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            5‘She is a singular writer. No one is quite like her.’

            — Eleanor Catton, author of The Luminaries

            ‘Frame achieved that supremely difficult task of finding a voice so natural it feels almost as if it were not written.’

            — Jane Campion, Guardian

            ‘[Frame] is endowed with a poet’s imagination, and her prose has beauty, precision, a surging momentum, and the quality of constant surprise.’

            — The Atlantic

            ‘[Frame] meditates upon the disrelation between inner and outer landscapes, mental and physical colours, cruelty and the withdrawal from cruelty, the experience of chaos, of inexplicable evils, of broken perceptions.’

            — New York Times

            ‘She has shown, so quietly, a mastery of the English language which dazzles one beyond ordinary praise.’

            — Naomi Mitchison

            ‘Everything she presents is illuminated and thrown into sharp focus by the limpid clarity of a highly individual vision; she can be detached and passionate at the same time.’

            — Fleur Adcock

            Praise for An Angel at My Table

            ‘One of the great autobiographies of the twentieth century... A journey from luminous childhood, through the dark experiences of supposed madness, to the renewal of her life through writing fiction. It is a heroic story, and told with such engaging tone, humorous perspective and imaginative power.’

            — Michael Holroyd, Sunday Times
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9
            INTRODUCTION

            BY CATHERINE LACEY

         

         The first Janet Frame story I ever read was titled ‘My Last Story’, a brief and humorously irate few paragraphs railing against the self-inflicted indignity of writing fiction:

         
            I’m never going to write another story. I don’t like writing stories. I don’t like putting he said she said he did she did, and telling about people, the small dark woman who coughs into a silk handkerchief and says excuse me would you like another soda cracker Mary, and the men with grease all over their clothes and lunch tins in their hands, the Hillside men who get into the tram at four forty-five, and hang on to the straps so the ladies can sit down comfortably, and stare out of the window and you never know what they’re thinking, perhaps about their sons in Standard two, who are going to work at Hillside when it’s time for them to leave school, and that’s called work and earning a living, well I’m not going to write any more stories like that.

         

         I read those words when I was in my mid-twenties, the same age as Frame had been when she published them, yet I was already feeling similarly resentful about how much power writing and reading seemed to hold over me. I’d hardly begun and already wanted to quit, though I felt clinically unable to do so. Why did something so clearly fake feel so real? And why did novels and short stories obsess me so much? Neither of these questions, nor any of their many deviations, ever found suitable answers, and though there is still something deeply unclear to me about the purpose of creating or ingesting 10fiction, Janet Frame’s work has come to convince me that this lack of clarity is a kind of answer in its own right.

         ‘I’m never going to write another story after this one,’ she wrote, with decades of stories and books ahead of her. ‘This is my last story.’

         I believe Frame was convinced of the truth of this dissent when she made it – not that she thought she would really stop writing, but that a general refusal to behave by pre-existing rules would become the core of her practice. The discomfiting magic and absurdity inherent in the fabrication of stories remained one of her central subjects. That battle between the fictive and the real is clearly ongoing in this, her third novel, The Edge of the Alphabet, a kind of companion to her first novel, Owls Do Cry.

         A preliminary note at the start of The Edge of the Alphabet explains that this manuscript was ‘found among the papers of Thora Pattern’ and was published posthumously. As the first chapter begins, Thora announces herself by name and tells us she has ‘made a journey of discovery through the lives of three people – Toby, Zoe, Pat.’

         That Frame has enlisted a middle woman as an intermediary between the writer and the rest of the book is a very Janet Frame thing to do, especially since this Toby is the same Toby Withers from her debut. Does this make Thora, the writer and narrator, more or less real than Toby, Zoe and Pat? Does Thora even count as a character, little about her as we know? Is she a stand-in for Frame herself? Almost immediately, as if to rebuff the reader who even dares to ask such questions, Thora recedes into the third person, from which point she will tell the story of her three outcasts. Irregularly, as if she simply cannot help herself, Thora pops back in to 11re-announce or nearly renounce her task as a narrator:

         
            Do I, Thora Pattern, imagine that I can purchase people out of my fund of loneliness and place them like goldfish in the aquarium of my mind’s room and there watch them day and night swimming round and round kept alive by the tidbits which I feed to them? They rise to the surface. Their mouths are open wide. Shall I overfeed them as people do with goldfish? Shall I starve them? Shall I remove their precious element and leave them gasping, stranded?

         

         As a person who regularly sits alone at a desk, creating and resolving little battles with imagined (yet actual!) voices on the page, I’ve never come across a better metaphor for this activity than describing it as a purchase from a fund of loneliness. It costs something. It creates a possession. It is financed with solitude. By the time Thora (or Frame) asks herself these questions, the story is well under way, her characters bought and paid for.

         Writers with such concerns – writers who constantly question the purpose of their writing – writers who intend their sentences to rattle like wind-up toys across the page – writers who want to transfer their exhaustive, existential curiosity to the reader – writers of this sort are often accused of writing plotless books. This might not be an unfair accusation, but it’s also more complex than that. Traditionally constructed plots do not serve the goals of such writers, and in fact they frequently get in the way. The energy and forward propulsion of The Edge of the Alphabet, for instance, does not come from the question of how any given plot-knot will loosen itself, but rather from the rapid movement between layers of consciousness and reality. Though, in fact, if plot is what 12you’re after, someone does die in the end, or, as Frame puts it, a character achieves ‘that most dramatic and convenient change in habits which we call Death’.

