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I DON’T WANT to leave a mess. That would be unfair on Ellie, who’d no doubt be the one to discover me. Unless I leave a note on the bedroom door. Don’t come in, Ellie, phone for the ambulance. But ambulances don’t come for corpses. Best to keep it short. I am dead. Deceased? Why does Monty Python’s parrot come to mind? I am no more. That’s the essential problem: I am less, much less, than I used to be.


There’s no guarantee this pistol will work. The armourer on that gig – what was his name? I have a feeling it began with B. Not Bob, Bill . . . on that shoot for . . . Was it biscuits? Mint creams? How could I have worked guns into a television commercial for mint creams? I wouldn’t put it past me. Anyway, that armourer beginning with B on that shoot for, possibly, mint creams, gave me this snub-nosed Walther PPK. When I say ‘gave’, I mean I paid him several hundred for it. I told Bevan – Bevan! – I told Bevan I’d love to have it because it was James Bond’s weapon of choice back in the days when Sean Connery was Bond. I haven’t been able to watch any of those subsequent Bonds, those thoroughly wrong iterations. I persuaded that armourer whose name begins with B but is not Bob or Bill, against his better judgement, to leave one bullet in the magazine. B was nakedly greedy, and open to monetary persuasion, as most people are. He could, I explained, take my cash, report it stolen to future-proof his, as I recall, considerable arse, and claim the insurance. His additional insurance, I told him, was that if I did anything silly with the pistol, he could deny selling or giving it to me and I would be prosecuted as a thief. I was good back then – when would that have been, the nineties perhaps? More likely the cowboy eighties, before Health and Safety started applying a tourniquet to our red-blooded mercenary endeavour. I was good at seeing the angle back then. Exploiting the crack the angle exposed. So here he is, my snub-nosed Walter, with his one bullet. My lead pill.


I did look at other options. Nembutal had its attractions: a glass of wine in accompaniment, being found asleep in one’s bed. No mess. But I can’t ask young Jeetan, my doctor, to compromise himself, with his brilliant career still in front of him. I would have to scurry around elsewhere. Exit might have helped in the procurement, but the police are on to them, with a woman recently arrested for doing exactly that.


The online option might have appealed. I do like online shopping. For shoes, mainly. I saw Paul Smith brogues with exposed stitching on sale for $299 at that corner menswear shop. I went outside, sat on the bench under the pin oak with my iPhone and found an online retailer who was selling them at $125. I bought two pairs as an up-yours to the rapacious margins of the locals. I will probably never get to wear them. I’m no longer on anyone’s D list and don’t leave the house much, except to do my rounds, clear the box, order a flat white, say hello to someone I know passing by, there’s always someone – I used to know a lot of people, in a superficial way – sit in the sun, take home a sandwich. I always wear Nike Air Force 1s on my rounds, not as light as the modern trainers, but robustly structured. They provide the pneumatic cushion my knee cartilages no longer manage. I have a dozen AF 1s, fly-knit, suede and leather mainly, trainers, Ultra Forces, LV8s, Premiums, all colours of the rainbow, enough to rotate so that my bunioned feet, gouted toes, heel spurs and plantar fasciitis don’t deform the inner soles. I order them online from ASOS and they arrive from Vietnam or China or wherever within ten days, plenty long enough for me to forget having ordered them, or even what I’ve ordered, and when the courier delivers them I am like a child at Christmas, full of anticipation and delight as I unwrap my treasure. When I do my rounds in my Air Force 1s, I get knowing thumbs-up from sneaker-nerds, like Ethan, the Tokelauan barista. ‘Old school!’


Vain probably, brand-Nazi certainly – how could I be other? It’s what I did. I’ve always been an enthusiastic consumer, able to effortlessly believe my own hype, buy whatever I was selling and much else besides. Shopping used to be such a mindless pleasure, but Ellie threw a wobbly when those Paul Smiths turned up on the credit card bill. ‘How can I get it through to you, Dad? We have no money!’ That sounded overly dramatic, even by my standards. I’m a fish who is used to swimming in a sea of money; I’ve never read a budget that didn’t have a bit of fat secreted here and there if you knew where to look. But it seems to be a sincerely held belief, as all Ellie’s beliefs are. No more mystery boxes from China or Vietnam or wherever.


An online order for a fatal dose of Nembutal wouldn’t have much attraction, no matter what sort of wrapping it came in. But I was seriously contemplating it, until a couple of pensioners got arrested for importing it from China and Mexico. It wasn’t the prospect of being arrested that put me off, it was being publicly named, and my intentions being known. When I go, it will be without a build-up. I’m determined there’ll be no trailers before that feature, just a final video farewell after the fact, which I’ve already recorded and lodged deep in the pocket of my Rainbird jacket. It has no cumbersome fleece lining, just a thin-skinned waterproofing, protection enough for an Auckland spring, where squalls fly in from the west like children’s tantrums, short and intense. I seldom venture out without it, so the little USB containing my last production should be eminently discoverable.


