your hanky, is my signal that I can relax, and open your wine.’

‘Something to mention at my funeral,’ joked Curtis. ‘He was a great honker.’

‘Always carried a hanky.’

‘A clean hanky.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘I’m the one who has to hang them on the line. You go through two a day. At least!’

Having mentioned the nose blowing, I suddenly realised how much I really did miss the sound. Like most private languages, it wasn’t something other people would necessarily understand or get, but it meant something to me. It was commonplace and barely worth mentioning but it was endearing. I wondered if I had any similar quirks. What would Curtis miss? The only thing I could think of was that I always lined up our shoes in neat pairs, inside the front door. Left alone, Curtis would simply kick off his shoes and leave them where they landed — usually on the rug, where they created an obstacle for anyone coming in or out. If I went home now, I would have to step over his shoes and then, because I couldn’t stand the disorder, I would arrange them in neat rows. Once I died, it wouldn’t take long for his shoes to spread all over the place. But how many days, or weeks, would my sandals and boots remain lined up, where I had left them? Maybe he wouldn’t touch them. Maybe they would stay in place, a reminder of me, one that still greeted him as he came through the door.

I was being maudlin. In truth, Hannah was so organised she’d have all my clothing sorted and dropped at the charity shop before Curtis even noticed. He might register an absence as he walked through the front door but, somehow, I doubted it. Clutter — his own shoes, supermarket shopping bags, washing baskets headed for the laundry, empty bottles — would fill the gap in no time.


My thoughts lingered on my conversation with Curtis as Mr Kendrick ushered me to the chair next to him. An ice bucket containing an opened bottle of champagne stood beside him and, as he topped up his glass, I asked if there was something to celebrate. ‘Is it your birthday, Mr Kendrick?’

‘Not my birthday, no,’ he replied, then leaning towards me, he rolled his eyes in James’s direction. ‘The enigmatic James here—’

‘It’s not my birthday, either,’ interrupted James.

‘Not now,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘Not now, but it was.’

‘Yes, it was my birthday.’ James took the bottle from Mr Kendrick and filled my glass, before raising his. ‘A while ago.’

I said ‘Happy Birthday’ and took a sip. The drink was surprisingly sweet.

‘It’s not my birthday,’ repeated James.

He was enjoying the moment. His expression gave him away: he knew I was dying to ask his age. I decided not to give him the satisfaction.

‘Lovely champagne,’ I said to Mr Kendrick.

‘It’s demi-sec. It tastes like apple juice, doesn’t it, James?’

James remained silent but took another sip from his glass, screwing up his eyes as he savoured it.

‘Maybe,’ he said.

‘Oh rubbish,’ said Mr Kendrick. Turning to me, he whispered, ‘He’s too serious for someone so young.’

‘How young?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know, lost count,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘He’s got the head of an old man, though, haven’t you, James?’

‘Thirty-two,’ said James.

For a second, I was taken aback. Really, though, I shouldn’t have been surprised. I knew he was a registrar, and so, most likely, fifteen years out of school. And yet, hearing him say his age made me suddenly conscious of our almost twenty-year age gap.


‘Thirty-two? An old soul,’ I joked.

‘Older than when I first met him,’ said Mr Kendrick.

‘I hope so, I was a toddler then.’

‘Nice chap. I seem to remember he was fixated on sticking plasters. He collected them.’

‘I liked them,’ said James by way of explanation. ‘I thought they were special. You’d put them over a bleeding cut or graze and then, when you removed them, the skin was back to normal. I couldn’t understand why, or how, that happened.’

‘Strange child,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘What are we having? I’m starting with soup.’

‘We’re ordering off the menu,’ explained James. ‘There’s only two options for the main tonight and they’re not doing a buffet.’

‘Not enough guests to make a buffet worthwhile,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘We’re lucky to still get locals coming for meals. Should be a few stragglers tonight, with any luck. Trying to find staff, though …’ He trailed off and looked at me. ‘Don’t suppose you want a job?’

I shook my head.

‘It’s a ghost town,’ he continued. ‘Like the old days, isn’t it, James? Not that you’d remember. Too young.’ He turned to me and said, ‘Townie. City boy.’

‘And you?’ I asked. ‘City boy?’

‘Oh, bit of everything,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘It’s fascinating, isn’t it?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Life, incredible journeys … What about you, young lady?’

‘Libby.’

‘Libby? I had an Aunt Libby. She was Australian.’

‘My great-grandmother was Elizabeth. She was English.’

‘There you are. Everywhere you look, a journey. Which reminds me—’

He broke off as a waiter approached and ordered for himself, and then, without checking, said, ‘Make that three — we’ll all have the same. And more champagne. Easier that way, isn’t it?’

The waiter didn’t seem surprised but glanced in my direction for confirmation. I nodded, and then James said, ‘Fine, thanks.’

‘I heard about your scavenger hunt,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘Who’d have thought.’

There was little point interrupting to ask what he meant. I let him continue and, after taking a long sip from his glass, he added, ‘I guessed right away where the clue was hidden. The “Play Now” gave it away.’

‘Did you listen to the tape?’

‘He didn’t need to,’ said James.

That seemed unlikely. It felt like one of those ‘I was going to say that’ moments that pop up when doing crosswords as a couple. Easy in retrospect, but rare in practice.

‘Any local would have got it, and I know the answer to your next clue as well,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘I knew right away, didn’t I, James?’

James nodded.

‘Local knowledge … Of course, I use the word “local” with caution — some people still view me as an import. Been here a long time, though, since James here was a teenager.’ He paused to move his champagne glass, making room for the bowl that the waiter had brought. ‘Not telling you the solution to the clue, of course. Don’t want to spoil the fun.’

I half-expected to see his scarf tassels dangle into the thick tomato liquid, but fortunately he removed it before picking up his spoon to eat. It didn’t seem to occur to him to wait until James and I had been served.

‘Hot,’ he murmured. After the first taste he reached for the salt and sprinkled the entire surface with it. ‘Bongusta!’ He slurped from his spoon, repeated ‘Bongusta’ and then asked if I understood Esperanto.


When I shook my head, he said, ‘That’s a shame. It’s a very handy language to have under your belt, isn’t it, James?’

James didn’t have time to respond.

‘Handy in your profession, too. Just imagine. You could go to any country in the world and work. Anywhere in the world.’

‘How long have you been a speaker?’ I asked. I was genuinely curious. ‘Have you found it useful?’

‘A lifelong learner,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘I wish they taught it at school. It would solve a lot of problems.’

‘What kind of problems?’

Mr Kendrick looked confused. He gave me a puzzled look and then slowly answered, ‘Language problems.’

James was trying not to laugh but it didn’t stop me from probing, ‘Do you spend a lot of time travelling?’

‘Not now, but back in the day I rode my motorbike from Scotland to New Zealand and it would have been very useful if more people spoke Esperanto.’

‘Did anyone speak it?’

‘No, that’s my point.’

He fell silent, ripping chunks from his bread and dunking them into his soup before stuffing the large pieces into his mouth. As he chewed, the lumps moved from one cheek to the other; it was almost comical. James pretended not to notice. He took a small spoonful from the side of his bowl and swallowed silently. He even passed his bread over to Mr Kendrick, who, with a full mouth, thanked him and continued shovelling and slurping through his first course.

‘It’s really no surprise that James got into plastic surgery, when you think about it.’

I sat up, alert now.

‘It’s a natural progression, isn’t it, James? Sticking plasters to burns and scars. I could have told you that that’s where you’d end up.’


James looked up from his bowl. ‘I thought you said I’d be an engineer, or an electrician.’ His remark was good-natured, a slight poke in the ribs.

‘Rubbish,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘I said you liked making things and had an attention to detail. You were exacting in nature.’ Then, turning to me, he said, ‘I watched him stitch up his own leg once. He did a beautiful job. Show Libby the scar.’

‘There isn’t one,’ said James.

‘I know,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘A natural.’

He returned to his soup, tipping the bowl to get the last of it. Out of nowhere he suddenly asked, ‘What about you, Libby?’

‘Sorry?’

‘Any injuries or scars?’

I answered without thinking, ‘Yes. I had surgery to remove a sarcoma and that left a deep scar down the back of my thigh.’

‘You should show James,’ said Mr Kendrick matter-of-factly as he put his dirty spoon down on the tablecloth next to his bowl.

I exchanged glances with James. I don’t know who was more horrified. When I shook my head and mouthed the word ‘No’, I registered the relaxing of his features.

To my relief Mr Kendrick didn’t pursue the topic of scars but shifted his focus to kōkako. At soon as our bowls had been cleared, replaced with our main course — salmon, salad and shoe-string fries — he launched into a theory about where the birds might be hiding. He was convinced that James’s camp was in the wrong valley. He didn’t want to go into details because it was all hush-hush, but he’d heard through a local possum-trapper that a large grey bird with long legs had been spotted by a party of climbers during a trip to the great unknown.

It took several minutes to work out that this was not some coded, anonymous location but the name of an actual West Coast mountain, the Great Unknown. The name so appealed to me that I grew far more interested in imagining its appearance than listening to Mr Kendrick talk about birds. Was it a high mountain? A beautiful snow-capped peak? Guessing from its name, it had to be remote. As soon as I had a chance, I interrupted the discussion to ask James about it.

‘It’s miles away and I’ve never really been close enough to get a good look,’ he responded. ‘But I’ve seen photos and it stands out, lots of rock and snow. It looks like a mountain — like a drawing.’ Maybe he registered my slightly dreamy expression because he added, ‘It’s near the Adverse Glacier and there’s another mountain, the Little Unknown, quite close.’ He gazed towards the window, then said, ‘There’s also a Perverse Creek.’ He paused, caught my eye, and added, ‘Bit more than I could handle.’

A mountain that looked like a drawing wasn’t a great description but I could google it later.

‘Some kayakers are planning to fly up the Perth,’ broke in Mr Kendrick, ‘and I’m going to see if we can hitch a ride in the helicopter. To get a feel for the area. What do you think?’

James took his time answering. His enthusiasm for the project appeared absent. Perhaps something had shifted; perhaps he had begun to have serious doubts about the search. Maybe he had grown weary of camp life, or maybe he was tired of chasing ghost sightings. I recalled the first time I’d heard him mention the birds. He hadn’t given the impression he was following a lifelong passion. His tone now made me think that he might have wearied of Kendrick’s scheme and was only participating out of loyalty.

While Mr Kendrick and James discussed their options and made plans, I filled my glass and leant back in my chair, glancing around the room, searching the faces of the diners for anyone I knew. Only a few tables were taken and, as far as I could tell, none of them were actually staying at the hotel. Their faces weren’t familiar and, from their dress and the relaxed way they chatted with the waiting staff, I felt sure they were locals. Would they take me for someone with real links to the area? They’d know Kendrick, for sure, and possibly James, too, so they might well imagine I was someone. I flattered myself that I now had more than a passing connection to the place, that I’d tapped into its rhythms in a way that a tourist wouldn’t. It was almost as if I’d begun to detect the hidden notes, the beauty within. Then I remembered that women like me were invisible; the other diners wouldn’t even have seen me.

One of the waiters pulled up a chair and sat down at a table occupied by a group of twenty-somethings. They reminded me of Hannah and her friends. I looked across at Mr Kendrick to see if he’d noticed, but his head was turned away and I couldn’t get a clear view of his face. There were so few customers that it didn’t matter much anyway and seeing everyone together gave the room a homely, family atmosphere.

By now I was feeling a little light-headed. It had been a long, long time since I’d enjoyed so much champagne. Everything was in soft focus, and warmth — physical and emotional — spread through my body. I guessed I was probably smiling, and nodding too much — more to myself than in response to the conversation — but I no longer cared. I was happy to be where I was, drifting into my own world. At one point James caught my eye and smiled but he was too immersed in a discussion with Mr Kendrick to ask how I was, or attempt to include me. It didn’t worry me. Nothing worried me.

The word ‘bellbird’ drifted into my brain and I began saying it to myself, for the sound. Bell bird. Bell bird. Korimako? Bell. Bird. Mr Kendrick had mentioned something about the birds modifying their calls. He didn’t go into details — something to do with mimicry, a possible response to kōkako being in their neighbourhood. James was nodding but I was somewhere else, remembering how, as a child, I’d gone through a stage of trying to sound like my new Irish classmate. Whenever I visited her home, my voice became softer, more sing-song, as if it would help me fit in. It was a shame I could no longer recall her name as that, too, had a beautiful cadence. What was it?

Not so long ago, I used to spend my days listening. From my day-bed on the couch, I tuned into all the sounds around me. I didn’t have to move, or open my eyes, or talk, or eat, or smell. I learnt to distinguish between the birds that came down to feed. The chatter of the sparrows, the rasping slide of the green finches and the beautiful melody of the blackbird that pecked at apples. I could tell the time of day without looking at my watch, or phone. I knew when it was close to 3 p.m. by the banging of my neighbour’s car door, followed by the start of her engine. Twice a week, at 10.30 a.m., a taxi would arrive and toot its horn for the pensioner opposite us. The courier van entered our lane around 12.30 p.m. Its engine would be left idling as its heavy sliding door was pulled open, then shut. The sound would set a nearby dog barking. If I felt well enough, I’d go to the window to confirm my observations and feel comforted by the banal regularity of the street’s schedule. My whole day defined by other people moving around.

The only person who bucked the trend was Hannah. Her comings and goings were completely random. She could show up as early as 7 a.m. or as late as 11 p.m. She might pop in several times one day, sometimes for ten minutes. There were days when she would sit down with her computer and barely move from breakfast to dinner. We often shared the space in silence but there were days when I was awake, wanting to talk, but too tired to initiate a conversation. Then I felt grateful for my daughter’s presence but, at the same time, almost overwhelmed by loneliness. I so wanted to connect and be included in my family, and yet I was little more than an inert being, listening from under the covers. To them I was something precious that needed protection; what I wanted was comfort and mindless chat.

‘What do you think?’

Startled from my thoughts, I saw Mr Kendrick looking at me from over the top of a menu.

‘Sorry?’

‘Apple tart or sticky date pudding?’

‘We’re ordering pudding,’ said James. Then, as if prompting a sleepy patient, he added, ‘They’re both good, in my opinion.’

‘Apple tart it is,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘The $2 coin gives the game away,’ he continued, once our order had been taken.

Now I was confused.

‘Have you got one?’ he asked.

I’d left my wallet in my room. James felt in his pockets, then shook his head.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Mr Kendrick. Turning to me he asked, ‘What’s on the coin?’

‘The queen.’

‘Other side.’

It was a bird. I could picture it but I couldn’t find the right word. It was a heron, but the special white one. The big white heron. My mind fumbled and I began to feel lost. ‘The white heron,’ I said at last, to hide the fact that I’d lost its Māori name in some jumble at the back of my head.

‘The kōtuku, exactly,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘Gives the game away.’

I was baffled at the direction of the conversation.

‘He means the colony. Though it’s rather a big area—’

‘I know exactly where to look,’ said Mr Kendrick, ‘but I’ll say no more.’ Leaning back in his chair, he made a zip-like motion across his mouth. ‘My lips are sealed.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

I could hear someone hammering nails into a wall but I couldn’t see who was making the noise. Even more strange, though I was in an art gallery, there were no pictures. But the tapping continued, growing louder, more insistent. And then a voice in the distance.

‘Libby, Libby.’

I jolted awake.

‘Libby.’ It was spoken in a whisper.

Briefly I wondered why the whisperer didn’t come in and then I remembered where I was and got up to open the door: James was on the other side. I looked past him, thinking there must be smoke or a fire, or even an earthquake, but the corridor was empty and nothing was out of place.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Did I wake you?’

‘What?’

‘I thought you’d be awake. I thought you were a morning person.’


Through the window I could see the grey light of dawn. Unless I’d slept all day and it was already evening?

The urgency of his knocking had gone and now James’s expression seemed clouded by uncertainty. It was as if he’d caught himself in the act of doing something silly, and he didn’t know what to do. He apologised, took a step back and was on the verge of leaving, but I reached out to stop him.

‘It’s fine, come in.’

He hesitated and began apologising again. He’d believed I was an early riser. Then, he explained that he was a morning person. No, he clarified, not a morning person but a person who was in the habit of waking up early. That is, most days he’d had to be at the hospital around 6 a.m. and he was kind of used to that schedule. Well, some days he worked nights. But, more recently, he’d been recording the dawn chorus and so—

I stopped him there. Removing my discarded jacket from the armchair, I offered him a place to sit. I didn’t bother to clarify my own status as a morning person. The fact was, I liked mornings but I didn’t like morning chat. And I really didn’t like to talk before my first cup of coffee — which I was now making so that I could work out, in peace, what was going on.

‘I’m an idiot,’ said James as he took a mug from my hands. ‘Sorry.’

As far as I was concerned, he was an accomplished doctor, and I was rocked by how confrontational the term sounded.

‘I’m sure you’re not an idiot,’ I said, then, ‘I expect you’re here for a reason?’ I thought I saw him squirm. He looked at me from over his cup and said, quietly, ‘I wanted to give Kendrick the slip.’

I felt my heart thud. If he was doing a runner, I could hardly blame him. The prospect of flying into the back of beyond to look for extinct birds was certainly daunting but I thought James was made of sterner stuff than me. Still, if he could turn his back on his career, maybe walking away from Mr Kendrick was easy by comparison.