         Thora’s goldfish – Toby, Zoe and Pat – are three lonely drifters who first intersect taking a boat from New Zealand on its way to London. Though most of the book remains in Thora’s omniscient third person, she bends all the customs of such narration, refusing to move clearly from one point of view to another, refusing to strictly observe the boundaries of a mind; she is more like an invisible eel, slipping constantly between present, past and imaginary. The characters’ dreams, memories and obsessions are just as often a subject as are their actions in the so-called ‘present’ of the novel. The focus shifts quickly and without warning; Frame either trusts you to keep up, or knows it simply doesn’t matter if you fall behind.

         As if to challenge the quasi-narration from Thora, and to echo the ongoing concerns of Frame, both Zoe and Toby consider writing books of their own. ‘Shall I write a book?’ Zoe asks herself. ‘Everybody is going to write a book. Memoirs on writing-paper, toilet-paper, café wall, pavement, or stone column in a city cemetery where borders of trees provide a trip-wire into silence. Shall I write? Shall I engage in private research of identity?’ Meanwhile, Toby is repeatedly convinced that he’ll soon begin to write his novel about the Lost Tribe, a concept which seems to be privately held, though he’s terrified someone (his father or Zoe) will steal his idea for their own book. Towards the end of the novel, Toby’s work on the Lost Tribe remains un-started:

         
            He had not yet begun it but he would, he would in time. Sometimes at night he heard his mother’s voice say to him, 13‘Remember, Toby, Napoleon was an epileptic, many great men and leaders, Toby, had your trouble. Great and good men, Toby.’

         

         Toby is thirty-five, has recently buried his mother, and insists on embarking on this journey away from his native New Zealand, despite limited funds, zero prospects in London, and the burden of his epileptic seizures. Pat is Toby’s cabin mate on board the boat, an Irishman who could ‘never keep the triumph from his voice when he talked of people who were ‘friends of his’. He was like a big-game hunter, proud of the carcasses, but doomed to have no relationship with the living animal.’ Similarly, Toby was ‘lonely and incomplete, like a house with one wall torn away. He used people, strangers or friends, to keep out the draught.’

         Zoe, another passenger, who is often seasick and experiences an unexpected first kiss from a stranger while fighting nausea, looks at the ocean and thinks, simply, ‘There is too much of it.’ After the kiss, almost all she thinks about is the kiss, and Frame’s prose shines with peculiar precision when aimed at obsession.

         
            Oh my Lord Omelette and Parsley but I was kissed

            scrambled egg I was kissed

            kissed buttercup and cathedral for the first time in my life.

            It will not happen again.

         

         Frame has a careening, yet grounded way with language, as if the most sound-loving passages by James Joyce have been steadied by the plucky rhythms and quotidian concerns of Grace Paley. She writes from a both deeply inward and incredibly outward gaze, making scenes that are both abstract and figurative. She knows the way a 14brain can tumble and tussle with itself, but she knows there’s comfort in others, too, even if it’s sometimes hard to come by.

         ‘My Last Story’ was included in Frame’s first collection, The Lagoon and Other Stories. Upon its publication, Frame had been in and out of psychiatric hospitals for years, receiving frequent shock treatments. Perhaps the most often repeated detail about her biography was that her scheduled lobotomy was cancelled when The Lagoon and Other Stories won a prestigious prize in New Zealand. It would take her a few more years to come loose from the over-medicalization of her mental health, but few writers could say ‘writing fiction saved me’ with quite the same veracity as Frame.

         But if that anecdote paints a rosy picture of the redemptive power of storytelling, don’t let it. Redemption arcs are few and far between in Janet Frame’s fiction. When doctors told her, years after the original diagnosis of schizophrenia, that there had been a miscarriage of medicine, and she was not schizophrenic at all, she recalled thinking, ‘Oh why had they robbed me of my schizophrenia, which had been the answer to all my misgivings about myself?’ However she soon felt a sense of wonder about this newfound freedom: ‘I had only my ordinary or my extraordinary self with which to explain myself, and this was the first such opportunity for me since I had been an adult.’

         The work she created – the novels and memoir and dozens and dozens of stories that came after ‘My Last Story’ – often contain a commentary, however oblique, on that issuing and retraction of a label on her brilliant and bizarre mind. Frame’s voices on the page are a constant triumph over labels; she simply did not need them. Through all her marvellously layered and playful 15writing, Frame was able to chisel out an entire planet located in the liminal place between a writer and her fictions, something truer than apparent truth, something clearer than apparent reality.16
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            NOTE

         

         The following manuscript was found among the papers of Thora Pattern after her death, and submitted to the publishers by Peter Heron, Hire-Purchase Salesman.22
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            I.

         

         Man is the only species for whom the disposal of waste is a burden, a task often ill-judged, costly, criminal – especially when he learns to include himself, living and dead, in the list of waste products. The creator of the world did not employ a dustman to collect the peelings of his creation.