As is the way when necessity becomes the mother of intervention, I’ve become reconciled to Walter, my seventies artefact. It’s begun to seem more appropriate to my own artefaction, to the life I have lived. My lead pill will be quick, dramatic and somehow noble in a way that shuffling off this mortal coil in a drugged stupor isn’t. Brave rather than cowardly, I like to think. Active rather than passive. And, I have to confess, better in the telling. ‘Old Den, eh. Never one to do anything by halves! Old school. What a dag.’ A dead dag, of course – I’ll not be around to hear any of it, but I can at least savour it in prospect.


When I was young, I lived in the future too much. The present really only imposed itself when Carol got sick. I was fifty when she died, in the first year of the new century. Much harder to calibrate is when I morphed from the present to the past and became a preterite. That was a slower process and harder to mark with a failing memory.


All this, naturally, isn’t what it seems to be. It’s not really what I try to present it as – a matter of rational choice. That’s the lesser part of it. The larger part is a much more frightening driver: the logical end to inchoate terror.


It came again today. Whoever said it’s not about forgetting where your car keys are, it’s about forgetting what the car keys are for . . . was right – metaphorically, at least. And cruel.


I hope no one who knows me, saw me. Sitting in the middle of the local strip with my hazard lights going. The cars banked up behind me, trying to swerve round me, until that most loathed uniform in urban Auckland walked across with his tyre chalk and asked if he could help me, sir. When I showed him that the starter button wouldn’t go, there was zero ignition, obviously some dreadful electrical malfunction, he suggested I shift the auto from Drive to Park or Neutral and try again. When the engine started and I realised what I had done, I tried to smile at him as he said, ‘No trouble, sir’, but I could see the pity in his eyes, and my panic was subsumed by terror.


I’ve learnt nothing. That’s as terrifying as the incident itself. That infernal iStop. I thought the engine had stalled and pressed the starter button, which did in fact stop it. So I pressed the starter button again and nothing happened, because it was still in drive. It looked like a complete electrical meltdown, I told Dr Jeetan. An easy mistake, surely? He said nothing, then asked me whether it had happened before? I conceded that it might have.


‘How many times?’


‘Twice,’ I said. ‘Or three times, maybe.’ The truth is, I can’t remember, but I don’t want to tell him that. I need my licence, I love driving. When I can’t sleep, I drive the perfectly canted sweepers from Murchison down the Buller Gorge to Reefton, or along the side-mirror squeezes of the Grande Corniche from Cap Martin to Nice, or the Big Sur from San Luis Obispo to Monterey, or along the cliffs of the Great Southern Ocean in Victoria, or my favourite road in all the world, from Fairlie across the Mackenzie Country to Omarama and over the Lindis to Wanaka, the stunning mix of land and lake, burnt sepia and snow-fed blue, with the Southern Alps overlooking it all. I was determined to drive that road again before I die, but I now know I won’t get the chance. Dr Jeetan wants a brain scan. Precautionary, he says. But I know the black room that’s waiting for me. I’ve been there before.


I stand in my eyrie contemplating my end. Revelling in the power. I admire the right-to-die brigade, the euthanasia advocates, but they’ve got it wrong. It’s not so much a right as a power. Power is taken, you don’t ask permission of your fellows to exercise it. I will not be denied.


My view of the world is powerful and privileged, I know. Carol and I took a punt on this wonderfully odd run-down transition villa, which had a long history as a boarding house and flats. At our big house-warming party, all kinds of people, film-makers, musos, actors, students, told us they had lived or partied here. There used to be lots of old ruins like it all around this suburb, peopled by penniless itinerants of various descriptions, before the monied eastern suburbs cottoned on to its proximity to city and to sea and reclaimed it. Carol was a voracious reader. Years later she found words that perfectly described our feelings when we first saw this loft, up in the shallow gables, crystallising ‘those blissful Jungian dreams that everyone has, of finding in the house another room that you didn’t know was there, high up under the roof, an extra storey, unused or neglected, but with more windows, sunshine pouring in, a glorious view, and more space than you’ve ever had before or imagine you deserved. You can’t wait to sweep it out and furnish it and begin to inhabit it – to expand into it.’ We did expand into it, Carol and I, and we’ve been here ever since. Carol often said we’d only leave when carried out feet first. That happened far too soon for her, but will nevertheless be true for both of us.


***


THE barrel’s cold against my temple. I put it in my mouth. It doesn’t go in far. I warm it up like some old tart trying to suck life into a limp dick. What if I pulled the trigger now? What if the bullet ignited, or whatever bullets do, and it worked? Where would it go, exactly? What mess would it leave? I don’t mind blood being found, and even a bit of brain tissue, but not popped eyes. I don’t want to inflict that on Ellie, having some unattached eye on the carpet ogling her as she screams. Perhaps I could organise it so Ellie wasn’t the one to find me. I should do that. It’s the least I can do, give that some thought. I pocket Walter.


‘Is that a pistol in your pocket or are you just pleased to see me?’