‘Oh, but I really love your company’ managed to escape before I had time to think of a better-worded, less emotional response. It was my turn to be embarrassed.

‘What? No. I’m not leaving town, if that’s what you think.’ He paused, and gave me such a sweet smile that I became even more self-conscious.

‘No, I meant that I didn’t want Kendrick to butt in on our project. I thought we could drive out to the lagoon before he gets up.’

‘The quest?’

‘Yeah, yeah. You want to keep doing it, don’t you?’

So that was it. Here I was, in the clothes I’d fallen asleep in the previous night, woken at five-something in the morning, being asked to sneak out to find a clue in a random quest, one that was probably completely meaningless. Did I want to keep doing it?

‘Yeah, brilliant. Give me a minute to clean my teeth and get my boots on.’

It took longer than a minute but James sat patiently as I first tied my left shoelace and then twisted and bent my leg, struggling with my right boot. I knew I could reach the laces — I’d tied them before — but it was slow and painful, and perhaps because I was being watched, I couldn’t get a grip on the fiddly, short ends. Along the back of my leg I felt my scar stretch and pull, and the more I contorted and wriggled, the tighter my leg became. It wore me out and an involuntary groan escaped my lips as I slumped back into my chair to catch my breath. By now I was flustered and annoyed that such a simple task should be proving impossible. I willed myself to start over, but it was even worse than before.

A moment later James knelt in front of me and the job was done.


It was lucky he could put his surgical skill to good use. ‘You could probably tie laces with one hand, the way you do those fancy surgical stitches.’

‘Laces are a bit trickier,’ said James. ‘Only consultants are trusted with shoes.’

‘Yeah, I remember.’ I pictured all the consultants who’d examined me and, true enough, all of them had bent down to help guide my foot into the leg of my trousers or into my shoe. Of course, I’d removed the laces by then, but I didn’t tell James that.

Mist hung over the lagoon, which lay before us like smooth, black onyx. In the far distance I could make out the lower trunks of trees, seemingly rising straight out of the water, their upper branches hidden in cloud. Off the end of the jetty where we stood, a lone shag glided, then dived, leaving rings that grew and spread across the calm surface. I counted and reached twenty-four before it bobbed back up. To our left, the muffled crash and draw of waves breaking against a steep shingle beach reached us. The scent of brine and bush mingled, and was accompanied by swarms of sandflies that made clouds about our heads, tangling and buzzing in our hair.

‘Right, where’s the answer to the clue then?’ I asked, my voice startling me with its loud volume.

‘I was going to ask you,’ said James.

‘It can’t be somewhere in that forest.’ I indicated the misted trees. ‘Can it?’

Despite having visited the seaside village before, I’d never travelled out to the bird colony, but thought it was spread out along the tree-lined shore of the lagoon. It didn’t seem probable that the clue would be hidden in the vicinity of endangered birds, despite what Mr Kendrick suggested.


‘The nesting site is on the river, further north of the lagoon. You need a permit to visit so …’ He trailed off and gazed back towards the car and the scatter of houses, as if that might jolt his memory. ‘A tour company has a viewing hide but even then … I don’t know. You couldn’t really leave a bit of paper, or a cassette, in a place like that without it being discovered and chucked out. Besides, I reckon that if it was there, the actual wording of the clue would make a play on the words “hide” and “hidden”.’

‘I can’t remember the exact wording so I’m no help,’ I said.

‘You’ve brought the clue with you, though?’

For the first time I detected a slight note of impatience. In that instant I saw him as a senior doctor doing the rounds with a bunch of juniors. It was a side I hadn’t witnessed before.

So, in response, I stood to attention with a loud ‘Yes, sir!’

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean to sound like a dick.’

I was ashamed of myself. ‘You’re fine. And yes, I did bring the clue.’

An awkward silence grew between us as we stood gazing across the water.

When I felt the tension ease, I brought out my paper copy and placed it on the wooden railing between us. ‘What’s in store? Like, does that mean what’s going to happen next? Or, is it something to do with a store? Or storage?’

‘But what about the beds?’ said James.

‘A hospital?’ I suggested.

‘Or a bed shop?’

I gave James a look that said, Now you’re being a dick. Even if the settlement had once been teeming with traders and goldminers, it was unlikely it ever had a bed shop. Towns like this might have a general store, a bank, a hotel, or even a school but not, as far as I knew, bedding showrooms.

‘Well, I don’t know,’ I said.

As I waited for James’s next suggestion I half-heartedly read the riddle again. My only conclusion was that I wasn’t really cut out for puzzles.

After a while I asked, ‘What should we do? It’s such a beautiful morning …’

It was so peaceful it would be a shame — almost wasteful — to hurry away from the lagoon to follow another clue. The water in front of us was so smooth it was glossy, polished. The shag took off and, though the drops that fell from its body were invisible, I could make out a trail of bubble-circles left behind. There were no waves or chop to disperse the growing ripples and I watched in silence until they eventually disappeared, swallowed by the water. We were completely alone, embraced by our surroundings.

‘Wait here,’ said James. ‘I’ll be back soon.’

I heard the car start up but I didn’t turn around. I was uninterested in what he was doing, where he was going.

The sound of the waves breaking on the shore across the shingle bank created a steady background rhythm that, in combination with the call and answer of the bellbirds close by in the flax, lulled me into a quiet dream state.

James was true to his word. When the car pulled up soon afterwards, he was towing a small dinghy on what looked like a homemade, makeshift trailer.

‘I borrowed it,’ he said by way of explanation. ‘It belongs to Becky, from the kiwi nursery. We’re old mates and she lets me use it.’

As he filled me in on Becky’s house, and how he knew her through volunteer work, he unfastened the trailer — more a simple A-frame on pram wheels — and pushed the dinghy towards the water’s edge, before launching it and then returning the trailer to the top of the boat ramp.

‘Do you think we need the boat to hunt for the clue?’ I asked when he came back.


‘No, I thought it would be nice to get out on the water and go for a row, that’s all.’

My eyes remained fixed on the dinghy as I tried to compute the movement and steps needed to get in. It shared the same characteristics as the bath, but with the added problem of instability. As I mentally choreographed my way into the boat, all I could see was my crumpled body falling in an untidy heap. A wet heap. Instinctively, I looked down at my leg and, as if in response to my growing anxiety, whiplash zapped through me. I took a breath and once more tried to work through the steps I needed: how to balance on one leg, how to lift and clamber over the gunwale. Nothing seemed to click into place.

‘Do you know what,’ I finally said to James, ‘instead of hassling with a boat, why don’t we swim?’

I didn’t know if swimming was safe but at least it wouldn’t be clumsy or painful, and that was all I cared about at that moment. James must have guessed what was going through my head as he quietly returned the dinghy to its trailer, then came back and dipped his hands into the water, testing the temperature against his skin.

For months — almost a year — I’d been removing my trousers in front of various medical professionals and as I began to undress I realised how commonplace the process felt. Before I’d become sick, I’d have felt self-conscious about my unshaven calves, my dimpled thighs, and my dowdy, practical underwear — but not now. If anything, I was in awe of the deep scar-chasm that all but bisected my thigh. Removing my top in front of James was another matter. From the waist up my body carried all the typical signs of age: drooping skin, stomach folds, sagging breasts. Even the small tattoo I’d got as a twenty-something had lost its distinctive outline and was fuzzy around the edges. The stylish geometric design was discoloured, more liquorice green than black. It was this — the tattoo — that I felt most embarrassed about. It was the only part of my body I wanted to cover.

I didn’t watch as James took off his clothes. In that I was mimicking the doctors who had examined me over the course of the year. Without exception, they averted their eyes when I undressed. They waited until I was on the bed and ready for inspection before glancing my way. My leg was what interested them: first the swelling around my tumour, then the wound and, eventually, the scar. Their eyes knew only two places: my leg and my face. The bit in between didn’t exist.

Now, it was my turn to wait for James to present himself. Once I knew he was down to his underpants I could face him. He was much quicker than me, and far quieter. He didn’t grunt softly as he stooped to pull off his trousers. I couldn’t hear him expel air through his lips as he tried to balance on one leg. No, he was swift and when he asked ‘Are you sure about a swim?’ I turned back, taking in his muscular legs, and then the red-white flare and melt web of scar tissue that extended all the way from his slim waist to just below his shoulder and missing nipple. Without meaning to, I blinked, and from behind closed lids pictured his younger, fragile body exposed to his schoolmates’ stares and taunts. I shuddered as I recalled our conversation, and then my eyes met his and stayed there.

‘I’m not sure at all!’ My response was louder than I intended and I felt foolish, as if caught performing for the camera. ‘I can’t even remember the last time I went for a swim.’ That much was true. I’d more or less given up going to the pool once I’d got my tattoo. It made me self-conscious about my body in a way I hadn’t been before. Even now, I hoped James wouldn’t mention it.

The boat ramp was sharp underfoot, giving way to slippery slime once it reached the water. The lagoon was cold, closer to a mountain lake than the ocean in temperature, and I hesitated, not wishing to give myself up to its embrace. There was a splash beside me and I was sprayed with cold water. James was gone; only the rippled surface gave any indication that he had been standing beside me. It was impossible to see his body below the surface. I waited for him to come up, and found myself counting the seconds. Weren’t there stories of swimmers who dived into lakes and swimming holes, but bumped their heads or got caught in submerged logs and were never seen again? My relief when James reappeared was wildly out of keeping with the thirty seconds he’d been underwater. He was quite a way off, and only his head was above water.

‘What’s it like?’ I called.

He ducked under without answering and I knew I was going to have to go in. I couldn’t remain ankle-deep at the side of the lagoon when it had been my idea to swim. I took a cautious step forward, feeling the slippery concrete beneath my toes. The water was the colour of strong tea against my pale calves but beyond me it was so dark as to appear black and its depth was impossible to gauge. I took a deep breath and counted to three but instead of pushing off, I remained where I was, feeling the cool water against my skin. I counted again and then, when I’d all but given up on myself, made a shallow dive, pushing the water away as I headed down. The cold was sudden; it clamped onto my body and drew my breath away. Though I had only gone a few metres, I couldn’t touch the bottom, and yet I could feel the soft brush of weeds against my feet as I trod water. I made a few strokes, keeping my head above the surface, swimming towards James, who was some way off the shore, waiting.

I performed a kind of matronly breaststroke, kicking my legs behind me, splashing more than I should. A thought crossed my mind: Would my splashing movement attract eels? Already I could imagine their long, powerful bodies trailing mine; their heads lurking centimetres below my belly as I swam on. The cold water brushing my skin now took on the guise of an eel. I could feel its body caressing mine as I swam. I stopped kicking, letting my legs trail behind me in an attempt to lessen my presence in the water, but then I grew scared of sinking and rolled onto my back, sculling myself along, trying to close the distance between myself and James.

He was nowhere in sight. Why did he keep diving down when he couldn’t see what was below him? The further I got from shore, the more convinced I was that something was tugging at my body. Eels had congregated all around me, waiting for some signal to bind themselves about my legs, and drag me down into the depths. I felt something brush against my foot and gasped, thrashing as I tried to overcome my panic. It was soft, and floaty, and clingy. My legs dropped down and I felt it again, that soft stroke of weed. And then I was standing, my feet on fine gravel and sand. The water came only to my shoulder.

‘It’s not very deep, is it?’ said James.

I hadn’t even noticed he was nearby. Like me, he was standing, the surface cutting a straight line across his chest. Where his skin had been burnt, it appeared mottled, with intricate raised threads of scar tissue that captured water. My own skin was almost green-white with cold; there were scattered goosebumps along my arms.

‘It must have been weed,’ I said, adding, ‘I was convinced an eel was after me.’

‘It could have been an eel,’ said James. ‘I’ve seen some beauties — as thick as my leg.’

I looked back the way I’d swum, half-expecting to see a row of eel faces staring back at me.

‘The tide’s coming in,’ said James. ‘You can feel the current in the channels. See, we’ve drifted a little bit from where we started.’

‘Is it dangerous?’ I asked.

‘No, not here, I don’t think. You’d have to watch it if the tide was going out, but we’re fine.’


Towards the sea we could see two figures making their way across the gravel bank, heading towards the mouth of the lagoon. ‘They’re probably going out for flounder,’ said James. ‘It’s a good time to get them, when the tide’s just coming in. We could go and have a look.’

Together, we began to swim back to where we’d left our clothes and, to my joy, the snowy tops of the mountains suddenly appeared, above the layer of mist. To be in dark water, surrounded by bush, with the ocean in the background, and high mountains in the distance, was awe-inspiring. I immediately forgot about how cold the water was, or the swarm of eels following me, or even my injury. I felt free.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

They were walking ahead of us. The two people we’d spotted from the water had turned out to be detectorists, moving slowly, fully immersed in their search for metal. I was happy to trail behind, watching as the men made sweeping motions with their detectors across the ridge of the bank. Every few steps, one would stop and focus his search on a small section. Whenever this happened, James and I stood back, waiting as the man knelt on the ground, digging with a sharp trowel, running the detector over the mound of shingle and sand he had dislodged.

I could hear the beeping from where we stood. At times the sound was loud and persistent, at other times quieter, as if picking up a signal from deep underground. Still keeping out of the way, we positioned ourselves so we could watch the trickle of fine debris through a bucket sieve, and the final uncovering of ‘treasure’. I saw what might have been bottle tops and nails, items that were thrown into a plastic bag like so much rubbish. The pair did not share the discovery of these items, but when we saw them both huddle over an object, our curiosity got the better of us, and we drew closer.

In my heart, I hoped the find would be a gold nugget. I’d never seen one before but carried a romantic notion of how it might feel to unearth a gleaming specimen. I should have lowered my expectations: as I joined the men I saw that they were puzzling over a worn clip and fastener from a woman’s suspender belt.

‘I don’t know. I have no idea,’ said the younger of the two. He fingered the frayed elastic attached to the upper part of the buckle, then turned it in his hand. ‘Maybe it’s from a hat, or something.’

‘A bonnet, maybe?’

They noticed me looking but didn’t ask my opinion. If only they’d known that as a child I’d seen my grandmother’s suspenders and stockings drying on a line above her bath whenever I visited. I could even remember when they eventually vanished, replaced by thick woollen tights and nylon pantyhose.

‘It’s a strap,’ said the younger man, sounding decisive. He put it in his bag and they began to move away.

‘What was it?’ asked James, once they’d gone.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, it was obvious from your expression that you knew.’

‘You don’t?’

He shook his head. ‘No idea.’

I described the button and clip fastening as best I could, but I was already trying to fathom how a suspender belt had wound up on the beach in the first place. My first thought was that sometime, perhaps in the 1960s, a passionate bout of lovemaking had taken place where we were standing. But that thought was quickly followed by another: an image of a family picnic. Now I could see the mother, or even the grandmother, removing her stockings and permitting herself the pleasure of feeling the warm summer air against bare legs. Though I liked the picture, it didn’t quite hold up to scrutiny. She would unfasten her stockings and remove them without taking off her suspender belt. Only if she undressed — to put on a swimsuit — would the suspender belt need to go. Maybe the suspender belt simply blew off a washing line? Or it could have been thrown out during a spring clean, or perhaps we were on an old rubbish tip. The speed with which my imagination had taken me from wild sex on the beach to housework and landfill was depressing, but not unexpected. Silk stockings, or stockings of any kind, had never played a part in my own sex life. I didn’t say anything, but for the next few minutes I tried to picture myself in the famous close-up from The Graduate, the scene where Mrs Robinson fastens her fine black stockings as the young Benjamin watches from the doorway. In my life, it would never happen. What a relief.

We had overtaken the detectorists and were heading back in the direction of the settlement. The firmer gravel beneath our feet had given way to a softer mix of river stones and sand, and, even though we hadn’t covered much distance, I was beginning to struggle. Though James kept adjusting his pace to match mine, I was having trouble keeping up. A short way ahead was a large driftwood trunk and as soon as I reached it, I sat down to catch my breath and stretch my legs. The relief was immediate. I was so glad not to have to move.

‘I’m sorry,’ I apologised. ‘I just need a minute.’

The last of the mist had burnt off and the sky was a clear baby-blue, and far paler than the sea that sparkled all the way to the horizon. There was no wind, and the waves curling into surf formed a clean line, before crashing onto the gravel shore. Though it was still early, I could feel the heat from the sun and stones pass through my clothes and enter me. It was good simply to sit and soak in the warmth and be lulled by the waves.

We’d only been on the beach for around an hour but it was easy to see the change in tide. A broken fish bin that had been beyond the surf when we first set off was now bobbing and scraping in the shallows. With every wave, it rolled and turned, sometimes floating a few metres down the beach, at other times settling on the shingle bank. A gull hovered above it, landing when the bin came to rest, launching skyward when the waves came too close. Further up the shore, a sun-dried fish skeleton had caught the attention of other gulls. They took turns snatching at the carcass, tugging it and then flapping into the air, wings beating, almost touching as they positioned themselves for a new attack. The largest bird made a clacking sound that carried in the still air. Its incessant call, combined with the heat and the glare, gave the scene a summer atmosphere. Reliving childhood beach trips, I absentmindedly picked up a stone and lazily threw it towards the sea, watching as it landed far short of the water and skittered to a stop.