         Now I, Thora Pattern (who live at the edge of the alphabet where words like plants either grow poisonous tall and hollow about the rusted knives and empty drums of meaning, or, like people exposed to a deathly weather, shed their fleshy confusion and show luminous, knitted with force and permanence), now I walk day and night among the leavings of people, places and moments. Here the dead (my goldsmiths) keep cropping up like daisies with their floral blackmail. It is nearly impossible to bribe them or buy their silence. They are never finished with trinkets pockets lockets gold watches that swing on giant chains against their dust-filled hearts. They leave their marks like fly-specks upon my life. Why do they spatter my vision with the excrement of the past, buzz in my head, seek the snow-crystals of desire?

         I made a journey of discovery through the lives of three people – Toby, Zoe, Pat.

         His feet had finished bleeding. They were withered now. He thought they were sea-anemones or dried oak-leaves or burst pinecones from outside, where the magpies garbled A-Wimbledon-a-Wombledon-a-fourteen-miles, and a bush-wren obsessed the leafy places with a sound light as poplar-cotton or purple thistle-head, a tiny piping jig that betrayed more than sight or statistic the vulnerability 26of the instrument that produced it.

         Yes, outside where the hawks fly.

         Toby walked carefully, a saint or politician, between the layers of knives. He walked on the sea too, giving the offal of the past to the searching grey and white birds that rose and fell in the sky, like supplementary breathings of the tide.

         Toby was dreaming of the Lost Tribe.

         He was a tree. He was sitting on the bin in the corner at home. His arm was shaking, not a human arm, but a branch with twigs for fingers and scabs and cuts where age had scarred the bark. He felt so strange, as if he were an entire forest, with the Lost Tribe inhabiting him as if his head were a secret gully somewhere up-country, just below the snowline, before the clumps of tussock and snow-grass begin to shine in the wind and sun.

         So his withered feet dropped off, like dead twigs. He dived now and swam deep in the curving waves until he reached the bed of the ocean where all forms were of shadowy dreams and ribboned sleep, and the sun was only a green inkling, an intuition of light in the brain.

         The funeral was over. Toby’s father was listening, listening, and opening and shutting doors. Toby said to his dead mother, You old witch how I loved you with the Latter Days waving like maggots in your entrails and your targeted breasts hitched like moons in the sky, you old witch with your nose meeting your chin, your Blaikie nose, your Dunwoody chin.

         ‘If you ever go overseas, Toby, visit the places where your ancestors lived. I have their chin and their nose, registered parcel of history delivered to the womb’s door. And, Toby, Toby, sit in the old churchyard where the yew trees grow and where are buried John Blaikie, Master of 27Model Training College, Evan Dunwoody, Minister to the King, Dr Charles Gibbs, F.R.C.S....’

         You pegged your ancestors on the line between the work-socks and the blankets and they bubbled with cleanness and kicked in the breeze and were slapped in the face by the oak leaves that got up one morning to wash their face in death. Oh Dolly Dolly Varden in pleated china with the dust in the cracks and the chipped eyes. I did not have dolls. My sisters had dolls blushed pink with hollow bellies and patent bellybuttons and limbs held by a knot of elastic, and the house was littered with amputations lying in corners by spiders’ webs and on ledges with empty bottles and beetles resting between engagements, and under the house near the blocks of Waimaru stone and the lank sleepless potato flowers looking for the light. And I, Toby, travelled a long way in my dream, and when I came to the pond and the patch of babies growing up like little green frogs from the bank, with leaves sheltering them as they shelter flower-buds, I, the tramp, the epileptic, drew my bundle of sharp stakes like the manuka my father used as religious instruction to discipline the beans in their search for heaven

         my father the curate

         so I pierced the little frog-heads and sat down and cried because my mother with her Blaikie nose and Dunwoody chin was dead.

         His body worried him. There was no one now to care for him, to defend him, to give him special glances of love. His only close friend now was Fluffy the cat. He talked to her and sang little songs to her and brought her in at night to sleep beside him on the pillow or on his coat laid across the foot of the bed (though his mother warned him over and over, Don’t let her share your breathing, Toby), 28and his father with the irritation of jealousy complained. (Cats inside at night destroy the oxygen.)

         And his mother and father were right of course, for people need to stay alive, they need to turn green in the sun, and gold in their blossom. But still Toby liked to have Fluffy on the bed. She was a fierce hunter of rabbits and birds and mice, and a rowdy lovemaker in the early hours of the morning, under the holly tree and the hedge, but she was getting old and her teeth were nearly all decayed, and her cheeks now had a mark down each one where unsummoned tears ran. Her nose was beaded and cold. A scab had settled inside her right ear; it kept her scratching. When she saw Toby she throbbed with pleasure and twined luxuriously around his feet. She liked sleeping on his pillow. Sometimes in the early morning when she crept outside and brought through the window a newly killed wax-eye or goldfinch, Toby would hug her close and say, Thank you Fluffy, puss puss, with a wild feeling of gratitude, as if he had been offered someone’s love.