Uh oh, she’s back. It’s been a while. I tell her I am pleased to see her, of course I’m pleased to see her, but it is indeed a pistol. I pull Walter back out of my pocket. When she asks me what on earth I’m going to do with it, I tell her it’s my lead pill.


‘You always had a flair for the dramatic,’ she says.


‘One bullet. I’ll die at my convenience.’


‘And everyone else’s, I imagine, if it’s sooner rather than later.’


That’s the thing about Carol. She can be conjured, but not controlled. I might will her into existence, but once here, she is as she always was. That’s her beauty and my curse. I tell her I won’t suffer like she did, I won’t put everyone through that.


‘I suffered,’ she points out, ‘you endured. Isn’t suicide a form of cowardice?’


I reframe cowardice to courage, ecological responsibility, saving the health system from wasting resources, as I put Walter back in the bottom cupboard of the kauri roll-top, in the concertina box-file under W.


‘Public spirited to the last!’ she chortles. I don’t remember her being quite this dyspeptic when she was alive. She didn’t chortle back then. Not at me. That I can remember. She looks suspiciously at the drawer where Walter is now hiding. ‘Will it work? Shouldn’t you do a test run?’ She seems to be inordinately entertained at the prospect of my violent demise. When I tell her I’ve only got the one bullet, she seems disappointed.


I suppose the Carol I conjured could have been a younger, more compliant Carol – the twenty-three-year-old postgrad journalism student I first met when she was working for one of the local giveaway rags, for instance. She interviewed me about Something Important, gender equality in the television commercial production industry or something. I didn’t really know what she was talking about. I looked around me at our production office, at the production co-ordinator, the line producer, the production accountant, all at their desks, while over at the big table, the director went through the script with an actress and her on-screen daughter. Behind them, other actresses were being measured and fitted by the wardrobe mistress who, I now recall, I might have been fucking. I was the only man in the room. I said nothing, but young Carol followed my gaze and began to laugh. She didn’t chortle in those days. It was, as they say, husky, sexy, unconstrained. As, I learnt, her opinions were. Are.


That twenty-three-year-old didn’t share our history, of course. This Carol comes to me forty-two years old, about two years before she was diagnosed. She wears the strapless summer print I always loved, white with red and purple impressionistic rose petals, that shows off the brown sheen of her skin. It presses tight over her breasts and belly and bum before releasing at her groin and swirling just above her bare, tanned knees and feet. That overrated bloom of youth is gone, yes, and there are lovely little wrinkles of flesh just above her kneecaps, at her elbows, and where the bodice of the dress flattens the base of her breasts back towards her armpits. I loved her body and soul and remember everything about her, the things I cannot see: this is when she went unshaven, at her peak of sexual confidence, her areola looked huge, engorged, enlarged by the tugging lips of three children. I can scarcely bring myself to think about what became of those breasts, her body, in so short a time. But in this moment, she is perfect. She has laugh lines at the corners of her thinnish lips, and delicate striations running vertically from her top lip. I think I loved her body and soul. My disadvantage is that she, being so much younger, remembers everything with a clarity that sometimes dismays me, where I sometimes seem to be looking at the past through the sepia-tinted spectacles of age.


She is over at the balcony, looking down at the deck and pool below, where our children are gathering in the dusk for my seventieth birthday celebrations. ‘Do you think they’re waiting for you to die?’


‘Not Ellie!’


‘Not Ellie.’


‘Not Stan,’ I say.


‘Who would know what Stan’s thinking? Last and loveliest. Will?’


Oh. Will. ‘Would he wish me dead?’


‘They fuck you up, your mum and dad,’ she says, perhaps in Will’s defence.


‘I remember how that goes,’ I tell her. ‘You think he’s our fault?’


‘I was being diplomatic,’ she says. ‘I think he’s your fault.’


That stuns me. Before I can think of a defence, she says, ‘Cancer got him too.’


‘Who?’


‘Larkin.’


Her presence troubles me. If she’s my invention, how can she know stuff I don’t? How can she have so many divergent views? Are these cues, I ask myself, to some other reality? Metaphysics and spirituality were never my strong suits, but I was, they say, reasonably intutive. Is that what’s happening? Or is it just another symptom of my decline? That she can remember what I used to know.


She turns from the balcony and beams at me, then nods towards Walter in his drawer. ‘You should do them a favour. We’d be together again, wouldn’t that be sweet?’


From her tone, I’m not at all sure. ‘Is that how it works? Death?’


But how would she know, being a figment of my imagination, apparently. She ignores me, staying out on the balcony, her tousled brown hair obscuring her profile, falling down almost to her breasts.


‘Tell Ellie,’ she says, ‘that I love her garden. My garden. She’s kept it just as it was. My Abraham Darby rose is in flower. I can still smell it.’


‘She’ll think I’m losing my faculties.’


‘Are you?’


Admit nothing! Cover with a joke. ‘I can’t remember.’ My tremolo gives me away.


She studies me seriously. ‘What if you forget you’ve got a pistol?’