Beside me, James was poking a hole into the fine scree with the tapered end of a driftwood branch. He appeared to be taking as much pleasure in what he was doing as I was in tossing stones. We were both immersed in our own thoughts, glancing up every now and again to take in the broader view, before refocusing our attention on the small patch near our feet. A feeling of lazy contentment came over me. I was happy not to be doing anything in particular, but just being. It took a second or two to realise that James was asking me a question.

‘Will you see a plastic surgeon about your leg?’

I spotted another smooth round stone and picked it up, cradling it in my hands. ‘I’ve been referred but no, not yet.’

As I spoke, I straightened my leg as best I could, flexing my knee gently before lowering my foot back to the ground. The sun’s heat had helped to ease some of the tightness, and I gave my ankle a turn to loosen my calf.

‘My original surgeon said I might need to take some muscle from my calf to create a cushion around my sciatic nerve, where the tissue was removed. But I don’t know. I’m still waiting.’

Beside me, James made a hollow laugh.

‘I’m curious to hear what they say. It’s pretty uncomfortable.’ I rubbed my hand along my thigh, wincing when it came too close to the edge of the scar.

‘How big was your tumour, if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘About fifteen centimetres by ten.’ I knew the answer so well. The size was something that had fascinated me for so many months, and each time I pictured it, I measured it between my hands like a fish. I was surprised by how attached I became to it. In a weird way, I almost respected or admired it, and felt protective of it, growing inside me. Thinking about radiotherapy and surgery, I experienced a slight pang of sadness — similar to how I felt whenever I removed a rat from a trap. Immediately following my surgery, I was told that the tumour was the size of a small baby. It was a strange birth and I never imagined that I would feel anything resembling loss, or a loss of identity, but I did.

‘It takes a long time for a body to recover. There’s a lot of nerve damage and scar tissue.’

As if in answer to his words, an electric current shimmied through my leg, causing me to jump. ‘Do you think something could be done?’

‘I can’t say, but it could require quite a bit of work, from what I’ve seen.’

That was what I was dreading. On the few occasions the subject of scar revision had been raised with the oncologists and orthopaedic surgeons, I’d always been left feeling that it would be a big job, requiring extensive skin grafts, and that recovery would be slow and painful. Given the damage caused by radiation, the wound might not heal. Even though the specialists had stressed they weren’t plastic surgeons, and definitely not experts, I suspected they had a fair idea about what was at stake. The thought of more surgery made me shudder.

We sat in silence. James had discarded his stick and was looking out over the waves, shielding his eyes from the glare. My attention was fixed on the fish bin. I told myself that I ought to go and collect it, and take it back to the hotel. But I didn’t move.

‘What about you?’ I eventually asked.

James had followed my train of thought. In fact, he seemed to have invited my question by raising the topic of plastic surgery in the first place.

‘I had skin grafts. But I also have a lot of scar tissue. It feels very tight, like my skin is the wrong size for my body. Sometimes I …’ He didn’t finish but I could guess what he was going to say.

He hadn’t looked at me as he spoke but now he held my gaze and his mouth curled downwards into a sad smile. At the same time, he passed his hand over his chest in a protective gesture and for an instant I had the impression that he was attempting to comfort himself, that, like me, he had grown into the habit of soothing his hurt and fear.

‘Were you in an accident?’ I asked.

‘I was young and helping my grandfather burn orchard prunings, passing him branches to feed into the flames. He turned his back for a second and in that time I managed to set fire to my clothes …’ He made a gesture like a volcano erupting and let out a loud ‘whoosh’. I could see it so clearly — the speed and horror of the flames engulfing his body, the panic, the agony.

‘I can’t imagine how painful that must have been. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be nosy.’

‘Yeah, it was horrible,’ said James. ‘It’s okay. I started the conversation.’

He stood up, then reached out his hand and I took it, and he helped me to my feet. The ground was soft and I was unsteady. As I tried to regain my footing, I said, ‘I wish I was dead.’ The words slipped from my mouth before I was even aware of thinking them, and hearing them spoken, aloud, shocked me. I’d never come close to uttering them before — at least, not in front of another person. What I said felt true, however, and an enormous sense of release at having finally given voice to my private thoughts flowed through me. At the same time, my wish — my longing — struck me as false, completely phony. I couldn’t die. It was out of the question; I didn’t want to.

James didn’t respond but kept hold of my hand as we began to walk back towards the car. The words I’d spoken faded away and were gone, and after a minute they were nothing. I was relieved James didn’t push me to say more, or explain myself. I was tired and sad, but strangely content, as we made our way up from the shore, searching out a gap between some holiday homes. Once we reached firm ground we paused, uncertain about where to go.

‘Are we still doing the hunt?’ asked James. ‘Because if we are, we should take a look around the place.’

To be honest, I don’t think either of us really cared about the hunt but I had the sense that both of us disliked leaving things unfinished. ‘Yeah, okay.’ I gave his hand a squeeze, then let my hand drop.

The houses around us were a curious mix of periods and styles. The oldest were little more than shacks, simple one-room huts with lean-tos out back. The corrugated iron water tanks almost dwarfed the buildings themselves, and everything looked cobbled together and rickety. There was no landscaping. Shingle surrounded the huts, then, further away, clumps of flax and grass, beyond which was the beach or the swamp towards the lagoon.

Empty sections dotted the street, grassy paddocks in which weka and pūkeko wandered, spiking the grass by their feet as they strutted along. Standing out, dwarfing the baches, were large houses, built high off the ground to capture the view. Whereas the knocked-together cribs had hand-painted plywood signs like ‘Russell’s Retreat’ or ‘Flounder’inn’, the new houses displayed professionally executed signs, such as ‘Harakeke House’ or ‘Kōtuku Cottage’, erected on neatly raked gravel driveways. Beside these homes were new water tanks, dark green like the surrounding bush, and placed a discreet distance from the back door. Red bird feeders hung from their veranda posts but, because the homes were unoccupied, there was no sugar water. Birds flew in and immediately took off again.

Finally, we came to a row of small, well-maintained and lived-in baches. Cars were parked in driveways, and rain gear hung from lines strung above deep porch entrances. Here the houses had mosquito screens and open sliding doors. As we passed, we caught snatches of music or voices, sounds that gave life to the settlement.

‘That’s Becky’s place,’ said James, indicating a house surrounded by tidy blocks and rows of plastic-sleeved seedlings, ready for planting. ‘She’s lived here for years, knows everyone.’ Silvereyes and tūī jostled for space at a simple feeding trough attached to the long veranda. Sparrows looked on from the branches of a nearby kōwhai, waiting for a gap so that they, too, might fly down for a furtive drink. There was something endearingly drab about them, their dull grey-brown feathers no match for the glossy blue-black or emerald green of their competitors.

‘How are you doing? Do you want to talk?’ asked James as we continued down the street.

I wasn’t sure how to answer. It was difficult to explain why I’d said that I wanted to die. I felt embarrassed and wished I could take it back, and I definitely didn’t want to talk about it. The walk along the soft beach had taken its toll on my leg, and the area behind my knee and down my calf felt puffy and heavy, tingling as I limped along. It required too much effort to give a proper answer, so I simply told James that I was ‘good’, and left it at that.


He didn’t look convinced and I was touched when he reached out and took my elbow, gently supporting me as we continued.

‘That water was cold, eh?’ he said after a while. ‘If I’d known you were going to make me go swimming, I’d have brought a wetsuit and a flask of coffee.’

He glanced back over his shoulder. ‘We could always go to Becky’s. I know where she hides the key. She wouldn’t mind.’

I shook my head, though I had to admit I was sorely tempted by the offer of coffee and, more importantly, the chance to sit down.

‘On the way back, maybe?’ I suggested. ‘When we return the boat.’

‘Yeah,’ said James. ‘Good idea.’

Ahead of us now was a commercial building, simple in design, with a weatherboard façade but walls of painted corrugated iron. It looked old, as if belonging to the original settlement, and above its door, in neat lettering, was the name of its owner and the word ‘Storekeeper’. As we came closer, a middle-aged woman with long, curly hair appeared, carrying a sandwich board on which ‘Open’ was chalked. She remained outside, breathing in the air and watching us. Once we were within talking distance, she called hello and invited us in for a look around. We followed and found ourselves in a dimly lit room that smelled of fresh paint.

The room was sparsely furnished. A dog took up most of the space on an old couch at the back. It made no effort to get up but its tail made a steady thump against the cushions as we moved inside. Near the couch were several stands of stackable chairs, and behind them a wall was fitted with shelves overflowing with used books. From the number of posters and photographs pinned to a noticeboard, I got the impression the store was used mainly as a venue for community events.

‘Make yourselves welcome,’ said the woman. ‘I’ve got the kettle on if you’d like a coffee. Just instant, I’m afraid.’ As she spoke, she gave the dog a nudge and it slowly began to slide off the couch, stopping when its two front paws reached the floor. ‘Come on, you lazy old thing. Shift up!’

The dog turned its head and reluctantly lifted one of its hind legs off the couch. It was propped up on three paws, while the fourth rested awkwardly back on the seat. Despite looking remarkably uncomfortable, the dog seemed quite happy where it was, and made no effort to either stand up completely or struggle backwards onto the cushion. ‘Honestly!’ laughed the woman. She shook her head and disappeared through the back, returning soon afterwards with a tray and three cups of black coffee. ‘I’ve only got powdered,’ she said pointing to a half-filled jar of milk. ‘It’s okay, though. I like it.’

She handed out the cups, then scooped milk powder into her cup, stirring it briskly before taking a sip. Both James and I took ours black, and with my first sip I burnt my tongue. ‘Thanks so much,’ I said. ‘I’m Libby, by the way, and this is James.’

‘Rhian,’ said the woman, ‘and that’s Pal.’ At the mention of its name, the dog dragged its last leg off the couch and hobbled over to us, nudging up against Rhian, whining for a snack.

‘Ignore him,’ said Rhian, then, looking at James asked, ‘You’re a friend of Becky’s, aren’t you?’

‘I sometimes help out at the rowi nursery,’ said James.

‘Thought I’d seen you somewhere. You’re old Kendrick’s son, eh?’

‘Stepson. Though technically an ex-stepson.’

My jaw must have dropped because James turned to me, saying, ‘I thought you knew?’

‘Me? No,’ I said. ‘You never said a word.’

James shrugged and switched his attention back to Rhian. She was looking at us, her expression curious. ‘And you?’ she asked, nodding in my direction.


‘I’m just visiting. Up from Otago for a couple of days.’

‘But you’re friends, right?’

I didn’t know how to answer. Friends? I thought — hoped — so. It felt as though we’d become friends, even after such a short time. Why we were drawn to each other was somehow simple but also mysterious. We were easy in each other’s company but beneath that? I felt seen, I suppose, but something more. He had nothing to do with who I was, or my past, or my illness, and so with him I was free. I thought he liked me, was sure he did, but was he somehow attracted to me because I provided comfort? There were no expectations and he didn’t have to perform in my presence. But maybe he was lonely, or needed distracting from life, too.

‘Yeah,’ said James. ‘We’re on a mission, actually. Maybe you can help?’

‘What do you mean, mission?’ She eyed me. ‘Not religious, I hope.’

‘Show her,’ said James.

Though my interest in the hunt had begun to wane, I did have a proprietorial streak and so hesitated before digging into my pocket for the clue.

Rhian glanced at the note, speaking the words quietly as she went. ‘What’s in store, bed’s gone, empty shelves, two dollars, deal.’ She read it again, silently, then looked up.

‘Too easy.’ She gestured around the room. ‘It’s here, obviously.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘This place was a store, as you can tell from the sign outside. The shelves are empty because it’s now a community space. We use it for events and to house the library …’

‘But what about the beds?’ I asked.

‘It was a hotel originally, during the goldrush. But now the beds are gone.’

As she spoke, I noticed that she kept glancing towards James, as if checking his response. For his part, James tried to avoid her gaze, but even so I had the strange feeling that something was passing between the two of them. It was just a hunch, but the way Rhian offered the information seemed staged for my benefit.

‘James?’ I asked.

I saw him jump, but he looked at me so blankly that I decided I must have been mistaken. ‘What do you think? How about the $2 coin?’

Rhian took charge. ‘Over here,’ she said, leading the way to the bookshelves. ‘Look. These are all library books.’ She swept her hand in front of a bank of neatly arranged shelves. ‘But these are all donated. There’s a $10 shelf, a $5 shelf and a $2 shelf, and all the money goes back to the community, for pest traps and native trees. If it was me, I’d take a look at the $2 shelf.’

‘But it says the shelves are empty,’ I countered.

‘Maybe the person’s not very good at writing clues,’ said Rhian. I was sure she glanced across at James again, but if she did it was wasted on him. He’d crouched down, and was busy scratching Pal’s ears. ‘You’re here anyway, so you might as well have a look, eh?’

‘Good idea,’ said James, without looking up from the dog, which had now rolled over onto its back, offering its belly to his fingers.

I went over to the shelves and started browsing. There was an odd mix of books: bestselling novels from the likes of James Patterson and Tom Clancy rubbed covers with Agatha Christie, microwave cookbooks and manga graphic novels. A Lonely Planet guide to Fiji was shelved beside a hardback history of Fulton Hogan and a copy of Northanger Abbey. I pulled the history from the shelf and flicked it open to read a short message, ‘To Dad, Happy Father’s Day, from Gail and the gang, 1995.’ I slipped it back and kept looking. A book about pond features and decorations caught my eye but then I became distracted by another: Unter dem Tagmond by Keri Hulme. My hand reached out for it and I held it up for James to see. He didn’t look up but Rhian saw me and smiled, then asked, ‘Sprechen Sie Deutsch?’

‘No. I did a year at school but I can’t remember anything. What about you, James?’

James looked up, shook his head and replied, ‘Nein. Englisch.’

‘It’s the bone people,’ said Rhian. ‘You’d be amazed at how many copies end up here. Mostly German and Dutch, but some French.’

I continued my search. A small, stapled book fell out from beside a battered photography manual and landed on the floor. As I picked it up, I scanned its title: Fault Lines: New Haiku from Westland Tai Poutini.

‘That’s one of ours,’ said Rhian. ‘We have a writing group and try to put something out every Christmas. That one’s a couple of years old.’

I opened it and read the year: 2019.

‘Some of our most talented writers left during Covid — no jobs. But this year there’s been a couple of high school kids who’ve really blown us away. Hopefully the sale of our next collection will raise enough money to send them to Nelson or Christchurch for a writing festival workshop next year.’

‘You’re a poet?’ I asked.

‘Just for fun. I’ve got a couple of haiku in there. Your Becky has some, too.’

At the mention of ‘Your Becky’, James looked up. ‘She had something in the paper, didn’t she?’

‘Yeah. She writes about birds.’ Rhian laughed. ‘Most of us write about birds. Or mountains. Or beaches. The bush. Whitebait. Except Zac. He mostly writes about being stuck in a shit job in a shit hotel in a shit town.’

‘Zac? There’s a Zac at the hotel I’m staying at.’

‘Yeah. He’s been saving to go to Brisbane for years but every time he comes close to leaving he blows his money on a new bike or computer, and he winds up back where he started. Broke.’

‘Poor kid.’

‘It’s his own fault. I’ve told him to just commit to his goal but he won’t listen. I’m beginning to think he’ll never go but, then again, I was the same at his age. Like mother, like son.’

As she’d been talking I’d searched the contents and turned to Zac’s page:

Taking your order

Please make your mind up tonight

So we can both leave

Rhian sighed. ‘At least he’s got the syllables right. That’s something.’

‘I like it,’ said James. ‘It captures the mood.’

I saw Rhian give him a ‘What would you know?’ look and again I had the distinct feeling that something was going on between the two of them. However, I kept silent and turned the pages, pausing to read a poem about a rowi, written by Becky. Then a poem about collecting driftwood by Rhian. As I finished, I noticed that there were a few blank pages at the end. On the very last page was a poem, neatly handwritten in pencil. I read it twice, silently, then shut the book. Before I had time to slip it back in place, James was on his feet.

‘Oh, let’s have a look,’ he said, taking it from me. ‘I’d like to read one of Becky’s poems.’

I passed the book over and listened as James read:

Now I light your shell

Hold my breath until you stir

Life gives a kick start


My mind was on the handwritten poem at the back, trying to figure out what it meant.

‘Nice,’ said James, repeating Becky’s work. He leafed through the rest of the pages, then held out the last, pencilled, poem for me to read.

‘What is it?’ I asked.

He spoke slowly, as if unsure of himself. ‘It’s another haiku. But it’s been added. Not part of the original book.’

‘Oh yeah.’ I tried to sound uninterested but it barely registered as Rhian was already beside him, asking, ‘What does it say?’

‘It’s quite odd.’ James, passed the book to Rhian, who read it aloud:

Tunnel through lost time

Adjust eyes to lights above

Men river waltz

I could see her counting the syllables on her fingers as she spoke. Five in the first line, seven in the second and four in the third.

‘That’s pretty shit, isn’t it? Only four syllables!’ She handed it back. ‘That’s a poor excuse for a poem if ever I saw one.’

James ran his fingers over the lines and I could see his eyes squint in concentration. ‘It’s not that bad, is it?’ he asked.