         Toby woke gradually. It was half-morning, with birds turning in their sleep in the trees outside. He could see faintly the shapes of the room, his clothes, his blueys stiff with dirt on the hook behind the door; the gum-boots, free issue from the Freezing Works; the books; and nearer, on the bedside table, in their glass, the distorted outline of his submerged false teeth with their dolly-pink gums. He felt with his tongue the inside of his dry furred mouth. He shrugged his right shoulder, grinding the bone. He was conscious of pain in it, as if he had been doing heavy work, lifting and straining. Then he knew the wet bed, the separated reality, demanding to be accounted for, of urine that had lost its first warmth and nearness. The habitual accusation, followed by dismay, sprang to his mind, 29Who wet the bed?

         Then he knew that he had been taking a fit. He wanted to cry, as he used to cry when he was a little boy and woke out of the strangeness. But he did not cry. He moved his shoulder again, testing it. At the foot of the bed Fluffy stirred in her sleep, and began to purr, knitting sound against his overcoat. Toby closed his eyes. He made a sound like a sigh. His hand crept down to the wetness of his bed and touched in between his legs where it felt limp, like a ship come drooping home. Resting his hand there he sighed again and fell asleep and at the door of his dreams his dead mother was waiting with her little tray of poisonous apples.

         The bracelet of decay glitters with diamonds. Tiny worms carry lanterns in the storm. At the edge of the alphabet there is no safeguard against the dead.
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            II.

         

         His father told him, ‘You’re mad to go overseas. What do you expect to find there? How will you keep yourself? What would your mother say?’

         ‘I’m going overseas, Dad, because I’ve a mind to. I’ll be an old man soon and I’ve never seen the world. I’ll write a book, too.’

         It was the old discussion which took place more often now that Amy Withers was dead. The background was familiar – the evening meal; oxtail stew. Tinned peaches and cream. ‘I don’t do so badly do I?’ Bob said, dishing out the peaches. He poured the left-over syrup into an empty jug.

         ‘More syrup than peaches. Diddled every time.’

         ‘There’s going to be a law against that sort of thing,’ Toby said sympathetically looking at the few peaches left after the syrup had been poured off. ‘It’s the same with pears and pineapples.’

         ‘They seem to be able to do anything nowadays and get away with it.’

         ‘You’re right Dad. They do. There’s no honesty in the world today. Did you see about that man in the paper?’

         ‘This morning’s?’

         ‘No, last night’s.’

         ‘Yes, I saw it. What they want –’

         How could Bob Withers explain what ‘they’ wanted? It was so much, so various and so urgent; the thought of its urgency gave him a feeling of hopelessness. Would ‘they’ never mend their ways – listen to advice, run the country as it should be run, bring in the right laws, the right working-hours and conditions...?

         Bob laughed suddenly and turned to Toby.31‘So you’ll be writing a book at last will you?’

         ‘Yes, and getting it published.’

         Toby knew that if his mother were alive she would at that moment glance proudly at her husband, and more proudly at her son,

         ‘You see. Toby’s going to write a book. He was always good at English at school, top marks for his composition that time. And his great great grandmother wrote a book of poems, signed by the Archbishop of Canterbury.’

         ‘Here we are, out with ancestors,’ Bob would say, moving his hands as if he were drawing handkerchiefs from a box. ‘Here they are, all the doctors and ministers to the king and masters of model training colleges. Don’t mention the murderers and convicts. And don’t mind me, my mother began work in the mills when she was ten.’

         And Amy would say,

         ‘Don’t be silly Bob. All your family were talented. What about the schoolteacher who emigrated to Canada? It’s in the family I tell you. Toby’s going to write a book. He’ll get his own back. You remember the composition he wrote at school and the teacher read it out in front of the class? Didn’t he Toby?’

         And Bob would clear the phlegm from his throat, spit it noisily into his handkerchief, and laugh sarcastically,

         ‘The Lost Tribe, the Lost Tribe. We’ll never hear the end of the Lost Tribe.’

         And now, slipping curled peaches into his mouth, he said wearily to Toby,

         ‘I suppose your book will be about the Lost Tribe. Very original. In fact I might try writing about it myself some time. Let me tell you if I wrote a book I’d have a thing or two to say for myself. I’ve seen a lot in my time.’

         Toby spoke his reply slowly. He opened wide his left eye which seemed always to act independently of the 32other and was usually half-closed – a doctor had said it was nearer to giving blindness than sight – and he leaned forward, staring at his father who perhaps at this time, who can say? – needed more the scrutiny of blindness, of being focused from the other face of light. Toby flushed as he spoke.

         ‘If you ever write about the Lost Tribe,’ he warned, ‘I’ll kill you. The Lost Tribe is my book.’

         ‘Don’t be silly. You can’t even spell your own name.’

         That was true. But Toby remembered his mother’s fond words to him whenever he had worried over his spelling. Even the smallest words were difficult for him.

         ‘Toby, many of the world’s great writers were poor at spelling. Many of the greatest men were no good at school or games; many had little education, and left school early, like you. Look at Abraham Lincoln and President Garfield.’

         Then Toby’s mother, talking of her favourite presidents, and becoming absorbed in their story, would add:

         ‘Like all great men they never forgot what their mother had done for them, and the sacrifices she made, and when they wore fine clothes they were never ashamed to acknowledge their mother, even though she wore rags. You’ll never forget your mother will you Toby? And one of these days if you’re driving along in your carriage and you swerve to avoid the tattered woman trudging along with her little bundle of washing, you’ll lean out and speak to her, and smile at her, won’t you, because it might be me, it might be your own mother!’