‘I won’t risk waiting for a last moment of insight.’


I retrieve a big joint, freshly rolled, from the top drawer of the roll-top kauri that’s full of everything I need.


‘That won’t help,’ she says. ‘I’m surprised you still smoke.’


I thought I’d lit up before in front of her, but clearly not. ‘Ellie disapproves.’


‘Of course she does. She saw her smoking mother die of breast cancer.’


I tell her I don’t care any more. I search for a light, and out of habit, or nervous twitch, ask her if she’s got a match.


‘If I had a match for you I’d start a circus.’


‘Ha ha.’


‘It’s one of yours.’


‘Groucho Marx’s, actually.’


‘Whatever. Like you, it hasn’t aged well.’


‘Have I not?’ I turn and trap myself long-shot in the en-suite mirror. I see a portly shape with a full head of hair haloing my skull like an emeritus professor, I like to think. Carol isn’t finished with me.


‘When you were thirty,’ she says, ‘it was the new twenty. Forty was the new thirty. Time’s finally caught up and passed you, Den. Your seventy is the new eighty.’


‘Eighty?’


‘At least you got a chance at it.’


I’m so completely at a loss that she takes pity on me, I think. She comes very close, so close I swear I can smell her perfume, Chanel, as always. Her hair falls past me, over me. My favourite position was her on top, with her hair enveloping me, her lips on mine, our tongues entwined, the world shut out. I can sense her hair, but not feel it. I try to kiss her lips but they’re not corporeal. And yet. She breathes on my joint, I swear, and the end glows with sudden heat. When I draw on it, the smoke and chemicals hit the back of my throat. I hold it there and stare into her dirt-brown eyes.


‘This joint is real,’ I tell her, still trying to hold it in. ‘You’re not. How does that work?’


I can’t hold it in any longer and exhale. She becomes a circling wreath of smoke and disappears.


***


MARIJUANA takes the edge off my anxiety about the forthcoming celebration. I used to love being the centre of attention, now I quail at the prospect – even, or particularly, of my family. I think I knew even before Carol died that she was the beating heart of us. When she was gone, we became thrashing limbs looking for connection and direction.


I look out at the inner harbour, a salt river full of traffic and interest, magnified if necessary by my Konuspot 80, waiting patiently on its tripod. Directly across the water at the Chelsea wharf, the plimsoll of the sugar freighter from Queensland lifts, bow first then stern, as the augur relentlessly sucks the raw crystals into the refinery. Earlier, when the sun was still glancing off the water, there were ferries, water taxis, evening after-work yacht races, upright paddlers, kayakers, and the occasional jet-boat giving the tourists a thrill with a 360 wake-whirl. A sense of life going on, at a comfortable remove. I may not be an active part of it any more, but I’ve liked knowing it’s there.


One of the best things about my kingdom by the sea is that I have no neighbours. Well, of course I have people living adjacent, but none I have to engage with. There’s a primary school to the south, the back boundary, and on weekdays I can measure my day by the arrival of children and parents clogging the end of my shingle driveway, and by the raucous joy of the children at morning interval. At precisely 10.45 the nuns’ hospice further up the hill asserts itself with bells summoning the sisters for matins or whatever, and I break for a cup of espresso from the Rocket, a relic of the old Flame production office kitchen. The school kids wake me from my midday nap with their afternoon break, then just before three, the armada of parental black SUVs returns to whisk them away.


The other boundaries are obfuscated by mature trees and a dense wall of pseudopanax between. I can see nothing of the neighbours’ backyards to the north as I look over them to the sea, and even to the west, where there are three storeys of concrete-block apartments, I see only the lights of the windows at night, glimpsed through the foliage like a montage of small television screens, and hear phantom chords from a Spanish guitar, or lines from a play being rehearsed into meaninglessness, or babies crying. Very occasionally I hear voices raised in anger, male and female, in a language I don’t recognise. They stay at a ghostly remove, my neighbours: thankfully there’s no prospect of awkward small talk, or of any social intercourse at all.


Marijuana also burns the bleach from old eyes. I can see Will having an evening dip, ploughing up and down the pool, bifurcating the blue. Ellie and I haven’t braved the water yet – it’s still carrying too much winter – but Will has always been warmed by an inner fire. He has an audience, a woman in a yellow floral dress and matching enormous brimmed sunhat, sitting primly on the end of a lounger. Can that be Claudia? If it is, where are the children, my two grandchildren, Kristin, the five-year-old, and . . . the toddler, the boy. I seem to remember something about them being separated, Will and Claudia. I could be wrong. I do remember asking her when they announced their engagement, ‘Are you sure you know what you’re doing?’ She didn’t appreciate it at the time, but she might now. Unless I’m projecting, thinking wishfully. But I don’t want that for Kristin and whatshisname, I don’t wish that on them.


‘You’ve been at it again,’ she says, sniffing the air as she enters behind me. ‘You’re a terrible old degenerate.’