‘Well, I can see why it wasn’t included in the book,’ said Rhian.

‘Perhaps it refers to a location?’ suggested James.

‘Read it again,’ I said.

James cleared his throat and then read slowly, emphasising certain words. Once he’d finished, he went back and repeated ‘tunnel’ and ‘river waltz’, as if trying to figure out what they meant, and how they were connected. It was all very theatrical.

‘So do you think it might be the clue we’re looking for?’ I asked.


‘Not sure. But maybe it could be?’ he replied.

His uncertainty rang false.

‘It’s probably not,’ I said. ‘I expect it’s just a bad haiku, written by someone with absolutely no talent.’

James pretended to mull it over. ‘I don’t think we should dismiss it. I mean, not that I know anything, but if we’re right about the clue being hidden somewhere on the $2 shelf, then …’

It was painful. I wanted to come straight out and ask if he’d planted the poem, but, at the same time, I didn’t want to ruin the quest. I was curious to see it through, especially now that I suspected James was behind the whole thing.

‘So, we’re looking for a tunnel?’ I asked. ‘Or a dance floor?’

‘Maybe both?’ said James.

‘Well, that should be pretty easy. There can’t be many tunnels with room to dance.’ I turned to Rhian. ‘Do you know where there are any tunnels?’

‘Yes.’

I took a step back. ‘You’re kidding, right?’

‘No.’

‘See,’ I said to James, ‘too easy. We just need to google it.’

‘That’s not really in the right spirit of things, is it?’

He was probably right. The problem-solving was the most interesting part. We needed to work our way through the clues, slowly and properly.

‘I tell you what,’ said Rhian, ‘I have a pretty good idea where you should look and I’m prepared to help you if you do me a favour.’

‘What kind of favour?’ enquired James.

I would have asked myself but I was a bit intimidated by Rhian and didn’t want to appear rude. I hoped it didn’t involve anything too physical, like lugging books or planting seedlings.

‘There’s a fund-raising concert at the Anglican church tonight. It’s already been cancelled once because of Covid and we need all the audience we can get. If you come, I’ll tell you how to get to the tunnels.’

I exchanged glances with James, shrugged and nodded.

‘What sort of concert?’ asked James.

‘Music. Singing. Good stuff.’

‘What do you think?’ he said to me. ‘Fancy a bit of music?’

‘Sounds okay,’ I replied.

‘What are you raising funds for?’ James asked Rhian.

‘Hospital travel costs. We had a family that had to go to Auckland for an organ transplant. It just about wiped them out. We’ve got another guy going to Christchurch soon and he needs help with accommodation. The official allowance isn’t enough. I can give you the details if you want …’

‘No, it’s okay,’ said James. ‘I believe you.’

‘So, you’ll come?’

We both nodded.

The lagoon was still calm when we collected the trailer and returned it to Becky’s. We then drove to the hotel, where we went our separate ways, planning to meet up later for the concert. As usual I was happy to take the opportunity to lie down and rest. James was going out to the rowi sanctuary to volunteer for a couple of hours.

Almost as soon as I hit the bed, my thoughts drifted off, and my mind went peacefully blank. The only thing I was conscious of was the sound of rain falling, and the growing darkness as the cloud thickened and lowered. I’d opened the door to the veranda when I’d come in. I thought I should get up and close it before water started splashing inside, but I was too lazy and dozed off, waking with a start an hour later. Groggy, I got up to make myself a cup of coffee and took it outside to the veranda, conscious of the damp floor beneath my feet as I surveyed the grounds. To my surprise, Mr Kendrick was standing in the middle of the lawn. He held his arms out to the side like a scarecrow, then turned a slow circle. Once he’d completed a full turn, he repeated the movement, as if unwinding himself. Then he dropped his arms and began walking back towards the hotel entrance. As he drew closer, he looked up and caught sight of me and waved. So he was James’s stepfather. It seemed so unlikely and yet, somehow, it made sense, adding to my perception of the secret life of James.

I was still thinking about Mr Kendrick a few minutes later when there was a soft tap at my door. There was Kendrick himself standing in the corridor, smiling at me. When I invited him in, he didn’t hesitate, edging right past me on his way to the veranda.

‘It’s a mystery,’ he said. ‘Me turning circles on the lawn. You watching from up here. Who would have guessed?’

It was lucky that I’d grown more used to Mr Kendrick’s eccentricities or I might have found his remark perplexing. As it was, I’d come to regard him as a harmless Dr Who-type character.

‘Rain’s blowing in, better shut the door.’ He did this, then said, ‘I wanted to let you know that the road south is scheduled to reopen. Maybe as soon as the day after tomorrow. Or maybe the weekend. I thought it might be useful information, for planning and whatnot. Not that we want you to go!’

I thanked him and said I’d message my husband right away. ‘Will the bus go through?’ I asked as an afterthought.

‘No idea, but Zac will be able to tell you. He’s on top of the details.’ He paused, and then asked, ‘You know Zac?’

‘On reception?’

‘That’s the one. He pretty much runs the place.’

Mr Kendrick seemed preoccupied. He was idling around the room, examining all the fixtures — the lamps, the kettle, the door handles.

‘You were out with James, hunting down your clue.’ If he was upset at being left behind, he didn’t show it. ‘I could have told you to go to the store. In fact,’ he said, smiling to himself, ‘I did tell James where to look. I gave him the answer. He knew exactly where to go, thanks to me. And I was right, wasn’t I? And, if you’re interested, I know where the next clue is as well. But I’ve promised James not to say anything because you’ve made a pact with Rhian. It would take a brave man to cross swords with Rhian.’

‘You know her?’

‘I’ve lived here long enough to know everyone,’ said Mr Kendrick. ‘And they know me!’

It was the opening I was looking for. ‘Rhian mentioned you were James’s stepfather? Ex-stepfather?’

‘Of course, yes,’ said Mr Kendrick, as if it was almost too mundane to mention. He picked up the bedside lamp and turned it upside down, giving it a little shake. ‘I met James’s mother long ago, lost touch, and then bumped into her again, after she married — when James was a toddler. Valerie, that’s her name, was my favourite person in the world. And James was a lovely boy. Very serious when I first met him, just like his father. Stern.’

‘So what happened?’ It wasn’t a question I’d ask under normal circumstances but I had nothing to lose.

‘Well, their marriage was doomed, so it was just a matter of waiting.’

He opened a drawer, closed it, then opened it again.

‘I meant you and James’s mother. Valerie, did you say? What happened between you?’

‘She’s a wonderful woman, but in the end we had different journeys. To start with we shared some good adventures, had lots of fun, but when I suggested we move to the Coast she decided to stay in the city.’

‘She would have felt isolated here?’

‘Yes, she needed her friends — can’t blame her. Funny old world, though. She wanted someone different from her first husband, someone spontaneous, and then she didn’t. Turns out she was quite conventional, after all. Very confusing. She left me around the time James started high school, I think. But James was — is — very loyal and he used to visit during his summer holidays. Lovely boy.’

I wanted to know more but he was already at the door, testing the key, turning it in the lock.

‘Does it even work?’ he asked. ‘It does. Never knew.’ And then he was out the door, heading down the corridor. He turned back and smiled at me. ‘Nice talking to you. Atentu!’ Then, as I watched, he changed direction, heading to the ‘Staff Only’ door next to mine. ‘Just wanted to let you know about the road.’ He opened the door, and gestured to the room above, James’s room, adding before he disappeared, ‘James has taken a real shine to you. Good to see him so relaxed. Keep it up!’
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

It was a beautiful, mild evening and as we walked towards the church we caught glimpses of the glacier, a white rag in the distance. The little we could see was far away, high up the valley, and it seemed chopped short, almost as if someone had taken to it with an axe.

I hadn’t seen James at dinner and from the look of his damp hair I thought he must have raced in and out before meeting me. He looked hungry and I offered him an apple I’d been carrying around in my bag for the past few days. He bit into it, eating greedily as we headed up the road.

‘Mr Kendrick came to my room today.’

James nodded but continued chewing.

‘He said the road might open at the weekend. I’ll have to check if the bus is running. Unless Curtis comes for me.’

I watched James for his response but his mouth was so full that all he could do was scrunch up his eyes in acknowledgement and nod vigorously.


After a few seconds, he managed, ‘Good. That’s good to know.’

‘I guess you’ll be heading up the valley, to The Great Unknown?’

‘I need to retrieve my gear first. Most of it’s stowed up at my camp.’

The apple was almost gone, but James continued until only the stalk was left.

‘When did you last eat?’ I asked. ‘I mean, you ate the core. Or do you always do that?’

‘I was hungry.’ He looked sheepish, then changed the topic. ‘Alex and I spent the afternoon digging a ditch around a new enclosure. It’s going to be really good when it’s finished.’

‘The ditch?’

He gave me a funny look. ‘No, the enclosure. The ditch is just a drain.’ He gave the stalk a playful twirl in his fingers. ‘The kind of thing you might fall into.’

‘Very funny.’

We crossed the road, then turned down a narrow lane that cut around the back of the main street.

‘The fault line,’ said James. ‘We’re right on top of it.’

Instinctively I looked down at my feet. If it went now, we’d both be sucked under, crushed beneath the asphalt. To make matters worse, James suddenly declaimed:

Fault line beneath us

Tread carefully on this sweet earth

Before it fractures.

‘Is that meant to be a haiku?’ I asked.

‘No, it is a haiku.’

I repeated the poem in my head, counting the syllables on my fingers. ‘No, it’s not. You’ve got too many syllables in your second line. There’s meant to be seven.’

James frowned, counted the syllables and replied, ‘It does have seven.’

Like me he used his fingers to count, but when he came to ‘carefully’ he gave it only two.

‘It’s care-ful-ly,’ I corrected.

He looked straight at me before replying. ‘It’s two.’

‘No. Sound it out. Care-ful-ly. It’s three.’

He shook his head and I realised, too late, that he’d been bluffing all along.

‘How do you know so much about haiku, anyway?’ he finally asked.

‘I don’t know anything about haiku. I saw Rhian counting out the syllables this morning and then I remembered that my daughter, Hannah, wrote haiku at school, and bits and pieces came back to me. But I definitely don’t know anything beyond that. In fact, I know a lot more about drainage ditches than I do about haiku.’

‘Why?’

‘Because, believe it or not, I used to be fit and strong, and work in construction and landscaping. Which was all ditches and mounds, more or less.’

We could now see a large wooden gate with rows of cars parked on either side of it. Small groups of people were standing around and it was clear they’d all made more effort than us to dress up for the concert. My own jeans and fleece hoodie were scruffy by comparison and I regretted not having changed. But at least I’d combed my hair and applied a swipe of mascara to my lashes.

I could see Rhian ahead of us. She was wearing a black-and-white vintage 1950s swing dress that fitted her beautifully. It looked sensational with the pair of yellow sandals and a matching scarf tied around her neck. I envied the way she owned the look so completely. Her hips swung gently as she made her way onto the church grounds and when she stopped to talk, she rested her palm on the snug of her waist.

Watching her made me aware of how completely sexless I’d become. I’d killed off the part of me that had once dressed for attention. The memory of low-cut tops and short skirts now seemed incredible to me. It wasn’t just that I’d got older but, rather, that I’d forgotten about presenting an image or having fun. I’d ceased to care and become dowdy. It was no wonder that James was also looking at Rhian.

‘I should have made more effort,’ I said. ‘I mean, I do know how to dress. I just didn’t think that this was going to be so flash.’

James gave me a sympathetic smile. ‘I didn’t dress up, either,’ he said. ‘It never even crossed my mind.’

It was different for him. He was young and good-looking, and male. No one would scrutinise or judge him. They certainly wouldn’t dismiss him based on appearance alone — as they might me. But I would risk sounding self-obsessive if I mentioned it. What’s more, it wouldn’t make sense. Only that morning I’d said I’d wanted to die and now I was complaining about not looking attractive enough. The fact that I even cared about my appearance made me realise just how tight my grip on life truly was. I wanted people to notice me the way they noticed Rhian. And, if I wanted to be seen, I had to presume that I wanted to be alive, and not a corpse. I almost laughed aloud at how ridiculous my logic and reasoning were. ‘You’re so stupid sometimes,’ I said, too softly for James to hear. ‘You don’t make sense anymore. Relax, be happy. And buy yourself a new dress when you get home — not that you’ll ever wear it.’

It was a small church. The bell tower resembled a medieval castle, with its crenellated details, while the rest of the building seemed straight out of the Tudor period. Its dark wooden battens added a decorative element to an otherwise modest building. In a clearing, surrounded on three sides by dark bush, it also had a magical air. Inside, I noticed the absence of stained-glass windows; behind the altar, clear glass offered a view towards the river and mountains. Taking in the scene, as we found our seats, it occurred to me that the church had been built to focus on the glacier. That was why the windows were clear. It must have seemed as if you could reach out and touch the ice, and now it was gone.

‘Rhian won’t help with the clue until after the concert,’ whispered James in my ear. ‘She doesn’t trust us to sit through the whole thing, so we’re hostages.’

‘We could always ask Mr Kendrick. He told me he knows where to look. In fact, he reckons he gave you the answer to the $2 clue, and told you exactly where to search.’

‘Did he? Is that what he was going on about? He was speaking Esperanto, so I had no idea.’

‘You expect me to believe that?’

‘Honesta.’

‘You speak Esperanto now?’

‘Nah. Just made it up. Sounds right, though, eh?’

As we sat there, more and more people filed in. I was surprised to see the pimple-faced kid from the mini-golf ushered to a reserved section at the front of the church. He was dressed in a dark suit, with a red tie, and I noticed that he kept his gaze lowered, refusing to make eye contact with anyone around him. On his left sat an identically dressed man in his sixties, who kept nudging him and whispering in his ear. The kid did his best to ignore him but once or twice he was forced to turn his head and mutter a reply. Three more men, all in the same dark suits with red ties, approached and stood around chatting in a relaxed fashion before taking their places next to the mini-golf kid.

‘Did you see him?’ I gestured across the aisle. ‘It’s your mate. And he doesn’t look too happy.’


James leant forward to get a better view. ‘Who do you think the old guy next to him is?

‘His probation officer.’

‘I was going to say Secret Service.’

‘Donald Trump lookalikes.’

The room was almost full, with people talking and waving to one another. There was a sense of anticipation and tension. I turned my attention back to the window, gazing at the thickening cloud that obscured the head of the valley and poured through the gaps in the trees. A sudden downpour swept past and rain clattered against the roof and windows, causing everyone inside to fall quiet. There was a monumental crack, followed by a roll of thunder and the lights flickered. The audience looked around, waiting to see whether we would be plunged into gloomy darkness. The rain grew stronger, splashing off the sills behind the altar. It was as if we were all holding our breath, waiting. And then the rain stopped. There was a distant sound of running water, gutters overflowing, and then calm returned and the moment of alert tension passed.

Rhian made her way to the front and looked around, taking in the rows of people as if measuring their weight, before tapping the microphone, and leaning in. ‘Testing, one, two, three. Are we all good? Can everyone hear me?’

One or two voices piped up, answering ‘yes’, but even so Rhian waited, looking over our heads for a signal from the young man operating the sound desk. Once satisfied, she gave the microphone a tap. ‘As you can probably tell, we’ve had a few glitches getting the visuals up and running.’ She glanced back over her shoulder. ‘They’re not working so you won’t be able to see the line-up for tonight’s show. You’ll just have to listen—’

Behind us came the sound of shuffling and footsteps, and I turned to see Mr Kendrick making his way up the aisle. He apologised as he came forward. Rhian stood silently, with the expression of someone who was used to such things. Mr Kendrick ducked into a row ahead of us, and apologised again.

‘So, everyone ready? How about you, Kendrick? All right there?’

‘All set, thank you!’ replied Mr Kendrick. He suddenly looked down and his hands went up to his neck, and then he swivelled around, looking back down the aisle. ‘My scarf—’ he began, and then, breaking into a smile, exclaimed, ‘There she blows!’ A girl came forward with it and the audience clapped. Blushing deeply, the girl darted back to the back of the church.

‘Right, thanks, Daisy,’ said Rhian. ‘Let’s get on with the show.’ She began a cursory summary of the programme. The first half was local and the second half was ‘special’ — it would showcase the work of New Zealand composer Douglas Lilburn. The musicians, String Together, had come all the way from the capital. ‘As you’d expect from a duet out of Wellington, they’ll blow you away.’ Some people laughed, most groaned. ‘Seriously, I guarantee you’ll remember their performance for the rest of your life. And—’ she gathered us all in with a sweeping glance, ‘— Paul and Giles are donating their fee to our fund-raiser, so show them all your love and gratitude.’ There was a slight hesitation as the audience waited for someone to take the lead and clap. Mr Kendrick obliged and everyone joined in. Then the room fell quiet, as people settled back in their seats and cleared their throats or coughed.

The concert got off to a slow and shaky start and I began to drift off almost immediately. Through the window, the cloud swirled and lifted and turned a deep salmon pink. I was aware only of the shifting sunset streaks through the breaks in the clouds when my attention was caught by the sight of the pimply boy making his way to the stage. He took his place beside his suited companions but didn’t engage with them, not even when the oldest introduced himself as Donald Love.