         In Amy Withers’ mind, even in the days of fast cars, Buicks, Chevs bigbodied gleaming, the symbol of prosperity had always remained a coach and fine horses. In her rather muddled dreamy but determined ventures in Time, Amy used to move back and forth from the past 33to the future, from the days recorded by fossils, temples, Victorian writings, to the Latter Days and Armageddon, avoiding the splash and spatter of the Present Day as if it were an inconvenient puddle in the road.

         ‘So you see,’ Toby repeated, ‘although my spelling is bad it won’t stop me from writing my book. I’ve saved enough money from the Freezing Works to go overseas. My passage is booked.’

         ‘Where to?’

         ‘England.’

         ‘But what about when you return? You’ll have to start from scratch. And why do you want to go to England? What’s wrong with your own country?’

         Toby did not answer.

         Bob looked up from licking his plate which he did at every meal and was about to make a derisive remark when he saw with a shock that made his face go white and a pain creep up his arm and into his chest, that the man sharing his meal was not Toby, not Toby at all. Surely it was Bob’s father, Henry Withers? There was the heavy frown, the pleat of flesh at the neck, the constant laborious focusing from distant objects to those close at hand as if the points of sight were rusty with age and had to be switched with effort.

         Toby put his plate aside, got up, stretched himself on the sofa.

         ‘I think I’ll bring the cat in,’ he said, darting a glance of challenge at his father who did not respond with his usual ‘Yes, bring in the cat to tease the bird, to frighten it out of its wits.’

         Toby decided not to bring the cat in. He reached to the wall where the rifle hung, kept for killing rabbits and ducks. He unhooked it and laid it across his lap. He glanced again at his father, waiting for the outburst of 34anger. His father was staring at him in a dazed way.

         ‘What are you staring at, Dad?’

         Bob’s face was white. Surely it was Henry Withers! And what was Amy doing, going down in her bare feet to the gate to collect the milk and the letters and having to stop by the flowering cherry to get her breath? She was dead wasn’t she? Even if he still felt at night for her body under the barren plain of patchwork beside him, that used to escape when she moved, from ravines and closets of flesh, she was dead, wasn’t she?

         ‘I’ve got a pain,’ Bob said. ‘Indigestion. I’ll mix some powder.’

         He went to the scullery, taking the dirty plates and the empty peach tin.

         ‘You might help with the dishes,’ he called. He tried to ignore the fact that Toby had the rifle and was pointing it towards him in the way that Toby all his life had teased animals and birds and people when the mood came upon him. Bob recognized the mood now. He felt anger and resentment. He tried to sound casual.

         ‘Is that thing loaded?’

         Toby smiled, pleased. He had gained his response.

         ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It’s loaded all right. I put in some bullets the other day to get a few rabbits on the hill.’

         ‘For heaven’s sake take out the bullets then!’

         ‘I’ll take them out all right,’ Toby answered, making no attempt to remove them, but still pointing the rifle and stroking it as he would stroke Fluffy.

         Bob, an apron round his waist, came to the door of the scullery. He was wearing Amy’s old men-size slippers.

         ‘You’re wearing Mum’s slippers!’ Toby accused.

         ‘And why not? Your mother’s not here now.’

         Bob’s use of the term ‘your mother’ acted as a temporary disownment, a shifting of the responsibility and 35reality of the grief that had overtaken a personal relationship which had always been so complicated that it needed division anyway into two or three or four in order to survive. Your mother, Mum, Amy, The Wife.

         ‘Still you’re wearing her slippers,’ Toby said.

         Bob burst out in the exasperation which Toby had longed for.

         ‘Why can’t you grow up? Playing with the cat, playing with the rifle, annoying people; and you’ve flicked little balls of paper all over the kitchen floor and I’ve had to pick them up. I swept that floor not an hour ago. Small things amuse small minds. Why can’t you be your age?’

         Toby did not reply. He swung the rifle suddenly, pointing it at the budgerigar in its cage. He knew that his father had a special fondness for the bird, that he liked to talk to it when he felt lonely, that he gained comfort from its limited conversation of Pretty Billy Up the Stairs to Bed Pretty Billy Up the Stairs to Bed.

         Bob started forward, his arm raised. Toby swung the rifle towards him, then laid it down on the sofa beside him.

         ‘Yes my passage is booked,’ he said. ‘For July.’

         ‘And might I ask how you’ll keep yourself when you come home?’

         ‘My book,’ Toby said, with a quick joyful smile. ‘My book. And I’ll have a wife to keep as well.’

         He reached to the wall and hung the rifle on its nail, and stretching himself on the sofa he began, with tense concentration, to pick his nose, working his finger with a drilling motion and peering curiously at the little blots of salvage.
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            III.

         

         So I, Thora Pattern, walked one evening near the mudflats where I live and I considered the creatures who are beyond the range of words. I saw the relics of the extinct monsters.