Ellie’s smiling. She fusses over me, buttoning up my button-downs. ‘Why do they make the holes so small?’


‘As the bishop said to the actress.’


‘In his dreams. Now,’ she says, ‘a warning. Will is here with a new friend.’


‘I saw. Of the female persuasion.’


‘He is separated.’


‘What about the kids?’


‘You can ask him. Glasses?’


I look around hopelessly. The truth is I need my glasses to find my glasses. Ellie produces them. I put them on, peer about. ‘My watch. I have a special app on my iPhone which will locate–’


‘Dad, you’re wearing it.’


I look at my treacherous wrist. Can I really have done that?


‘Easily done,’ she says. Did I unknowingly articulate that last thought? ‘And Jackson’s disappeared, no idea where. I don’t want to get him into trouble, but I’ll have to ring his case officer.’


I try to reassure her, ask her to give Jackson the benefit of the doubt. I wax eloquent in Jackson’s defence, that he’s a good kid, the best foster we’ve had, that there’s something about him, a sense of humility and respect for his elders that I can’t recall having at his age.


She asks me if I’m okay. I wonder why she thinks I’m not. Does she think I’m not? I can’t ask.


Ellie’s the fag-end of Generation X, a demographic I used to know a lot about. I studied it in a predatory way, like a lion sizing up a herd of antelope. Too late to be a slacker, Ellie nevertheless adopted most of the accoutrements: the sexless flannel shirts and camo trou, the anti-establishment attitude, the endless sameness of the garage band riffs and relentless jangling faux naif of Flying Nun, but never the cynicism or the cigarettes. She was a non-conformist anti-capitalist, and I was always proud of her, even when she was deeply embarrassed by having a father who made TV commercials to sell crap. She had a healthy disrespect for authority, but was never nihilistic. She wanted to live a long, healthy life. And, always, always, do good. She dresses differently these days – today, as most days, like a card-carrying Greenie, which she is – in khaki culottes and flat sandals, but is otherwise much the same as the teenager I remember from the nineties. Or think I remember.


‘Remember our secret sign, okay?’


It’s so secret I have no idea what she’s talking about. Ellie is holding one finger up.


‘Means we’ve heard this story before, change tack gracefully.’


I nod. ‘Change tack gracefully.’


Ellie holds two fingers up. ‘Means we’ve heard this story or joke more than once before. Bail immediately.’


I swallow my bile, try to nod. What new stories or jokes would I have at my age? Clearly what I need is a new audience. Ellie isn’t finished.


‘I’ll stay in your eye-line, so just give me a quick glance when you start on one of your monologues.’


‘Mum says to tell you,’ I say, desperate to change the subject, ‘that she loves the way you’ve kept her garden, she can smell the scent of the Abraham Darby.’


‘You’ve been talking to her again?’


I may have leapt from the frying pan into the fire, but I plunge on in my asbestos suit. ‘I can’t just ignore her.’


‘Does she talk back?’


‘Of course she bloody talks back – your mother always had a lot to say.’


Ellie looks at me curiously. It’s not a look I recognise. Is it new, or have I forgotten it?


‘Dad,’ she says, ‘I can tell it’s real for you, and if it gives you some comfort, fine. But it’s not something you should share, okay?’


Because if I do, they’ll all think I’m losing it. I get it. ‘Message understood. I’ll have a pee and be right down.’


Ellie goes. I wander towards the en-suite and catch myself in long-shot again. I still look okay, I think. From a distance. It’s the close-ups that don’t work any more.


The default expression on my face has always been a smile. I might have been worried, anxious, preoccupied or feeling neutral or nothing at all, but I looked happy. It’s always been my biggest asset. Until recently, when my smile seems to be getting lost in other crinkles. I’ve noticed that my beatific visage may be sending out different signals in old age: the bafflement of dotage, the harmless bewilderment of the elderly duffer. Like most writers – which is what I essentially consider myself to be, despite spending most of my career directing and co-producing – I’m a natural catastrophist, but an upbeat one. My glass was never half empty, always full to brimming, but threatening at any moment to explode in my face. I grew up down south, in a spare, wondrous landscape stretched across an alpine fault. At primary school, we were taught about earthquakes and practised diving under our desks as, in our imaginations, the earth rocked. We knew, as New Zealanders, that nothing was permanent: that we lived on the flotsam and jetsam of molten magma.


***


I EDGE myself down the stairs and along the polished wooden floor of the hallway, from which Ellie has removed the carpets after I tripped on one of Carol’s favourite Persians and fell, shearing a knee cartilage. Heart kauri from the 1920s those floorboards, golden syrup yellow, full of knots. Those knots date it as precisely as carbon. Before that, the sawmillers threw away wood like this, thought it was blemished. A hundred next year, this house, more than a quarter of a century older than me. In better nick too, its joints still straight and strong. The softness of those floorboards looked after me – if I’d fallen on concrete, I’d have needed a new knee. My knee may have lost some muscle memory, but the cartilage within it has full recall and it gives me a dig just for old times’ sake. It knows I can’t neutralise it with anti-inflamms like I used to. They play havoc with my ulcer, a result of all those years using Voltaren as a hangover cure.