Before I could say anything, James gave my ribs a dig. ‘Hey, that’s Love.’

I shushed him and leant forward, concentrating on the speaker.

‘This—’ Mr Love gestured towards the others ‘—is Sing it with Love.’

Someone behind us sniggered.

‘Many of you know us already—’

‘Get a real job!’ called out another voice.

Donald took a bow, then continued, ‘Our a cappella group is one man down, due to Covid. But not to worry. Young Trent here has volunteered to step in, haven’t you, mate?’

At the mention of his name, the mini-golf kid flinched, and glared at Love, mouthing what appeared to be a stream of expletives.

‘Good on you, Trent,’ said Mr Love. ‘Let’s give him a clap, everyone!’

I clapped loudly and enthusiastically, and James put his fingers in his mouth and whistled. At the noise, Trent looked our way and I gave him a little wave.

‘Serves him right, little shit,’ I whispered.

The first song was one we would all know, ‘The Sound of Silence’. Love raised his hands and counted the group in. The vocals began, and the combined voices mimicked hand-held bells, rising and falling, and then fading into the background as first one singer, then another, took the lead for the verse. I waited for Trent, but it wasn’t until the fourth verse that he stepped forward, swaying silently to the rhythm, as he drew on some unseen strength and powered into the song. It was a ferocious, angry performance and yet cut through with such clarity that it was met with a hush, and the audience took several seconds to break the silence with applause.

By the end of the set, Trent looked livid, fit to burst. While Mr Love and the rest of the group smiled and bowed, and waved to friends in the audience, Trent stared fiercely ahead, avoiding all eye contact, except, once, to mouth ‘Fuck you’ at someone behind us.

‘Wow, he’ll go far,’ whispered James.

‘Fuck you,’ mouthed Trent again, this time at us, as he yanked at his tie and stuffed it into his pocket.

‘Do you think his mum is here?’ I asked James. ‘She must be so proud. What an amazing voice.’

I turned around to look back into the audience and spotted the girl who had called out ‘pizza-face’. I kept searching but couldn’t spot anyone weeping with pride, as I would have been, if Trent had been my kid.

Rhian returned to the stage and called a woman from the audience to come up, and we all sat quietly as she gave an account of her partner’s ill health, and the life-saving lung transplant he’d received in Auckland. Her voice wavered as she described the medical team, referring to them as angels. She wanted us to know that they’d saved her husband, and given him life, and if it wasn’t for them she’d have lost her one true love.

My eyes were filling and I looked over at James, to make sure he was listening, but he was staring straight ahead, his face empty of emotion. I wanted to nudge him and say, ‘Like you. You’re one of them, an angel’, but there was a force field around him that kept me at bay.

‘Despite the travel allowance, we ended up thousands of dollars in debt,’ she said. ‘We had to start a crowd-funding campaign. I’m not complaining — we were lucky — but it’s hard, you know. Going back and forth for treatment and follow-ups. Spending your days in waiting rooms, waiting for test results … So events like this make a big difference. If you can help, thank you.’

Rhian rejoined the woman on stage and placed her arm around her shoulders, hugging her close. Tears dampened my cheeks; in an attempt to distract myself, I turned to James. To my surprise, he’d slumped forward with his head in his hands. Was he crying? I was about to reach across and touch him when he sprang back up, his face clouded with an expression I couldn’t read. Horror? Anguish? Bitterness? He saw me and shook his head from side to side. ‘Don’t …’ he said.

There was a short break and, without saying a word, James stood up and left. I made no attempt to follow. A feeling of sadness took hold of me and, more than anything in the world, I missed Curtis. I didn’t really imagine that he would understand what was going on with James any more than I did, but that didn’t matter. He knew me, and he would have sat with me and held my hand. He would have tried to guess what had entered my mind, and even if he was wrong he would have soothed me. ‘They got it all, remember. You’re not going back to hospital. You don’t have to go back. They got clean margins. You’re okay.’

I was still sitting alone, contemplating leaving, when two middle-aged men with combed-back grey hair stepped onto the stage and began setting up microphones. They moved around each other with familiarity and ease and I wondered if they were more than just musical partners. I noticed that the taller of the two sometimes placed his hand gently on the other’s shoulder in what looked like a protective gesture.

Just as they were ready to start, Mr Kendrick made his way to the front of the hall. He cleared his throat, waiting for the room to quieten, and then stepped forward to share a private comment with the performers. I couldn’t hear what they said but both musicians nodded and smiled, and Mr Kendrick moved back into position and cleared his throat again. After welcoming Giles and Paul, he gave a brief, but surprisingly thorough, rundown of their musical career.

‘I was fortunate to see String Together perform tonight’s “Canzona” in Wellington, in the Futuna chapel. Miregiga! Astounding! Better than Shakespeare could have wished.’


The musicians looked on silently but I was distracted by the reappearance of James, who eased himself back into the chair beside me. He smiled at me and his body seemed perfectly relaxed, all traces of the earlier tension gone.

‘You okay?’ I whispered as, in the background, Mr Kendrick was trying, and failing, to recall the Esperanto for viola.

‘All good, thanks.’

Mr Kendrick kept trying out words, and might have kept going had Rhian not put a stop to it by holding up her phone and, reading from the screen, calling out, ‘aldviolono’, before telling him to get a move on. The audience started to applaud and Mr Kendrick took the hint and left the stage.

‘Thank God,’ said James. ‘He’s getting worse.’

The musicians raised their instruments but at the exact moment they were ready to begin a phone went off, and the well-known theme to Batman sounded throughout the church. I felt my body stiffen as the tune continued. A voice apologised, but the music went on and on. ‘Sorry, sorry.’ It was the woman who’d spoken about the lung transplant. ‘I hate this phone.’ The entire room became unsettled and the two performers lowered their instruments, their expressions increasingly pained as the seconds ticked by. Finally, there was silence.

It was only after the music began that I realised the viola player didn’t have a bow; he strummed his instrument. The violinist drew his bow and the church filled with a sound that was both simple and beautiful. I pictured the aftermath of a late-summer wedding party, with the last two guests drifting outside to wander a dew-soaked garden in the grey dawn light.

The room was very still, and apart from the music there was not a sound. Everyone, it seemed, was drawn in, bewitched by the music. Peace settled over the room and stayed there. If asked, I wouldn’t have been able to hum or repeat the tune aloud but I could feel it deep inside me, and in that, I am sure I was not alone.









[image: Penguin walking logo]


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

I was already out the church door, breathing in the night air, when I remembered the clue. I’d also lost sight of James. He’d been stopped on his way out by Mr Kendrick, but I’d chosen to keep moving. The last thing I wanted was for anyone to encroach on my quiet, protected space. I wasn’t ready to have my interior world subjected to any exterior ruminations, especially if they came from Mr Kendrick.

Voices from those leaving the church mingled with the night, blending with the call of a ruru, the breeze through the forest and the low rumble of the river. People spoke softly, the gentle hush broken only by the occasional ‘good night’ called from one group to another. Nearby, a man held a baby, his body rocking in slow, fluid movement, as he murmured, ‘Mum will be back soon. Hang tight, she’s on her way.’ In response the baby made a noise that was kitten-like and the next minute I heard, ‘Here she is. Here’s Mum’, and a woman’s voice broke too loudly through the darkness, disturbing the night: ‘Have you been good? Give her to me.’ It wasn’t quite a telling-off but it carried more than a hint of impatience; the tone reminded me of some of the nurses I’d overheard responding to the persistent demands of a patient’s bell. A voice that verged on exasperated, that wanted to demand, ‘What now?’, but swallowed the threat.

Then James was beside me and I felt his hand rest against my sleeve. ‘Everything okay?’ When I turned and asked, ‘You?’, he replied, ‘Yeah, good music. Kendrick said that last piece had something to do with a performance of Hamlet.’

‘Hamlet? Which bit?’

‘Don’t know. Something about a mime. You’ll have to ask Kendrick.’

As we walked, James told me the schedule to visit the Great Unknown had changed. They were no longer hitching a lift with kayakers but, weather permitting, would leave at the weekend and set up a new camp by the river where the sightings had taken place. Then, as if suddenly recalling something far more important, he said, ‘Rhian told me where the next clue might be hidden. There are some tunnels up the hill that were built during the gold-rush days. It actually makes sense when you think about it. I should have figured it out myself.’

‘Why? Why should you?’

‘Because it’s a popular walk.’

‘But that doesn’t explain the waltzing.’

‘I didn’t quite catch that bit. Something about an old powerhouse and the laying of the concrete floor. Seems the workers were so pleased with their work that they danced a waltz to celebrate.’

‘Up at the tunnels? Is that what you’re saying?’

He didn’t sound too sure of the story and didn’t elaborate. Still, I was relieved that I’d been saved the trouble of solving the problem myself. I would never have worked it out, not in a million years.


‘We’ll go tomorrow,’ said James. ‘If you’re okay with that? It’s just a few kilometres there and back. A bit uphill, but not too rough, I think.’

‘Yeah, okay. I can give it a go.’

I could tell that I didn’t sound very enthusiastic, and so I gave a quick thumbs-up and offered a plucky ‘It can be a test!’ for good measure. Inwardly, I was already imagining my sense of failure if I had to stop or turn back.

‘I’d like to see how I manage, eh?’

I waited, hoping James would offer further encouragement, anything to boost my confidence, but all he said was, ‘Up to you. I don’t want to pressure you.’

In that moment, I felt deflated.

We continued in silence, listening to the ruru as it flew away, then back again. The darkness felt close and I was glad the surface underfoot was level, with no potholes or roots to trip me up. Walking beside James in the dark reminded me, briefly, of the times I’d driven Hannah home from late-night parties. There’d been a special intimacy during those short journeys, and I remembered how easily Hannah opened up to me. Something about being in a car, knowing that I was looking forward through the windscreen and not at her, provided her with the necessary space to talk.

‘Are you okay?’ I asked James to take my mind off my own apprehension at the prospect of the long hike. ‘I was worried when you left.’

‘I’m fine, honest.’

‘Fine fine. Or fine don’t want to talk about it?’ It was the type of thing I might have said to Hannah during one of our drives.

‘Sorry? Both?’

‘Do you ever want to talk about things? With me, I mean. Or am I annoying you?’


‘No.’ He paused, then said again, ‘No.’

‘No to the first?’

‘No, not necessarily. I’m not sure.’

Nor was I, but despite the silence that followed, I felt comfortable beside him.

‘Do you ever have nightmares?’ I asked.

James stopped walking. He stood still, and turned to me. ‘All the time. Every other night.’

‘Do you ever die in your dreams?’ I asked.

‘No, never, but I kill people. I don’t mean to. I try to reach them, to save them, and I’m always too late. Mostly it’s kids. I can see them but I can’t get close …’

We started moving again. Though I had no expertise when it came to the subconscious or dreams, it seemed pretty clear what his meant.

‘Did you ever seek help?’ I asked.

‘With my dreams?’

‘No, with work and everything—’

‘When I proposed taking time out I was offered help, in case it was actually something bigger: burnout, a breakdown … So I’ll be on a waiting list somewhere. You know what it’s like, trying to see a specialist. Takes months and months.’

‘But you’re a doctor. You’re “important”.’

‘No more than anyone else. I mean, everyone’s important.’

I wanted to say something like ‘Yes, but you’re really important. Your work’s crucial’, but then I pictured a waiting room, and all the people sitting, hoping to be seen, and I understood why he wouldn’t want to jump the queue. He knew, better than me, what it was like to need attention and help, and how soul-destroying it was to wait and feel forgotten.

I told him about my own drowning nightmares and the horror I’d felt when we’d first walked down to the river and seen the dead cattle floating by. How it had made me feel sick, as if my dream had come true and I would be next. As I talked, I realised that I’d succeeded in turning the conversation around, back to me. What I’d wanted to do was learn more about James and yet here I was, attention-seeking again.

‘Did anyone ever talk to you about PTSD?’ said James.

‘No. Maybe. Yes, I think so.’

‘And—’

‘What?’

‘Did you talk to someone about it?’

‘No. I hoped it would go away by itself.’

I changed the topic, steering it back towards James. To my relief he didn’t seem to mind.

‘I can only imagine the pressure you must be under. At work, I mean.’

‘Pressure? My dad — not Kendrick — was a surgeon. He was always busy and tired, never had time for us kids. His hours were much longer than mine have ever been. My mother, Valerie, got sick of it in the end because she was basically raising the family on her own. Kendrick chased her, and I think she became attracted to him, initially, because he was free-spirited, and adventurous, whereas my dad was weighed down, heavy. They stayed together until Kendrick decided to move to the Coast and bought the hotel. Valerie raised us on her own, in the family home, but once we were all grown up, she moved away, to be closer to my brother and his kids. She got more than she bargained for with Kendrick—’ He paused and in the gloom I could see him raise his finger and cock his head. ‘Hear that?’ he asked. ‘A kiwi.’ He turned back the way we’d walked, and stopped. ‘Isn’t that incredible? So close to town.’

I don’t know if James had exceptional hearing or if his ears were simply better tuned than mine, but the only call I could hear was the now distant ruru, and closer, the chirp of frogs.

‘I can’t hear anything,’ I said.


‘Listen, it’s coming from over on our right.’

I faced in that direction and waited, and finally was able to make out the faintest screech. If it hadn’t been for James, I would have missed it completely.

‘There,’ he said. ‘Just now.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Got it.’

I had to strain to hear the bird but even so I felt content to stay where we were. I was rewarded with another faint screech.

‘Can you tell if it’s a male or female?’

‘Not really, not from here. The male is shriller than the female, but I’d need to be a bit closer to be certain.’ He stopped talking and I had the feeling he was trying to identify the pitch of the call. ‘It’s a pity you won’t see my current camp up the valley. I have a feeling you’d like it. At night it can seem like a jungle; there’s so much going on. I love it. Being alone, away from people …’

We were nearing the hotel. The lights peeked through the trees and a figure was visible, standing at a window upstairs.

‘It’s so peaceful,’ sighed James. ‘Every day, when I walked into work, I had a terrible sense of dread. It was like I’d lost control of my life, and everything that gave me joy was in the past — had already gone. But,’ he continued, ‘that feeling would only remain for a short while. Once I was in the clinic, I was too busy to notice.’

‘Did you grow up wanting to be a doctor? Like your dad?’

‘I was always top of the class in science and so everyone just took it for granted that I’d go into medicine. How about you?’

‘Me? I was B+ at everything. Got a job in a landscaping construction company. Started at the bottom and, eventually — fifteen years later — was the most experienced, so took over project management. We worked with councils on civic projects: parks, playgrounds, beautification, bike lanes, all the things that ratepayers hate as non-essentials.’

‘Are you still working?’


‘No. I loved how physical it was at the time. But I don’t miss it, really. Well, not as much as I thought I would. Once I got over being “just a housewife”, it was okay. I adapted.’

The main door to the hotel was locked and so we skirted around to the side door, keying in the combination to let ourselves in. I followed James up the stairs, planning to turn off to my room, but as we reached the landing, he invited me up to his floor and without thinking about it, I followed.

As he opened his door, a warm fuggy smell met us, and he apologised, explaining that it was his tramping boots. ‘They got soaked when I was at the sanctuary and they’re still drying out.’

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘Reminds me a bit of when I was working. I kind of liked having a job where I got to play in the dirt.’

James cleared a space on the couch, gathering up maps and books and stacking them on the floor. A small notebook fell out from behind a cushion and as I reached down to rescue it, I noticed a page of writing, a pencilled list, numbered one to six. Beside the numbers were the words: car, hollow tree, golf, store, tunnels. Then a blank with a large question mark.

I shut the book, setting it on the table with all the other bits and pieces. Straight away, I wanted to retrieve it and read it again, to check that what I thought I’d seen was actually there. James hadn’t noticed. He went over to the sink and filled the kettle.

‘What would you like?’ he asked. ‘I’ve got decaf, herb tea, cocoa — or wine?’

‘Decaf would be great.’

While he made the coffee, I stretched out on the couch.

If Hannah had been here she would have jumped right in, demanding to know what was with the notebook. Quite possibly she would have channelled Agatha Christie and accused James of planning the quest just so he could win my trust before luring me to some isolated location where he could murder me. Hannah was too young and healthy to opt for any explanation that wasn’t sensational. In her mind, all paths led to either beautiful sunset beaches or vertiginous clifftops, nothing in between. Curtis would be suspicious but go through the motions of applying logic. The notebook didn’t prove that James had planned the hunt. They were just notes, and the last one was a question mark. But, then again, maybe he did plan it. But what was the reason — to trick me or to be kind to me? Or maybe he was bored. Was it weird? Not necessarily.

On and on, both of them tossing around ideas until some satisfactory conclusion was settled; the decision reached without any input from me, the observer. As if I were still the vulnerable and passive invalid.

‘Thanks, James.’

The coffee was delicious, exactly what I wanted, and I felt my whole body relax as the warm liquid went down.

‘It’s a funny old world, eh?’ I said after a second sip.

‘It’s pretty random,’ said James.

‘That’s what I mean, I suppose. It’s a bit of a gift, isn’t it? Not knowing what’s around the corner. Mystery and all that.’