         
            
               This monster in the mudflats

               deceived and dying

               while other creatures willed their change of way

               (as weather-vanes believe they trap the wind, as

               lilies on a snow-filled morning

               imagine their whiteness is the sole reason)

               this monster with so little purpose,

               double-crossed by an Outlandish Good Thing

               – sky-high armoury,

               millipedal wish on one foot

               star-scraping flightless wing –

               who tried to kill

               with no technicolour balloons rising from his mouth to explain his actions,

               who was pushed off the bandwagon of Survival,

               who never knew the secret caves of language, the

               comparison and blind sight

               that rumoured cities of man

               that promised the cradle-comforts of intelligence

               – a big heavy brain to play with,

               a bomb to suck in the lonely dark –

               this monster arouses our love and pity.

               We take our feeling for him like a kind of food,

               changing it to flow through ourselves;

               for in the shadow of conjectured bone

               in the threadbare seam 37

               uncovered between mantle and mantle of history

               we glimpse our own lives?

               our minds in the mudflats dying

               unwilling to change or camouflage

               in detergent snows or gusts of opinion,

               still wrapped defensively in the Outlandish Good Thing.

                

               Will Time publish us too as grotesque, purposeless, 

               beyond the range of human language, between the pages of ice

               turned and torn uncuriously by the illiterate years

               till our story is sealed at last

               till no human mind remains to trace

               the compelling reason,

               the marginal dream?

            

         

         The dead return, they mingle, their smell is layered over the living and the present. Do people passing in the street recognize the smell that hangs like a cloud like a shroud, or do only the little dogs know it, jerking and running around corners to catch the tantalizing bitch-smell of death that stings them to life, to uncomplicated slot-machine love where the face is faceless –

         Pardon me, as I passed by did I leave a germ of suffering trapped in your breath, a sealed envelope of love in the lattice-work of your face?

         Poste Restante.

         Why all the Poste Restante faces, waiting; the white snow in the bin; not for me; they never came. They never came. And now it is dark here, beyond the boundaries of words.

         An enormous cloud has blotted the sun that we pin our faith to, personally well-dressed in our carnation of faith. 38And all this will change, the grinding ice will move in its sleep, extend, and sheet your face and mine.
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            IV.

         

         Now that Toby had made arrangements for his journey overseas, and Bob had decided that someone in the family ought to see him off at Wellington, and Bob had written to his sister Norma to tell her the date of sailing, family ties (as they say) prevailed, and Norma invited Bob and Toby to stay.

         She did not want Toby. She did not want to associate with someone who was an epileptic; it was an embarrassing disease that had to be explained and excused and that caused people to wonder about the family history. Toby himself did not help either. She thought him uncouth and dull. His apparent slowness of thinking and his habit of taking such a long time to utter one sentence, and the way in which once he began talking he stayed doggedly on the same subject, ignoring the attempts of others to change it, all seemed to Norma like evidence of mental backwardness. She considered Toby to be a ‘drag’ on his family and on society. He was nothing but a ‘great lazy lump’, she thought, and although she usually felt sorry for the afflicted (after all, one must), there was something about Toby which changed her pity for him into annoyance and exasperation. There was just no place for him to fit in. People should fit in and harden and stay, like drops of cement in a brick wall.

         Toby gave his Aunt Norma a feeling of untidiness in herself and the world about her, a sense of gaps and holes and torn threadbare linings that made her want to take her needle and thread (she had worked as a tailoress and still took in sewing) and sew day and night to make pockets safe once more, clothes warm and buttoned, and even to secure the sky tightly to the edge of the world, with no 40draughts and flapping fringes.

         Nevertheless Norma posted her notelet (Dear Bob, You and Toby are of course welcome) in its magnolia-scented envelope, and warned her husband Philip that for the last week in July his sisters (high in society, safe beyond the cocktail curtain) were not to visit Number Fifteen Short Street, Okare.

         It rained, Scotch mist braiding and trembling upon people and hills. The rain moved through the sky in shapes determined by the wind, now a grey broom sweeping, a ribbed and feathered wing flying, a scarf enveloping the light, preserving dimness and secrecy. The sea heaved and the headlands loomed out of sleep like an extra dream or nightmare, confused in the minds of the ferry passengers with other private seas and voyagings and thus arousing even in daylight and waking, the deepest longings that have exiled in the sleep of night.

         Crowded on the deck, pale from their inadmissible dreams, the passengers stared at this new ‘other island’, trying in a way to disentangle themselves from it, recalling the wild dreams that had gone ahead to investigate, inhabit, preside over, perhaps change the shape of it; then admitting in the final sour waking from the lulled sleep of the Straits, that here again, as usual, as always, as the Shipping Company would inform anyone if he cared to examine his ticket, here was the North Island, seat of government, population (in souls) one and a half million.

         There was no new land made visible, no discovered world. Amazed suddenly at the familiarity of it all, at the rows of red-roofed houses and their miraculous hold on the steep hills, at the buildings themselves, and the chimneys – there! a train whistled, going north – the people began their ordinary striving to get to the rails and wave or 41blow kisses or shout greetings to those who waited below.

         The ship berthed. Soon all the passengers were propelled from the porcelain and steel environments of their night’s cramped but deep deep dreaming (the harsh fawn blankets of the bunks were folded, the sheets and pillowcases removed, the huckaback towels changed, all as if in denial of the past twelve hours, as if by changing the towels and sheets the Shipping Company could shed responsibility for the dreams), down the hooded gangways to the close-up of wharf sheds, cluttered ropes, and the tired faces of those who had got up so early to greet them.