I limp along the hallway to the big room, heading across to the french doors, which open out onto the deck. In late afternoon, the dying westerly sun refracts off the pool, sending light dancing across the plastered ceiling of my favourite downstairs room. The huge sofas in American maple covered in Belgian linen, bought by Carol in flusher times, are big enough to stretch out and sleep on. In winter, the early afternoon sun is so low it bathes the sofa nearest the doors in warmth, making it a great place for an afternoon nap. I still haven’t read every book in the glass-fronted bookcase along the wall, and I would happily choose one right now and curl up with it on the sofa, rather than continue with my veneration. Celebration doesn’t come easily to our culture: we’re better at heavy irony and even heavier drinking. Being in the same space for too long seems to have a corrosive effect on my family’s paper-thin scars over old wounds. But it’s too late now, and I walk on, trying not to limp, telling myself not to precipitate any conflict. Let others cast the first stone.


As I step onto the deck, I see Ellie in the kitchen loading plates onto the sills of the Whitney windows that open out onto the deck. The table is already chokka – ham on the bone, cold chicken, potato salad, green salads, bottles of dressing and sauce. One end has a cluster of bottles like skittles, champagne and wine and beer, ringed with glasses and flutes. I told Ellie not to spend more than twenty dollars on any bottle of wine, because my palate’s no longer worthy of it. She said we couldn’t afford to pay any more anyway. There are a lot of bottles and glasses. It seems like overkill just for us. I wonder who’s coming that I don’t know about. I don’t like surprises.


Will is out of the pool, in profile, adjusting the cock in his Speedos to best effect for the woman on the lounger. Who is not Claudia. I hear a grab of conversation as I approach: ‘a bit of maintenance’ from him and ‘good bones, though’ from her. This will surely be Will talking about himself – he’s looking fit, carrying less weight than I remember. It’s interesting looking at your middle-aged children, trying to read the clues as to which genes went where. Carol is right about Will, our eldest: he’s more me than her, physically at least. My sturdiness, but not so heavy, taller and my thick once-black hair, with blue eyes that always take me by surprise. My fault? What can Carol have meant by that?


The woman who isn’t Claudia sees me and gives a subtle heads-up to Will, whose expression when he turns is shadowed by something too fleeting for me to decipher. I’m still chasing it when he smiles, blue eyes shining. My blue-eyed boy.


‘Rocket Man!’ Still wet, he draws me into a considerate semi-man-hug.


It’s important I don’t rise to the Rocket Man bait, give him any opportunity to sing the ditty, ‘Give yourself a lift/Take off with Rocket’, tell the story of how I made my fortune with a TV commercial for a sugar drink that made our children obese, reduce me to claiming ignorance, making me look both pathetic and rapacious. I take a breath, look over his shoulder at the woman in the yellow dress and hat and limit myself to telling her that I’d prefer he call me Den in front of strangers.


‘This is my friend, Georgina,’ says Will, releasing me.


‘Georgie,’ she corrects him.


They can’t have known each other long, then. I shake her hand. She has a thin, austere sexuality about her, about as far from Claudia’s dark buxom earthiness as it would be possible to get. ‘How’s Claudia?’


‘Seems all right.’


‘I was expecting the children. You said you had them weekends.’


‘Not every weekend. I’ve got to have a life.’


‘Clearly.’ I’m peeved. This is supposed to be a family occasion, with all the tiers. And in truth, I prefer my grandchildren, particularly Kristin, to my children. Perhaps because they can’t answer back yet, particularly whatshisname, the boy . . . The other thing that marijuana does, after it eases the anxiety, is make me paranoid.


‘I won’t be staying long, Mr Sparks,’ says Georgie.


‘Den, please. I wasn’t trying to be rude–’


‘You should see him when he tries!’ Will is still smiling, but under sufferance.


I confess to Georgie that I’m still adjusting to Will’s change of marital circumstances.


‘It’s been months, Den.’


‘Easy come, easy go, these days, I suppose.’


‘I had your upstanding example before me.’


‘I never left Carol–’


‘No you rubbed her face in it and–’


‘Will! Enough!’ Ellie has arrived, thankfully, with flutes of champagne. We’re too alike, Will and I: every exchange seems testy, exposing the fragile crust of our civility.


I hate champagne. Those infernal bubbles. I get drunker quicker and the hangover begins before I’ve even started pontificating and slurring. But it’s my birthday, what can I say? ‘Thank you, Ellie.’


Will also wants champagne. Georgie asks directions to the loo. Ellie ushers her towards the house, leaving Will and me standing awkwardly beside the pool. Over Will’s shoulder, I watch Georgie walk towards the french doors, the surprising jiggle of her slim arse. I have the thought that if I was younger . . . but mercifully it passes quickly. I’m actually relieved that I’m no longer a captive of my reptilian sexual urges. I can’t be the first old bastard to have had that thought: I must have read it somewhere. I sometimes wonder if there can possibly be an original thought that hasn’t already been thunk, after thousands of years of sentient beings. The odds against an original thought still roaming free out there must be astronomical. Can I be the first person to think of that, for instance?