James shrugged, said that it didn’t always feel like a gift. Not from where he stood. It felt more like a failure, most of the time. ‘I should know what to do,’ he said. ‘I should stick out the next couple of years, become a specialist and then decide. But that might just be a few more years of hell, followed by a lifetime of misery. I don’t know. I like the job, I like the work … but maybe I should cut my losses now and get out. Not that you asked.’

‘I kind of did ask. I was thinking about what I’d do in your situation. My daughter, Hannah, would probably describe it as a win-win. On the one hand, a well-paid, interesting profession. On the other, living in the bush, tracking kōkako, working with kiwi … also a win.’ I’d finished my drink but didn’t want to move. My leg was sparking and twitching and I wanted to wait for it to settle down before getting up. ‘She’s probably right,’ I added.

‘She needs to factor in student debt,’ replied James.

‘One of the things that helped when I got cancer,’ I said, ‘was the relief I felt at maybe not having to grow old. There was a woman opposite me, when I went back into hospital, who’d been brought in from a nursing home. She was sick and frail, and needed surgery on her thumb. I’d just had surgery to treat my infection and was hooked up to an antibiotic IV, with a vacuum drain in my leg. For eight days I watched meal trays being brought to her. She could sit up but she couldn’t handle the knife and fork so she couldn’t feed herself. The first time I saw it happen, I was too sore and full of tubes to go and help, and so I watched as her dinner went cold and was taken away untouched. She said nothing. The second time, the woman next to me, who was recovering from knee surgery, managed to go over and feed her. I fed her on the following days, until I was discharged. In all that time, I only saw one staff member help.’

As I spoke I could picture the elderly woman, propped up in the bed looking at the tea tray: the small portion of soup, the pasta, the jelly. The cup with the straw. Her hand would reach out like a new shoot emerging from the ground, and waver over the bedclothes as it inched its way towards the tray. She could pick up the cup but the straw always swivelled and tilted away from her lips as she tried to drink. The water would pour down her gown and onto the sheets. It happened every time.

‘Wait a minute,’ I’d call. I’d have to slide my legs out of the bed, arrange my tubes and roll the IV tower towards me before standing up. Then I had to lift my vacuum drain from the floor and detach myself from the power socket. Then, once I had the IV tower in one hand, and the shoulder strap of my heavy, handbag-like drain over my shoulder, I could shuffle towards my room-mate, and try to reach her before she soaked herself or tipped hot soup down her front. I had only one free hand; the other was managing my tubes. The food wouldn’t cut neatly into bite-sized pieces. It was painful to stand. It took forever to get the meal from the plate to her mouth. She was so hungry and so slow, and I wished she’d hurry so I could get back to bed and my own meal. She talked about the vegetable garden she used to have. Her sons. Her old dog, a spaniel. She ate all the jelly. One day it was red, the next yellow, the next green, then back to red.

‘It just went on and on and on. I was only on that ward for a bit more than a week but I shudder every time I think about it. It won’t ever leave me alone. I hope I never get old.’
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

‘So, you should know that I suspect you of being behind this quest,’ I said, as James pulled on his daypack.

‘Oh?’

‘Yes. I saw your notebook. And you should also know that I would feel cheated if it turned out you were using the quest as a ploy to lure me into the bush to murder me.’

‘I don’t blame you.’

‘And, also, just so you know, I’m quite happy to go on pretending that you’re not behind the hunt so that we can keep doing it.’

James laughed, then caught me short when he replied, ‘And, just so you know, I’m happy to pretend that I created the hunt for you if that’s what you want.’

James had brought a walking pole with him and now, rather than prolong our discussion, focused on adjusting it, making the sections shorter before handing it over to me. I didn’t like to mention that I had my own stick in the cupboard in my room. After so many days of ignoring it, I would have felt self-conscious bringing it out. But I was grateful to James for thinking of me.

‘It’s a bit of a walk,’ he said, ‘and it’s got a steep section but we can take it slowly. There’s no rush.’

Despite the early hour, it was already warm, and steam rose from the ground, filling the air with the scent of earth and mulch. The walking pole made a tapping sound against the hard surface as we headed to the end of the road, before veering off onto a grassy track glistening with dew that soaked our shoes within minutes. A disposable mask lay beside the path and, though my natural inclination was to pick up litter, I left it where it was.

‘Have you had Covid?’ I asked James.

‘No. I’ve been lucky. I had to assist on a patient who’d lost a couple of fingers in a work accident and he tested positive the day after surgery, but that’s the closest to disaster I’ve come. Ella caught it and was pretty ill for a time, from what I gather.’

‘I was scared my surgeon would get it but I guess they would have had a plan. Actually, what I was most scared of was missing my surgery because of Covid lockdowns. I used to lie awake at night plotting how I could cross the Waitaki if some cop prevented me from using the bridge on my way up to Christchurch for the operation. It was amazing how worried I got about dumb stuff like that, wondering if I could canoe across the river and then hitchhike the rest of the way. It was so crazy, because I would have had an exemption — it was all in my head. I never worried about dying, just people making things difficult for me, or cars breaking down, or Hannah getting sick. I was terrified she’d get ill.’

James began to reply, thought better of it, then changed his mind. ‘After I got burnt, I used to worry a lot about my brother and sister near fireworks, birthday candles, that type of thing. I used to keep a glass of water in my hand, just in case the birthday cake erupted in a ball of flames. It never did.’

‘Do flames still make you nervous?’

‘Yep. But I’ve seen a lot of burnt kids since then so there’s that.’

‘Of course.’

Beside the track were stacks of wood, where trees had been cut back from the side of the path. A moment before they had looked harmless but now they brought to mind bonfires. I wondered what James saw.

‘I wanted to apologise …’

‘Why?

‘Well, I was a bit of a dick yesterday when I mentioned watching that woman in the ward. I didn’t mean to imply that the medical staff were indifferent. They were just busy. I should have made that clear. I’m not surprised you want a break from all that.’

The stick made deep holes in the soft ground and as I walked I noticed that the entire track was pock-marked, as if an army of walkers with bad hips and creaky knees had passed by. There was something pleasingly theatrical about limping along with a stick. I began to daydream about famous limpers: Long John Silver, Captain Ahab, the man in David Copperfield whose name I couldn’t remember, and, most recently, William Shatner in the Esperanto film. ‘So, Libby, you want to live after all.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I was just pretending to be the guy from the Esperanto movie. You know, when he drinks from the well and it cures him, and he can walk again.’

‘Great scene, almost as good as the goat.’

‘Do you think it was a trained goat? It would have to be, wouldn’t it?’

‘A Hollywood goat. I wouldn’t be surprised if Ella does something with the story. She would find it difficult not to. She’d make it even crazier.’


‘I don’t see how you could make it crazier.’

‘She’d turn it into a western.’

‘Yeah, that would do it.’

The track was level, flat enough that I tried to make artistic flourishes with my walking pole. I was trying to mimic Charlie Chaplin but on the third attempt the stick caught around my ankles and I tripped, stumbling forward and crying out in panic as I tried to stay upright. At the last second, I managed to swing the pole around, and as my weight fell on it, a juddering sensation went up my arm and through my shoulder.

‘My sister’s clumsy,’ said James. ‘She’s a surveyor and every time I picture her I see her tripping over her equipment, about to do a face-plant. My brother and I used to place bets on how long it would take before she’d fall over. Not in any cruel way — we didn’t want her to get hurt. We simply expected her to topple over and she never disappointed us.’

‘Is your brother clumsy?’

‘Not really. He’s a harbour pilot, so he’s more likely to end up in the water anyway. I’ve always thought they were the lucky ones, not going into medicine.’

‘You mean that?’

‘Yes and no. But I used to envy them because they got more attention than me, without the high grades. I always thought I had to have high marks to get noticed.’

‘They probably weren’t under as much pressure as you.’

‘Yeah, that’s what I mean.’

The track had begun to narrow and though it wasn’t steep, it was uneven, with rocks and tree roots across the path creating steps and obstacles. With each sharp rise, I instinctively turned my side to the slope, stepping up on my strong leg and then lifting the other. I was conscious of how this manoeuvre slowed us down and wished James would go ahead so I wouldn’t feel I was holding him up. But he barely seemed to notice. Each time I came to a stop he would watch for a second, then tilt his head back and look into the branches of the surrounding trees, searching the tops for birds.

‘Did you see the mistletoe?’ he asked as I struggled over a large round boulder. ‘It’s different from the one we saw before. It’s more yellow.’

I followed his gaze and saw a patch of yellow flowers high up in the beech. It didn’t seem much bigger than a beach ball and I could see no signs of petals on the ground.

‘Good spotting.’

‘Not really. I’m just in the habit of picking out yellowy-orange colours, because of the kōkako thing. Their wattles are the same shade.’

‘Can I ask you something?’

‘No.’ He smiled.

‘Do you think you would tell anyone if you actually saw a kōkako?’

James took my elbow and helped me to negotiate a slippery boulder.

‘What would you do?’ he asked.

I thought about it for a second. ‘I wouldn’t tell a soul.’

‘But what if that meant the difference between saving them and extinction?’

‘Isn’t that playing God?’ I responded.

‘Did you worry about people playing God when your own life needed saving?’

Before I could put a stop to his questions, he caught me with another: ‘Do you think that the reason you weren’t scared of dying was because you knew a team of people were working hard to make sure that it didn’t happen? They were doing their best to keep you alive.’

‘Yeah, but I had to have faith in them. I had to trust them.’

Had I thought no one cared, I would have been scared. In fact, there were numerous times following surgery when I’d been frightened about things going badly wrong.

I backtracked. ‘I think that when I suggested that saving an endangered species was playing God, I didn’t really mean it like that. What I was getting at was the idea that humans have interfered enough in the natural world and maybe it would be better if creatures could just be left alone, in peace — in a human-free zone.’

James wasn’t having a bar of it. ‘There’s no such thing as a human-free zone. We’ve gone way past that point.’

At that moment we turned a bend in the track and right in front of us was a scrunched-up tissue that had been tossed onto a patch of the most luxuriant spongy-green moss.

‘There’s still natural beauty, though,’ I said weakly. ‘And the opportunity for wonder.’

‘Oh, definitely,’ agreed James. ‘So much beauty and wonder.’

He’d stopped by the tissue, staring at it as he spoke, and in an attempt to be useful I tried to hook it off the moss with the tip of my walking stick so that I could bury it under the loose dirt and leaf litter beside the track. All I managed to do, however, was poke a perfect round hole into the moss beside the tissue. Frustrated, I lowered myself down on the cane and pinched the corner of the tissue between my thumb and forefinger. I tried not to think about what it had been used for as I shifted it towards a spot where I could bury it, placing a stone on top for extra measure. I expected James to say something but he didn’t, and I was glad.

Now the sound of running water reached us and after a few more minutes we were able to see a river below the track, clear water running over smoothed boulders. The air felt cooler here, and we rested again, enjoying the breeze that drifted up from the gorge.

As we perched on the bank beside the track, a fantail came down, flitting about, looking for insects. James passed me a muesli bar and we ate in silence as I probed and scraped the ground with my stick, hoping to lure the fantail closer. I suggested to James that looking after birds, as he was doing at the sanctuary, must come naturally to him.

He looked puzzled, then asked if I thought he was interested in at-risk birds because he was a doctor. It seemed obvious to me that the two would be related: he was used to taking care of absolute strangers and so it was a small leap from that to animals.

‘But most people are caring,’ he replied. ‘You just have to look at all those Givealittle pages, or even charity concerts.’

‘But not everyone cares about birds, do they? All those people with cats, for instance.’

‘Yeah, but they don’t have cats because they hate birds. And you think about all the people who bought bird feeders during Covid, or the people who vote for Bird of the Year.’

‘The people who voted for a bat?’

‘I voted for the bat.’

‘I hope you find the kōkako,’ I said. I meant it. I could imagine how exciting it would be to actually spot a bird considered to be extinct. ‘Exciting’ seemed too banal a word for it. During various work projects our team had occasionally unearthed objects that had been buried for over a hundred years. Often, they were simple household things — bottles, broken ceramics, pipes and buttons — but once in a while something would appear in the dirt that would take our breath away. At that moment we would all stand still, and, essentially, pay our respects. It was a near-religious experience.

I was happy to sit still and rest but the ground was hard and I couldn’t get comfortable. James, too, seemed restless, shifting back and forth, though his attention remained fixed on a patch of lichen on a boulder by his feet. Something seemed to be niggling him and though I wanted to leave him in peace — I’d already bugged him enough — I couldn’t stop myself from asking if anything was wrong.

‘Ella. She thinks we should give it another go. That’s why she came down; she wanted to “bump into” me.’

I’d seen nothing in their manner to suggest intimacy. There’d been no conspiratorial glances, furtive conversations or touching.

‘Is it a Covid thing?’ I asked. ‘Wanting to get back with you. I’ve heard it’s quite common.’

‘I think she’s forgotten why we split up in the first place,’ said James. ‘Rather, I think she’s forgotten what it was like to live with me. I was working eighty-hour weeks, studying, tired, grumpy — hardly good boyfriend material.’

‘She left you because she was lonely?’

‘Lonely. Angry. Frustrated. Disappointed. And we both knew the living situation wasn’t about to improve any time soon. Maybe if I got a job in the private sector one day—’

‘Were you scared of becoming your father?’

‘I was more scared of Ella becoming my mother, to tell the truth. She was an incredibly angry woman and couldn’t contain it. She used to bombard me with grievances and details of my father’s many faults. In her eyes, he was a narcissistic monster who spent his days flirting with the nurses and drinking with his colleagues while she was stuck at home.’

‘That was unfair.’

‘Yes, it was.’

James continued to tell me about his childhood, the guilt and helplessness he’d felt and, though I kept my thoughts to myself, I began to see his mother as manipulative and nasty. At the same time, my mind was wandering along a separate train of thought. I was beginning to think I was going to make it all the way to the tunnels after all. This filled me with a mixture of shock and pride. I hadn’t really thought that I would be able to walk up a hill, certainly not one of any length. The voice in my head was cheering, full of praise: ‘Haven’t I done well!’ It might not be much of an accomplishment to anyone else, but I felt it keenly.

If I’d been asked a week ago, I would have said that I’d never be able to return to the outdoors. My injury and disability had seen to that. Equal to the grief caused by that admission was another. I’d been haunted by the fact that I’d not paid enough attention to all the years when I could tramp, or manage rough ground. Once, walking had come naturally to me and yet I couldn’t remember when. Now, I monitored every movement, every shift in weight, every step. I kept constant tabs on the pain, bracing for it regardless of the circumstances.

Recently, I’d become fixated on my ‘final walk’, tormenting myself with the knowledge that I couldn’t pinpoint the last time I’d ever strolled about in a state of unconscious ease. I had gone through my mind trying to recall the last time I’d run up a flight of steps. The last time I’d scrambled up a rocky outcrop. The last time I’d jumped off a low bank and landed neatly on my feet. When was the last time I’d walked through a nature reserve, along a riverbank, over sand dunes, without thinking about where to put my feet? I had a distant memory of running down the long sandy slope at Sandymount on the Otago Peninsula, going so fast that my steps became long strides, then joyous leaps that my body could barely keep up with. I couldn’t remember how that had felt, however. I couldn’t even imagine it.

It was the memory of walking without thinking that brought the lump to my throat. The fact that I had made the last walk, the last comfortable, pleasurable walk without thinking and that I would never, ever, make another.

‘You weren’t responsible for your parents’ marriage, and you definitely weren’t responsible for your mother’s happiness.’

‘I know,’ said James, ‘but that doesn’t mean anything, does it? It doesn’t wipe out all those years when I felt I was to blame. I behaved very cruelly towards my father and later, when I figured out I’d been manipulated, I was far too guilty to ever talk it through with him. So it never healed. And don’t say that Ella isn’t my mother—’

‘She’s not.’

‘I know that.’

‘Yeah. I know you do, but it’s true. She’s not your mother.’

The track had levelled out. Water ran down the length of it in a shallow runnel that was so clear I imagined it would be possible to drink from it. Beside the channel it was muddy and footprints from previous trampers decorated the surface, making a pattern of various treads, from boots to what looked like jandals. My walking pole sank into the soft ground, leaving a hole and the imprint of its rubber basket with every step.

James was quiet now, lost in his own thoughts or possibly simply enjoying the peacefulness of the location, the dense bush and the ferns that poked out from every crack and cranny in the bank and rock. Busy looking down at my feet, I did not realise that we’d almost reached the end of the track. Ahead of us was a wooden fence with a large information panel and stairs leading down into a dark, moss-walled rock tunnel.

‘We’re here, well done. How are you feeling?’

‘Good, thanks.’

Now that I had stopped moving I could feel my leg tingling all the way down from my thigh to my foot. My thigh muscle felt as if it had been replaced with tight elastic bands. I was sure I’d damaged something. I must have grimaced because James asked again if I was all right.

‘Yeah. Just a bit tingly.’

‘You sure?’

‘Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.’

He didn’t look convinced. ‘I’ve got some painkillers if you need them.’

I shook my head. ‘Just give me a minute. I’ll be all right.’


While I gathered my breath, and massaged my leg, I listened as James carefully read out all the information about the tunnels’ construction. Then I joined him to look at the photos. Rhian had been right; this had to be the place.

‘Do you want to go and have a look?’ asked James.

‘Where? In the tunnel?’