         Aunt Norma was waiting. Bob was quick to notice her pallor in the grey light and to feel the anxiety which troubled him often since Amy’s death and which caused him to search the faces of his elderly relatives and friends for signs of growing weakness, warnings of collapse. Bob Withers who used to read only the Sexton Blake detective stories and the morning and evening newspapers, was obsessed now with the language of death – he had learned the rudiments of its grammar so easily; after so little formal education he could translate libraries of faces and gestures and conversations; a profitable fearful pastime. His early enthusiastic reading of love explained, of course, his facility in the translation of death: the alphabet, the grammar, are the same.

         His face was strained and anxious as he studied his sister Norma.

         ‘We could have found our own way. You needn’t have got up to meet us.’

         Norma spoke briskly.

         ‘I’ve brought the car. I’m driving you out.’

         The car was frog-green, a latest model. Bob climbed into the front with Norma while Toby was directed to the back seat.42

         ‘So you’re going overseas? I suppose you know what you’re doing?’

         Toby clenched his hands with their thick fingers and their bitten nails. He was a grown man, and everybody treated him like a child. He felt useless and unwanted. But he had a secret, he had not yet banished his night-ferry dreams, and had kept some, like dust diamonds under the mat, to deal with this expected greeting from his aunt. Why worry?

         The old hag. Now, Evelina –

         Evelina Festing!

         She had turned him down. He had not really expected her to say Yes I’ll marry you Toby. They scarcely knew each other. At first he used to visit the Festings’ on Saturday evenings to keep Evelina’s father company, for Sammy’s legs had been shot off in the war and he could not go out much to meet his cobbers. Toby would sit and gossip with Sammy who would catch up with his work of sewing leather, repairing handbags, saddles. Sometimes he played Patience. His habit was to explain every move aloud as if no one but himself could understand it.

         ‘Black two on the red three, ace goes out. See?’

         But when Toby offered advice over his shoulder – ‘That red seven on the eight of clubs’ – he was always startled and touched by the way Sammy accepted it without complaint without saying (as Toby’s father would have done) ‘I saw that all along, stop interfering won’t you!’

         On those evenings at the Festings’ Toby was happy. There was Mrs Festing making the supper; he and Sammy were sitting talking and playing Patience; no quarrelling, no jeering, no wireless turned loud to hide the silence. And moving in and out of the room, and sometimes sitting in the chair by the fire with her work, 43there was always Evelina. Toby placed the responsibility for his happiness upon Evelina. It was she, it seemed, who made the harmony of the evening, who bewitched the queen cakes to rise and turn golden brown in the oven in the kitchen, who compelled all the cards to be revealed in the correct order and the game to be solved. The fire burned in the grate for her. The clock ticked on the mantelpiece so that she might hear it and privately, without fuss, remove the detonator to protect the world from the explosion of Time.

         And all this she performed without boasting or obvious display of power – oh Evelina was brave, so brave!

         Her cheeks were rosy, her hair dark, not as curly as she would have liked it, Toby knew, for she had a home perm kit in the bathroom. And her body was firm and round in the right places. Her mother had mentioned once that Evelina had ‘trouble’ with her feet, and when Toby, sitting opposite her by the fire, considered and warmed to her charm, he often knew a fleeting uneasiness at the thought of the ‘trouble’ lodged in her feet. He was careful, then, to keep his glance from them, so as not to spoil his pleasure. Sometimes he wondered why she was not out on Saturday nights, like the other girls, dancing at the Scottish or out the country, or at the pictures, or down Lovers’ Lane with a boyfriend. One night he thought, She stays home because I am here. She is in love with me. She used to sit with a small green pillow resting on her knees, making lace, twisting and turning bobbins wound with fine white cotton.

         ‘They don’t often make lace nowadays,’ her mother said. ‘She’s clever with her fingers.’

         Toby thought, That means: when she’s your wife Toby she’ll be handy with a needle.

         And soon he took it for granted that Evelina would be 44marrying him. She never mentioned it herself.

         She has a wonderful modesty, Toby thought. She knows her place. Although she said nothing about their coming marriage, she talked freely of her work in the haberdashery department at the draper’s, of people who ran up bills and couldn’t pay them, of the woman who worked with her and was taking lessons in drama, of the man in the office who was going to Night School.

         Night School, thought Toby. I left school early because of my fits, but I’ll get my own back.

         He sometimes wished that Evelina would not talk about her life at work. It excluded him. She seemed, at times, to have forgotten that he and she were marrying in the near future.

         The near future!

         So he had gone to the jeweller’s and had a pair of ear-drops specially made from greenstone, attached to tiny golden rings, and laid in a small green box upon cream padded satin. And one night with his heart aching with love for Evelina, and for the room where she sat, and for the teacups on the table and the clock on the mantelpiece, and the little green pillow that she held upon her knees, making lace, he gave her the ear-drops.

         ‘My engagement present,’ he said. ‘For our engagement.’