I consider myself a writer, yes, but there are writers and writers. No one would accuse me of having poetry in my soul. Copywriter says it all really – I wouldn’t dream of claiming originality for anything I ever wrote. That wasn’t what I did. At my best I tried to mainstream the zeitgeist, create some newish take on what already existed out there. Watch other people’s behaviour, use other people’s thoughts, remix old ingredients to look like some new alchemy. Incremental modification is what the best of us do. Did. Always with the same aim. Commodification.


Until the zeitgeist began failing me. I can remember the exact moment it struck me. My D-list celebrity got me a free ticket to a preview screening of the first Lord of the Rings film, just after the turn of the century. True, Carol had died not long before, so I wasn’t at my most optimistic. I stayed for the duration because I hadn’t paid for my ticket and didn’t feel I could walk out. So I sat there for what seemed like several weeks, long past any appreciation of the stunning scenery, wishing for it to end – the surprisingly unsurprising confrontations with monsters, the hugely contrived set-piece battles with entirely predictable outcomes, the endless portentous exposition. It seemed like the end of drama and beginning of spectacle, and when eventually I was released into the foyer, I asked Branko and the group of minor celebs with me, ‘Who on earth would pay money to watch that?’


‘Millions,’ said Branko, quite correctly. He’d just used the Flame Inc. umbrella to produce a documentary about his early Dalmatian forebears who had come here to dig for kauri gum up north and fallen in love with Māori women – a stunningly handsome genetic mix. He had this theory about television, which had seemed so cynical when he’d first espoused it: you tell the audience what you’re about to show them, then you show them what you’ve just talked about, then you tell them what they’ve just seen. The documentary he made on exactly those principles was a ratings success, not on the global scale of Lord of the Rings, of course, but there seemed to be a synergy between what he and Peter Jackson did, recycling the same endlessly repetitive tropes. Not that I saw all the movies. I went to the second LOTR to try and prove to myself that my reaction to the first one had been a jaundiced off-moment between me and the zeitgeist. But it was worse, if anything, redeemed only by the introduction of a character called Gollum, who at least had two dimensions. When I found myself wishing fervently that he’d wipe those big-eared, hairy-footed self-satisfied little cretins from the face of Middle Earth, I realised that there was no hope for me and my time in advertising was about done.


I couldn’t bring myself to go near the final movie of the trilogy, the one that won all the Oscars. I could have looked at that kind of success and asked myself, ‘What have I done? Where has my taste and discretion taken me?’, and tried to learn from the experience, get my finger back on the populist pulse. But, I was fifty-something, still hurting from the loss of Carol, and couldn’t be fucked.


Which reminds me. I’m well shot of it, my testosterone. Insidious, insistent, it constantly undermined my intelligence and good intentions. I sometimes miss the mindless drive, the excitement of the chase, the filling weight of blood in my penis, but it always came at such a cost and was much diminished, strangely enough, after Carol died and I was free to do what, in all honesty, I had always done. Whoever said that guilt heightened the pleasure, might have been half right. Will’s lips are moving. He must be talking to me.


‘I don’t mean to be antsy, Den,’ he is saying. I can’t remember when he last called me Dad. Maybe before he came to work at Flame, when he was sixteen or seventeen. Calling me Dad around the production office wouldn’t have been cool. ‘Leaving Claudia wasn’t easy. Hasn’t been easy.’ He’s facing the garden, more like bush, that begins at the eastern end of the deck, behind me, beyond a cute wooden fence and gate. He sees something that alarms him, and whispers to me, ‘You carrying your phone, Den? Don’t make it obvious but slip it to me.’


I unlock the iPhone with my fingerprint, and palm it to Will. ‘Why the cloak and dagger?’


When I try to turn towards whatever he’s looking at, he holds me by the shoulder. ‘Don’t move, keep me covered . . .’


‘What’re you doing?’


‘Dialling 111.’ He does so, then, with his phone to his ear, he steps to the side of me and holds his hand up towards the garden. ‘Stop right there,’ he shouts. ‘I’m talking to the cops!’


I swing round to see who he’s talking to and quickly grab the phone out of his hand.


‘F’chrissakes!’


Jackson is standing at the garden gate. Will’s clearly made some quick value judgements on the key elements he sees in front of him – an obviously part-Māori sixteen-year-old in T-shirt and reversed baseball cap, carrying a tomahawk. I suppose Jackson could look a bit out of context and vaguely threatening if he didn’t also have an armful of dry branches. Jackson is as alarmed by Will as Will is by him and looks to me. ‘What’s up, Mr D?’


‘Jackson, this is my eldest, William. Will, Jackson.’


‘Someone Jackson, or Jackson Someone?’


‘Jackson Collins,’ says the boy.