‘Yeah, we might as well, seeing as we’re here.’

I glanced down towards the dark entrance and all I could think about was the Alpine Fault and the chance of being caught inside during an earthquake. I raised my fingers to my collar, then patted my pockets, but I already knew that I’d left my whistle behind, in my room.

‘Do you think we should try and find the clue first?’

James appeared surprised. ‘Don’t you think it will be in the tunnel?’

‘No. It’s too dark in there,’ I replied. ‘We’d miss it.’

‘Not if it’s hidden at the end, in the light.’

He was trying to be funny but I wasn’t in the mood to joke. Who would choose to walk into a tunnel in the face of a magnitude 8 quake? Not me, if I could help it.

‘Did you hide the clue at the end of the tunnel?’ I asked.

‘No, it’s not me.’

‘So you say, but I’m still not sure I believe you.’

James ignored me and started rummaging around in his bag, bringing out a torch that he passed to me.

‘You’re trying to give me a false sense of security,’ I said. ‘A torch isn’t going to help during an earthquake.’

‘An earthquake? It’s not meant to help during an earthquake. It’s to help you see where you’re going, so you don’t bang your head. Come on.’

He turned away, and soon I was following him down the steps and into the tunnel entrance.

The first thing that struck me was the drop in temperature, and then, almost immediately, how bright green the moss-covered walls were. Near the entrance, where light fell in shafts, the surface of the tunnel was lush with vegetation. At our feet, and as far as we could see, puddles of water caught the light from my torch and reflected back at us.

As we moved deeper inside, our surroundings became darker, and the beam from the torch projected crazy shadows against the now-bare rock walls. When I positioned the light behind James, the shadow created by his walking figure was like something from a silent-era Dracula movie. I shifted the torch, trying to manipulate the size and shape of his shadow and, in doing so, failed to pay attention to my surroundings and hit my head against the rock. A sharp stab of pain spread across my temple, so intense that I thought I might be sick. It lasted barely more than a few seconds, replaced by a sick, dull, throbbing ache. Walking ahead of me, James hadn’t noticed and it wasn’t until he found himself beyond the beam of my light, in almost total darkness, that he stopped.

His voice reached me, echoing off the walls as he asked what was wrong.

‘Nothing,’ I lied. I raised my fingers to my head and bringing them back down I saw that they were covered in blood. ‘I banged into the wall, a bit,’ I clarified.

By now he was walking back and when he reached me he took the torch from my hand. I squinted as the light swept across my face and then I could feel his fingertips on my skin, and though I was bracing myself, I was aware of how gentle he was, as he turned my head to the light. The blood made a warm trickle, and I felt James wipe it away from my eye.

‘Have you got a tissue or hanky to hold against it, while I get a plaster?’

‘No, sorry. I’ll use my sleeve.’

It was cold enough now that I could see my breath and I shivered, more from the bang to the head than the temperature. I felt a little woozy.

‘Is it deep?’ I asked.

‘Difficult to see in here. It’s bleeding, though.’

‘Heads bleed, don’t they?’ I said meekly. ‘I remember hearing that once.’

‘Only when they’re cut.’

I stood still as James dabbed at my head, taking the torch from him and directing it where he indicated, as he dressed my wound.

‘It might need a stitch when we get back.’

I must have groaned because he said, ‘You don’t need to worry. You’re not going to bleed to death.’

‘Thank you.’

I suddenly felt small and fragile, as if I might cry. I wished I was back in my room where I could lie still with my eyes closed.

‘You’ve done really well,’ said James. ‘That was a big walk.’

‘Thanks.’ I began to apologise again but stopped myself.

‘I’m impressed,’ said James. ‘Your leg is strong.’

‘Is it?’

‘Definitely. This time next year you’ll be walking twice the distance.’

Instinctively my hand went down to my leg and gave it an encouraging pat. ‘Hear that?’ I whispered. ‘James says you’re strong. And he should know.’

James turned away, to pack his bag, and, as my eyes adjusted to the return of darkness, I realised that the walls around us were glowing, small drops of silvery light were pulsing from the walls.

‘Turn the torch off a minute.’

James did as I asked and we were plunged into velvety blackness. Now the ceiling and walls quietly transformed once more, jewelled with the light from glow worms. Light was also coming up from the ground, along the edge of the path where we’d walked. Reflections from the puddles around our feet added another dimension. The silence was broken by water dripping from the roof, sometimes splashing off the rock walls and ground, at other times making a trickling noise as tiny streams flowed by. It was primeval, alive with plants and creatures so small and secretive that they might as well be alien.

Very soon I began to miss natural light, sunlight, human light. I turned on my torch and the glow worms vanished.

‘Amazing place, isn’t it?’ I said.

I wanted to get out of the cave. I was claustrophobic and against my best efforts I had started thinking about the Alpine Fault rupturing, and being buried beneath layers of cold, damp stone.

‘It’s such a special spot,’ I said and glanced back, measuring the distance to the entrance.

‘It’s crazy that I’ve never been up here before,’ said James. ‘It’s so peaceful, womb-like.’

He must have been thinking about his mother’s womb. Nothing about this dank and chilly spot conjured up womb to me. My own womb would have been warm and soft, nurturing. I almost laughed, but was afraid that any loud sound might trigger a rock fall. Then, just when I didn’t think it could get much worse, I pictured a flash flood, and a torrent of water sweeping through.

‘Do you think we should go back?’ I asked. ‘It’s pretty dark and—’

‘We’ll just go to the end, eh? Maybe the clue’s there?’

‘Maybe?’

‘We’ve come this far. It would be a shame to turn back.’

‘Yep.’

He was moving again, and because he still had the torch, I followed. He went slowly, stopping to look at things picked out by the light. A cave wētā caught his gaze and he followed it with the rapt attention of someone stumbling across thousand-year-old cave drawings.

‘Look at those antennae. Incredible.’

‘Yeah, incredible,’ I repeated as I tried to step around James in order to get to the far end.

‘They don’t have ears. I mean, they don’t hear things but pick up vibrations.’

‘Really?’ I said, willing him to get a move on.

James must have noticed the tone of my voice because out of nowhere he said, ‘Oh, I could stand here and talk about cave wētā all day.’

‘Me, too,’ I replied. ‘Fascinating creatures. By the way, here’s another fun antenna fact for you: ants don’t have noses. They detect smells with their antennae.’

I’m not sure where that nugget of information came from, probably one of Hannah’s primary school nature projects.

‘I didn’t know that,’ said James.

‘Well, now you do. And you can check it out for yourself once we get out of here.’

We hadn’t been able to see it, but the end of the tunnel was fenced off, preventing us from climbing out into open air. Light poured in, and once more the rock around the entrance was covered in thick green moss and sprouting ferns. Spider webs hung low from the ceiling, their intricate designs picked out by drops of water that caught the light. I was ready to turn back for the entrance, but James began scanning the area by the fence with such nonchalance that I was certain he already knew where the next clue was hidden. Sure enough, a small plastic bag containing a white slip of paper appeared, tucked neatly into a gap between the edge of the fence and the cave wall.

‘Surprise!’ I said. ‘Who would have thought?’

‘Yeah, that was easy.’

‘Are you going to read it?’ I asked.


‘Let’s wait till we get out.’

‘I wonder what it says?’ It was obvious he knew, but he didn’t bite.

The entrance seemed even further now and, though thoughts of being killed in an earthquake or swept away in a flood hadn’t quite left my mind, my bigger problem was my aching head and leg.

‘You still think I wrote the clues?’ said James.

‘Yes.’

‘Funny.’

‘I suppose you’re going to keep pretending you didn’t?’

‘I don’t have to pretend,’ said James, ‘because I didn’t.’

‘Well, I didn’t write them,’ I replied, ‘if that’s what you’re thinking?’

‘I know,’ he said.

‘Give me the torch, then. You can use your antennae to get out.’

As I followed James, keeping him within the beam of light, I started paying greater attention to the surface of the walls and ceiling, noticing all the gouges and marks left by the men who had built it. From what James had told me, gangs had worked around the clock to construct the tunnel and the race that transported water from the gorge to the gold workings below. Using dynamite and pickaxes, blasting and chipping away for months on end, they had created something remarkable, only to discover, later, that their effort was wasted. The sluicing operation uncovered almost no gold. Years later, a second purpose for the water was found: a hydro scheme for the settlement below. It was difficult to imagine this now quiet and empty spot busy with activity. From gold, to a water supply, and then electricity. And now, after all that engineering and labour, it was back to bush and birdcalls.

At last we were back in the fresh air, and the smell of the bush and the damp earth warmed by heat was almost overpowering. I took a moment to breathe it in, enjoying all the colours and sounds around me. There was movement through the trees, a breeze that jostled the branches, and, as we rested, large drops of rain began to fall, landing on our clothes in perfect spreading circles.

‘Let’s see the clue, then,’ I said.

Because I was accustomed to the way James moved at his own pace, I wasn’t too put out when he ignored my request and quietly stepped towards me, tilting my head up to the light.

‘The plaster’s almost soaked through,’ he said, ‘but it might hold up a bit longer. I’ll change it if I need to. Does it hurt much?’

How could I tell him that everything hurt: the cut, my throbbing head, the pins and needles running up and down my leg, the feeling that my thigh was being squeezed in a clamp.

‘It’s fine,’ I said.

He kept his gaze on me, then reached into his bag and pulled out a ziplock bag, removed a foil pack of pills and passed them to me with his water bottle. ‘Take two of these, they’ll help.’

I looked at the brand and hesitated. ‘I don’t think I should. I still have problems with my kidneys and I was told to avoid these.’

He took them back and after a minute passed me some codeine. I gladly swallowed two. The pain eased within seconds.

‘It will take at least thirty minutes to kick in, is that okay?’

‘It’s better already.’

He gave me one of his funny looks, as if to say ‘Mind over matter’, but I didn’t care.

The rain had grown heavier and with it mist had begun to form, wisps around the treetops. Already the river, which had been clean and clear on the walk up, was discoloured and the sound it made was less sparkly, more urgent, as if the water was in a hurry to reach the sea. The birds, too, were affected by the rain. They kept to the branches, where they perched, shaking and ruffling their feathers. There was a sudden flash followed by a crack of thunder, which bounced and echoed off the hills. The noise had barely settled before a second joined it and then a third, and the rain thundered down, drenching us to the skin. Large drops fell from the tip of James’s nose and chin, and then I was aware of water on my own face, but when I touched it my fingers came away rose-petal pink with blood. Despite all this, a feeling of elation was beginning to creep through me. I was hurrying down a soaking wet and muddy path. I was here.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

‘I don’t get it at all.’

I was sitting at James’s table as he searched out his medical kit. It was quiet in his room and, changed into my dry fleece pants and jumper, I felt warm and relaxed, even though I’d just been told that my head needed stitches.

‘It’s quite a deep little cut,’ James had said as he cleaned the wound.

‘Mmm.’ I was distracted, pondering the latest clue, which, like all the others, made no sense to me.

As a child you raised the flag

Now there’s only a hole in the ground

An undelivered letter

At the end of the trail

Searching for you.

I read it again but I still didn’t understand.


‘Are you sure you wouldn’t rather go and see a nurse practitioner at the clinic?’

I hadn’t bothered to mention that while I was in my room, changing, I’d phoned down to reception to ask about a doctor. Zac had been on the desk and he sounded concerned as he explained that if I needed a doctor or a prescription filled, I’d have to go to Hokitika. I hadn’t mentioned the call to James because I figured he’d know all that already and, I hoped, volunteer to fix me up.

‘You understand it’s going to sting? I don’t have any local.’

‘I thought you were a proper doctor,’ I joked, though I was beginning to wonder if I’d made a mistake, and should try the clinic after all.

‘Okay, when you’re ready.’

I sat still, my eyes fixed straight ahead on a mark on the opposite wall. I remembered how, as a child, I’d maintained a similar position whenever my mother cut my fringe. Any movement on my part would throw her off her line, and my fringe would become shorter and shorter, as she took steps to straighten it.

‘Nice and still.’

‘Promise you’re not going to say that thing that the blood people always say before sticking the needle in?’

‘What thing?’

‘A little scratch.’

‘No.’

I felt his hand on my forehead and, the next second, I was aware of his other hand coming towards me, followed by an intense, sharp sting as the needle punctured my skin. I let out a cry.

‘Just a little scratch,’ soothed James.

A second stab followed by a slight tug, and my eye twitched and watered, and I had to fight every instinct to push him away.


‘First one done,’ said James. ‘You’re doing well.’

‘You could at least have given me something to bite on, like in the—’

I didn’t finish as the needle pierced my skin once more, its partner a second later. Despite myself, I squeezed my eyes tight and I felt James’s fingers respond, holding my skin taut as he murmured, ‘Last one. Take a breath.’

I managed to do as he said, inhaling deeply as the needle passed through my skin again. The pain was even worse than before and I gasped at the tug as the thread pulled against my skin. ‘That’s great,’ said James. ‘Just one more.’

‘But you said—’

‘Yeah but I think four is a nice even number. Big breath, hold still.’

For months I’d endured blood tests, cannulas for CT and MRI scans, transfusions and IVs, not to mention general anaesthetics. I’d become almost immune to needles and been merely curious about the track marks and bruises that extended from my shoulder to my thumb. But every now and then, during my worst moments, the prodding and strain had been too much and my teeth would begin to chatter. I could feel the same thing beginning to happen now and clamped my mouth shut so James wouldn’t notice.

‘There you go, all done.’

Tight-lipped, I nodded, willing myself to relax.

James took a step back and looked at me. ‘A souvenir, something to remember me by.’ He held my gaze and his expression softened, became wistful, and then he caught himself and said, ‘It’s the concrete pad where the flagpole used to be.’

Startled, I opened my mouth. ‘What flagpole?’

‘It’s gone now, but it was there when I was a little kid. It was a family holiday and I think the manager must have taken pity on me because he saw me lurking in the garden to get away from my parents. He let me raise and lower the flag a couple of times.’

‘Oh. Did he? That was nice of him.’ As I spoke, a faint memory of a flagpole came to me. It had been there when we first saw the hotel and walked the grounds. I remembered now. There was no flag, just a broken post at the bottom of the lawn.

There was a pause before James continued, and when he spoke he sounded tired. ‘I pointed it out to Ella.’

He fell silent, allowing the words to sink in.

It was strange, how disappointed I felt. For all my joking, I suppose I’d been flattered to think that James had created a quest for me. At the back of my mind I’d assumed that he’d done it as an act of kindness, a kind of confidence-building activity to get me walking again. It was therapy. But now, I realised he hadn’t been kidding when he said he’d nothing to do with it. He’d been telling the truth and yet I was so vain I’d allowed myself to go on believing he’d done it for me. In fact, I’d stumbled — or rather, shoved — my way into his private journey. I felt ashamed.

‘That’s great you’ve figured it out,’ I said. ‘I wouldn’t have known where to look. I would have thought it was the fire station, or maybe … So Ella designed the—’

‘Yeah, I guess so.’

‘Has she done these kinds of hunts before?’

‘Not really. Maybe? Yes, probably, when I think about it. More like games—’

‘Oh, I see.’ I let my thoughts settle, then added, ‘I’m really sorry I barged in on your thing. I feel a bit stupid now, thinking you’d made the game up.’

James pushed my remark aside. ‘I’m amazed her haiku was as bad as it was.’

I permitted myself to laugh, ‘Yeah. Not great. But what about the first clue, the one I found in the bucket? How did that get there?’

‘Don’t know. Maybe she saw the bucket in Alex’s car one day and thought it was mine? That’s the only thing I can think of. I guess I can ask her.’

It hadn’t occurred to me but, of course, he could ask her. For some reason, I’d never thought of them talking. I’d always seen James as existing in isolation, apart from everyone else, as if he was somehow my friend and no one else’s. Alone for the first time in over a year, I’d managed to take myself out of my everyday life, and set myself apart from my family and daily routines, and I’d assumed that James was doing the same. But now it dawned on me that this compartmentalised existence was fleeting, and my experience alone.

‘Shall we go and get it?’ asked James.

‘What?’

‘The clue.’ He glanced at me. ‘You look tired. Do you want to stay here while I go? It’ll only take a second.’

I nodded and slumped down in the armchair, enjoying the comfort of the soft cushions against my back, as I watched him pull on his shoes and leave the room.

I could hear his footsteps on the stairs, the quickness of them, and then the heavy thud of the fire-door. It was quiet. I thought about the past week, everything James and I had done together, and I began to experience a sense of pride. All that walking. It had been amazing.

I took a deep breath and pushed myself up, checked I had my key and my phone, and then, hobbling like someone twice my age, returned to my own room and without bothering to lock the door or undress, crawled into bed and fell asleep.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Sometime in the night I woke. I didn’t open my eyes but lay within the dark blackness of my still-closed eyelids, aware of the quiet and warmth of the room. I drifted back to sleep almost immediately, but in that brief space between half-waking and deep sleep I felt the presence of someone in the room. I wasn’t sure if it was human: it seemed as if it might be the aftermath of a dream, except that I registered the sound of breathing. It was so peaceful that I didn’t want to open my eyes to find the room empty. I preferred to think that someone was watching over me.