         Toby didn’t want to remember any more about that. He remembered only that Evelina had looked horrified, and in her horror she had thrust her feet out, and while she was growing more and more alarmed, explaining that surely he knew about her boyfriend in Fiji, in the Air Force, he was staring in a dazed way at her feet, wondering how to recognize the ‘trouble’ in them. Perhaps it was bunions, well thank goodness he had escaped from a woman who had bunions and corns!45

         But no, no, Evelina! He was heartbroken. His mother was dead too. Evelina had led him on, deliberately lured him. But how beautiful she was, with the freckles on her cheeks, and her quick hands twisting the bobbins, and the little green lace pillow resting on her knees that she held so close that they might have been joined together, like the legs of the tiny celluloid dolls his sisters used to play with.

         Well he was leaving the country now. But he would wear, for ever, the greenstone earrings which she had refused. The world laughed at him, everybody laughed at him, but still he would wear the earrings, as they hung now, fastened to his watch-chain...

         And what was Aunt Norma saying?

         ‘I know it is something to have someone who’s going overseas. Not everyone can go overseas. To the Lakes, yes, and to Rotorua, and the Glaciers, but not overseas. Why must it be Toby?’

         ‘He’s writing a book, too. The Lost Tribe,’ Bob said. ‘He wrote a composition about it years ago. The teacher read it out in front of the class.’

         Toby sensed the sudden pride in him, and flushed. Then he remembered again how his father always mocked him while his mother defended him. The Lost Tribe. No one but himself knew or understood the real meaning of it; no one possessed the subject as he did, and no one must ever share it.

         ‘How strange,’ Aunt Norma was saying. ‘The Lost Tribe!’

         ‘It’s my idea,’ Toby warned, leaning forward. ‘The Lost Tribe is my idea. And I’m going to London all right.’

         ‘But why? You, of all people!’

         ‘Well why do other people go overseas? I’m the same as other people. I want to see the world.’46

         ‘But what about settling down, earning a living? And your father isn’t getting any younger.’

         ‘Come off it, Norma, I’m not in my grave yet,’ Bob joked, while a flash of fear played like vivid lightning in his eyes.

         ‘Olive Warren had a stroke and lost the use of her legs,’ Norma said suddenly, turning to Bob and intoning her information like a child who stands on a street corner skipping and chanting, ‘Lucy Locket lost her pocket, Kitty Fisher found it!’

         And now here was Number Fifteen Short Street, without a fence but with such a neat lawn and garden.

         ‘It’s the trend,’ Norma explained as she drove up to the garage, ‘not to have a fence. It’s rather a sign that you’re anti-social if you have a fence and a gate.’

         Currently, to be anti-social was a sin. One had to cooperate, to contribute, to direct one’s living outward; fences were barriers.

         Of course they were, and useful too, Bob thought.

         ‘What about burglars?’ he asked.

         Norma exclaimed impatiently, ‘Oh Bob, don’t be old fashioned!’

         ‘But burglars are modern enough! Didn’t you see in the paper where –’

         ‘Oh Bob, the fact remains that fences are not the thing.’

         Bob was persistent. ‘Where’s the letterbox if you haven’t a gate?’

         ‘There’s the letterbox, silly!’

         ‘A gatepost and no gate!’

         Norma repeated that being anti-social was a sin. Murder, suicide, adultery, they were too fierce to be teased, and if one found oneself in the same cage with them it was the end; one lay savaged, bleeding; whereas 47the little sins, the tiny white mice climbing their ladders and running round on their wheels in the convenient cages, they could be commanded, teased, or ignored, and little harm was done; there was no question of death, of the body or the soul.

         Being anti-social was wrong. Not wearing the right clothes was wrong. And eating peas with a knife. And gargling with too much vigour in the morning. Dolly sins. It was safe to defy their attraction. It was safe to talk about them. Sins of gauze, worn like a veil over the murdering hearts.

         ‘Now you’ll have to entertain yourselves for a while,’ Norma told them after breakfast. ‘I’ve an early choir practice.’

         ‘Singing in the choir, the heavenly choir. Where?’

         ‘I belong to the League of Mothers,’ Norma answered, adding quickly before Bob could examine and ridicule her information, ‘Oh anyone my age can belong. You don’t have to be a mother.’

         ‘Funny,’ Bob said.

         Cold current without warning in a mild summer sea. In the early years of her marriage Norma had borne twin dead babies; forever nameless, shelled fast about the impenetrable kernel of their identity; treated as nobody, buried in a hurry, their faces never flamed with the stress of beginning.

         ‘What do you sing in this choir? Trilly things I suppose.’

         Norma opened her handbag and withdrew a leaflet of music which was tattered and held together by a strip of cellotape. ‘Sheep may safely graze,’ she read.

         ‘Sheep may safely graze! Oh, may they? No hawks around, no killer dogs, no keas, no swamp, no river coming down dirty? Still, the farmers are wealthy enough 48– they support the government all right, the capitalists, see them every Tuesday and Friday on Farmers’ Day with their posh cars parked between the trees down the main street. They’re having to uproot those trees, you know. Interfering with the sewers. Mustn’t have anything interfering with the sewers; foundation of society, eh Norma?’

         ‘Don’t be crude, Bob. Well I must go. And Bob when you talk open your mouth and pronounce your words more carefully. Oh Bob, if you mumble like that and don’t clean your teeth properly – look in the mirror for yourself – you’ll be a dirty old man. Bob, I’ll never forgive you if you turn into a dirty old man!’
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