The next time I woke, I was aware that it was daylight even before I opened my eyes. I could hear birds outside the window, the chattering of sparrows and somewhere in the distance the sound of a helicopter. I rolled over and as I did so I heard a soft cough and opened my eyes to see Curtis sitting by the window.

‘There you are.’

He smiled as he got up and came to kiss me. ‘You must have been pretty tired.’


‘Why, what time is it?’

‘Lunchtime.’

He gave my body a gentle nudge and as I made room for him he lay down beside me, his head on the pillow next to mine.

‘It’s good to see you,’ he said.

It was only then that I began to ask the questions that any normal person would ask: What are you doing here? When did you arrive? When did you leave home? Why didn’t you tell me?

He answered them all, explaining that he decided to come and get me the moment he got my message about the road reopening. He hadn’t told me as he wasn’t sure he’d be able to wrangle it with work. Plus, it was more romantic to surprise me this way.

‘Romantic.’ The word made us both laugh. ‘Seriously, though, what time did you set off? The drive must be seven hours at least.’

‘I left straight from work, and stopped for a couple of hours’ sleep when I got tired. It wasn’t so bad. Dawn was beautiful.’

‘I’m so pleased you’re here,’ I said.

We both lay back quietly and as I looked up at the ceiling I realised he hadn’t mentioned my head, nor asked about the cut.

‘I hit my head yesterday. I was walking through a tunnel and didn’t notice how low it was … I was too busy looking at my feet.’

‘I know. I bumped into your mate on the stairs, when I arrived. He was coming up to check on you before he left.’

My body gave a jolt, which was followed by a creeping chill. ‘James?’

‘Yep. He came in and took a look at you.’

‘When I was asleep?’

‘Yeah.’

‘And you didn’t wake me up?’

‘No. I told him you wouldn’t mind but he said you’d be pretty tired, and it was better to let you sleep. I made him a cup of coffee, though, and he sat here while we drank it. I was surprised you didn’t hear us, to tell the truth.’

‘You and James sat in this room, drinking coffee?’

‘Yep. We had a good yarn about head injuries and helicopters, and then he went off somewhere and I dozed until about an hour ago.’

Everything I’d experienced with James had seemed so delicate, and carefully constructed — almost fragile in its nature — and here was Curtis telling me they’d talked about head injuries and helicopters. Just like that. As if they’d both casually jumped into the conversation, without thought of its significance or importance. There wasn’t anything special, anything that needed protecting, in their exchange.

‘You said he was leaving?’

‘Yeah. He asked me to tell you that he was going to the great unknown.’

From Curtis’s expression it was clear he was puzzled.

‘It’s the name of a mountain. The Great Unknown. It’s at the top of some valley where there have been kōkako sightings.’

My voice sounded relaxed, as if what I was telling Curtis was nothing important, but I was fighting a desire to leave, to hurry outside and find James — if only to see him off and say goodbye. ‘Did he say when he was going?’

‘I think he already has.’

‘Oh.’ My eyes went to the window but, of course, I was too late.

Later, I stood in the shower, holding onto the wall for balance as the hot water flowed over me. I wasn’t sure if it was safe to wash my hair and decided not to risk it, though I could feel in it tiny bits of leaves and twigs from the day before. James hadn’t given me any instructions; my cut might not have struck him as serious enough to warrant them. Despite having a large purple-black bruise, I wasn’t aware of any tenderness in my head. The stitches didn’t pull or feel tight. Out of curiosity, I was tempted to touch the injury, to feel it under my fingertips, but I didn’t. There was something about not wanting to disturb James’s handiwork that held me back.

Curtis entered the bathroom as I was drying myself and perched on the bath while I slowly rubbed myself down with the towel. When I bent to dry my leg, he took the towel from me and gently, carefully, patted the area around my scar, paying particular attention to the deep crevasse that caught and held water. For months he had watched and helped to dress my wounds. He had tended to the large burns and peeling skin from radiation, applying creams and replacing the soft protective pads. Then, he had monitored the thigh-length stitches and swelling after surgery, coming to my rescue when, late one evening, the wound had started leaking with such force that it left a trail across the floor and soaked through two towels before we got to hospital. He had been there again, observing as the district nurses attended to me, describing the slow healing because I couldn’t see the back of my leg. He took photographs when I asked him. He offered encouragement when it looked as if the hole left by the removal of the tumour might never heal. When the vacuum drain was finally removed, and the slash began to close, he carefully removed fragments of hardened scab from the closing wound. He did all the things that made me feel nervous, sick or queasy — all the things that I couldn’t do myself because I couldn’t see, even when I stood in front of the mirror and twisted this way and that. He had been my greatest source of encouragement and now, as he handed me back my towel, he told me I was looking good and then paused, smiled and added — ‘for your age’. And I patted him on his stomach, and said, ‘You too, old man.’

We ate lunch in a café I hadn’t been to before. It was pleasant. Afterwards we walked around the town and I showed Curtis the church where the concert had been and tried to describe the music to him, but gave up because I couldn’t find the right words to convey the sound of the instruments. ‘You’ll have to find it on Spotify or something.’

He gave me a look that I knew well, one that said: ‘That’s not going to happen, really, is it?’

We walked to the hall where the Esperanto film had played and I told him how I’d been captured by one line in the movie, even though I knew it was completely bogus.

‘What was that?’

‘It was when William Shatner’s character, who was disabled, looked into the well after drinking the healing water, and said, “So you want to live, after all.” No, that wasn’t it. It was, “You’ve decided to live, after all.” It was the fact that he made the decision that got to me.’

‘Aw yeah. Sounds dumb.’

I laughed. We never talked about it. Not once did we sit down and talk seriously about our feelings, or our fears. We chatted about cancer, the treatment, the cure, the mess of it all, but never the emotions. I’d never told Curtis how I lived my life in instalments, between doctors’ appointments and never-ending scans. I had no idea how he lived his life. We were as close as two people could possibly be, and yet everything important remained clamped up inside, keeping us apart. But we were used to it. And it seemed we were both just coping, waiting it out. That one day it would be behind us. Or I would be dead and that would also be a release, but in another form.

‘I’ll show you the ditch I fell into, if you want?’

‘Okay.’

I took him through the carpark to the spot where I’d fallen and pointed out the railings and the ditch. I demonstrated how I couldn’t lift my leg over the barrier, which was why I fell. I described how I’d looked up and seen James, and how he’d offered to help, and it had all been very ‘knight in shining armour’ and then we’d walked to the viewing platform, and, then, later, another time, I’d bumped into him on the bridge. With Ella.

‘Do you want to go to the bridge? It’s not far.’

‘Yeah, okay.’

We set off together and then Curtis stopped to check his phone and I stood quietly, waiting, looking up into the canopy to see if I could spot any mistletoe or possibly a wayward kōkako flying from the last century to this.

‘When the river was flooded I saw a couple of dead cows float by.’

I pointed out the rapids to Curtis, who wondered aloud where the cows were now.

‘Do you think they’d float out to sea and sink?’ I asked.

‘They’d probably wash up on the shore, don’t you think?’

‘I don’t know. Maybe they’d get carried by a current and end up in Australia?’

‘Maybe a shark would get them?’ said Curtis.

‘You just never know what’s around the corner, do you? One minute you’re pulling up tufts of grass and belching contentedly and the next you’re being eaten by sharks. Life’s pretty unpredictable, eh?’

‘Outrageous,’ said Curtis.

‘Outrageous,’ I agreed. ‘Maybe later, if we have time, we could walk up to the glacier. If you want? It would be good to see it before it disappears. In case we don’t make it back.’

‘Yeah, I’d like that, but only if you feel you can make it.’

‘I think I can give it a go.’

We went back to our room, and stretched out on the bed, side by side. Curtis slept and I lay awake, scared to move in case I disturbed him. After an hour I rolled over, carefully lowered my feet to the floor and pushed myself up. I sat on the edge of the bed for a moment and then, after gulping back two codeine, shuffled to the door with my shoes in my hand, and let myself out.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Droplets of water cloaked the blades of grass. They were huge and round, and sprayed onto my shoes as I cut a straight line across the lawn. My footsteps left bright green streaks, trails created where the water had been knocked from the grass, leaving dryish clumps behind. The left footprint pointed straight ahead, in the direction I was walking. The right angled towards two o’clock, and was blurred from where my shoe had dragged a little. My leg ached but I accepted and surrendered to it, and continued on.

Behind me, the Grand Glacier Hotel sat quietly, surrounded by mist that rolled down from the hills. There was no one about and even the reception area had been deserted when I’d crossed the foyer on my way out. Just as I’d reached the entrance, the hotel phone had rung and I’d paused, waiting for someone to return and answer it. No one responded and, without reason, I imagined the call was for me and hurried back, reaching the desk on the last ring. I picked up the receiver but the line was dead. I expected a second call to follow but after waiting several minutes in silence, I gave up, feeling sick at the thought that I had missed something important.

My shoes were drenched. They began to squelch, and with each limping step they made a sound resembling a rusted seesaw going through its squeaky up–down motion. The hems of my jeans, soaked through, were heavy and wrapped themselves around my ankles. I had to keep stopping to tug and peel them off my legs. The denim flapped and then caught and stuck once more, but now I ignored it and kept going.

Somewhere ahead of me, hidden in the grass, was the site of the old flagpole. I pictured Ella walking towards it. She was dressed in her prairie frock, a note or letter for James in her hand. Or maybe she carried something precious, a piece of jewellery or a small token that he’d given her, and she’d kept, and hoped would remind him of them. I could see her, crouching down and putting whatever it was she carried into the hole in the concrete, then standing up straight and gazing into the distance, brushing the palms of her hands against her skirt. I wondered if she spoke — some words to mark the occasion? A simple ‘Good luck’, to make herself feel hopeful, or perhaps a dismissive ‘That’s probably a waste of time’. Or maybe she opted for the closing remarks from a western, tweaking the words for her own amusement: ‘Don’t leave me, James. Come back! Come back!’

James had walked here, too. I liked to imagine him hurrying along, his easy gait, his attentiveness to his surroundings. He knew where to look and would have found Ella’s clue straight away. Had he really planned to share the clue with me? I doubted it. I expected he read it and then decided to keep it for himself. He wouldn’t want to expose Ella, and I wouldn’t want to know what was written anyway. I hoped that whatever he found made him smile, and that it was something worth carrying to the Great Unknown. He was probably there by now.


Now it was my turn. At the edge of the lawn, partially hidden beneath long grass and tufts of buttercups, was the concrete pad where the flagpole had stood. It was plumb centre, in line with the main entrance door of the Grand Glacier Hotel. A corner of a ziplock bag poked up out of a hole in the ground where the pole had been. There was folded paper inside. James knew I would come to complete the quest and had left the bag sticking up so I could reach his clue more easily, without falling over. He was teasing me. I performed my awkward crouch, my left leg bent as normal, my right thrust out behind me, as if I was about to spring forward in a crooked sprint to the finish line.

Rain soaked summer quest

Carefully, two strangers walk around life

Listen! Birds sing dawn










AUTHOR’S NOTE

This novel is part of a series based on the five senses. The first is Scented (smell), the second is Winter Time (touch) and this one is based on sound.

Though this novel is set in the glacier region of the West Coast, drawing on some well-known locations, it is not an exact replica of the area but rather an imaginative sketch, and takes liberties with the locations, settings, buildings and tracks.

When I was writing The Hut Builder back in 2010–11, I became interested in the Graham brothers, who during the 1910s worked as alpine guides in what is now Aoraki Mount Cook National Park. Alec Graham bought and ran the hotel at Waiho (Franz Josef) with his brothers in 1911, and the image that formed the basis of the fictional Grand Glacier Hotel shows the Glacier Hotel around 1930. The photograph is in the University of Canterbury Kā Kohika o Macmillan Brown Collection and the digital New Zealand archive, Papers Past, contains newspaper accounts of the early hotel.

The original building, which stood above the river, away from potential flooding, was sold to the government in 1947 as local tourism expanded. The Glacier Hotel burnt down in August 1954 and a Tourist Hotel Corporation replacement, built in the 1960s, was moved further north, away from the now-identified fault line. In 2016, the later Scenic Hotel was damaged by floods.

The loop track and viewing platform mentioned in the novel are fictional, but a 1920s or 1930s George Chance photograph of the Franz Josef Glacier, in all its former health, was the source for my viewpoint. It also shows the tree I drew on for the kingfishers’ nest. The New Zealand Esperanto Society has translated several New Zealand short stories, including Katherine Mansfield’s, and these can be accessed at esperanto.org.nz. The Esperanto language movie, Incubus, is available on YouTube.

Douglas Lilburn wrote ‘Canzona 1’, from Four Canzonas for string orchestra, as an accompaniment for Ngaio Marsh’s 1943 production of Hamlet. The church in the novel is based on St James at Franz Josef. In 1946, a stamp was issued showing the view through the altar window, with the glacier clearly visible. Sadly, that view has changed.

My references to floods relate to the March 2019 downpour that washed out the landfill on the Fox River and the June 2021 flood, which affected Canterbury and closed the Ashburton bridge. I was in hospital in Christchurch at the time and watched the military helicopters from my window.

A number of places are featured in this novel without being clearly identified because I have tweaked some details. The area around Ōkārito Forks is where I looked for kiwi in 2015. The trapped hedgehog incident has its origins in the Northern Cemetery in Dunedin, when I followed a terrible screaming to locate a small hedgehog unable to climb out of an enclosed concrete grave. The pākihi walk, Ōkārito lagoon and historic Donovan’s Store in Ōkārito provide the background for the swimming and library scene, and the Tatare Tunnels walk above Franz Josef township is the scene of Libby and James’s final expedition.
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A vivid novel about familial love, friendship and how our lives touch, connect and impact upon one another.

The SUV advanced, without slowing as it passed; the driver probably didn’t even register him. Roland watched until it reached the canal crossing, where the curve of the hill and the trees swallowed it up. And then he was alone with his frosted breathing, the mist, another breath, a sob.

Having returned to the Mackenzie Country to deal with the unexpected death of his brother, Roland has more than enough on his plate. He could do without the demands of a cantankerous neighbour, the complaints of his partner back in Australia and discovering that someone is impersonating him online, stirring up the locals against him.

Even the weather is hostile, rendering roads unpassable and his old home an icebox, the fire offering little comfort. And yet, when cycling on the empty roads, cocooned in a snow-muffled landscape, he finds he can confront what he actually feels.
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A compelling and poignant search for identity through perfume.

Granny Seren told me I had a natural talent for perfume making, and I believed her because she seemed to know what she was talking about and she never lied. It was Seren who introduced me to the idea of a signature scent.

As a university lecturer, Siân didn’t need a signature scent to know who she was. But, prompted by her job loss following restructuring of the humanities division — and the effect this has on her identity — she begins to construct a perfume of herself. Note by perfume note, referencing scent memories and recent events, she rebuilds herself, Scented.
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Funny and moving, this novel subverts notions of ‘man vs. wild’ while showcasing female experience through encounters with family, friends and the natural world.

Loretta is a school librarian, who embarks on compiling The Dangerous Book for Menopausal Women while waiting to collect her son from after-school activities.

Chance is a teenager, who discovers an unusual creative outlet to offset the strain of her controlling mother.

Riva is the founder of a wetlands sanctuary, who is seeking a way to fulfil her promise to her dying sister to do something ‘absolutely spectacular’.

Within a clearing in the woods by a lake stands a den, a secret sanctuary and eventual meeting place for all three women …
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A brilliant novel about risk-taking and the ways in which creativity, struggle and danger enrich people’s lives.

One of the reasons she was attracted to etchings was the deep, rich black of the oily ink. A good layer of black ink was fathomless, like the sky or the sea at night. It was black as the unconscious mind, full of life but beyond reach.

Quinn is a successful artist creating new works for an upcoming exhibition. She lives on the coast with Marcus, a vet who left his marriage for her and, as a result, lost contact with his young daughter Audrey. Entering their lives is Callum, a deep-sea diver with a love of the ocean. As the countdown to Quinn’s exhibition progresses, each must face challenges and make choices that will test their loyalties and have far-reaching consequences for their future.
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A moving exploration of one man’s journey and the events which shape him, The Hut Builder is also an evocative celebration of the mountain world and the wonder of life.

It was more beautiful than anything I had ever seen and I didn’t have the words to describe it. I felt it though. I let out an incredible whoop of joy and skipped into the air, laughing and laughing; there was so much joy inside me. For the first time in all my memory, I could not contain myself.

As a boy in the early 1940s, young Boden Black finds his life changed forever the day his neighbour Dudley drives him over the hills into the vast snow-covered plains of the Mackenzie Country. Unexpectedly his world opens up and he discovers a love of landscape and a fascination with words that will guide him throughout his life, as he forges a career as a butcher and poet, spends a joyous summer building a hut on the slopes of Mount Cook and climbs to the summit in the company of Sir Edmund Hillary.
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A touching novel containing many gems of warmth, affection, love and hope.

Life is tough for 40-year-old solo mother Maggie, a home help caregiver. Her three children are all giving her a hard time, especially Bevan, who’s in trouble with the police. But when she’s assigned a musician in a wheelchair to care for, something new enters her life. Maggie’s a singer, Tim a fine guitarist. They’ll make music together, but tragedy is just around the corner. Then it’s Mother’s Day, and Maggie and her family gather …
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