‘Works for West Indian cricketers,’ I offer. My favourite double surname was Grayson Shillingford, but Vanburn Holder and the incomparable Garfield Sobers also had a grandeur about them.


‘I was named after a league player,’ he says.


‘Of course you were,’ says Will.


‘Don’t be a tit all your life, Will,’ says Ellie, arriving. ‘Jackson, we’ve been worried about you.’


‘I haven’t,’ says Will.


‘Where’ve you been?’ Ellie asks.


As if in answer, another figure steps out from the grass pathway that winds its way through Carol’s garden. She’s dressed tough-arse in black, torn stockings, Doc Martens, like a cross between Goth and punk, with a big black coat hanging open, showing a white T-shirt with a graphic of Keith Richards displaying his own chest with ‘Who the Fuck is Mick Jagger?’ scrawled across the front. Underneath all that, there doesn’t look to be much of her. She’s got Jackson’s skinny face and build, wiry and wound like a cord. ‘This’s my older sister, Lila,’ says Jackson. ‘Say hello, Lila.’


Lila looks suspiciously at her brother. ‘You sure?’


Jackson looks at Ellie. ‘I’se gunna check it out with you if she could come over.’


‘I wish you had,’ says Ellie. ‘One of the department’s conditions is that you have no contact with your family.’


‘Lila’s sweet, miss,’ says Jackson.


Lila looks anything but sweet, but Jackson’s embarrassed and Ellie’s clearly conflicted, so while her better nature struggles to assert itself, I jump in. ‘Fine! More the merrier!’


‘Of course,’ confirms Ellie. ‘Welcome, Lila.’


Jackson ushers his sister in front of him and says he’ll get the pizza oven going with the kindling he’s collected, and Lila can give him a hand. We watch them cross to the big outdoor fireplace. Watch Lila grab a fistful of finger food from the table as she passes. Watch her wolf it.


‘Help yourself,’ mutters Will. ‘Make yourself at home. What the fuck is going on here?’


Ellie explains that she has offered to take troubled kids on respite placement, if the department can’t find anywhere else for them.


‘They? Them? How many–?’


‘Jackson’s our third short-term foster.’


‘Thought this was a strictly family gathering.’


‘Which begs the question of Georgie’s presence,’ I reply.


‘Please, you two,’ says Ellie. ‘Jackson’s family, for the moment. We’re fostering him while his own family’s in crisis.’


‘What sort of crisis?’


‘His father’s been in jail for beating up his mother. Jackson’s been in care on and off since he was eight, when his grandmother died.’


Will smells a rat. ‘On and off? C’mon, what’d he do this time?’


Ellie shrugs as if she doesn’t know or it doesn’t matter, but Will is insistent. Ellie says that he set fire to his school, which is news to me.


‘Arson?’ says Will, turning to watch Jackson feeding the branches he’s collected into the smouldering pizza oven.


‘They caught it in time,’ she says. ‘There wasn’t much damage.’


‘Good news all round then,’ says Will. ‘Should he be anywhere near that oven?’


‘He’s sixteen,’ pleads Ellie, ‘right on the cusp. Any more trouble in the next six months and he’ll be old enough to have a criminal conviction and go to prison, instead of a youth justice residence. Another lost boy. Not if I can help it.’


Ellie was a social worker before she came home to me, whenever that was – two years ago? Could be four. She said she’d had enough. Compassion fatigue, she said. Was that just for my benefit? Ellie’s compassion seems inexhaustible. I support her, tell Will that Jackson is a good kid. ‘Better behaved than you were.’ That was a mistake.


‘When were you around to notice?’ asks Will.


Ellie leaps to my defence. ‘Oh, give it a rest, Will, for God’s sake. These are kids who have nothing!’


I wasn’t going to cast the first stone, but now it’s done. I pout, stamp my foot, tell him it’s my party and I’ll have who I want. It’s a joke.


‘Sure,’ says Will, with not even a ghost of a smile. ‘I’ll go put some clothes on, so I can leave when I want.’


He takes his towel and walks off towards the house. Not happy. Ellie excuses herself and heads across to Jackson and his sister, not happy. I stand there, sipping champagne I don’t want at a birthday celebration I don’t want. So far, so good. Normal family service resumed.


***


THE light has slunk off behind the alders and eucalypts lining the western boundary. When I look back towards the house, I notice for the first time plants growing out of the spouting. They must have appeared over the winter; no wonder there were waterfalls from the roof in the rainstorms. Then I catch a flash of yellow on the balcony of my room upstairs. Georgie having a nosey round the house.


Oh well, I used to do the same when I went out. Medicine cabinets were particularly interesting. That rich, suave couple serving drinks and canapés downstairs, he the perfect, relaxed mine host, she the happy hostess with the mostest? A medicine cabinet with large bottles of two different SSRIs, sertraline and citalopram, might betray them. Who’d have thought? If Georgie ventures into my en-suite, there’ll be no surprises. You’d look at me and say amlodipine for blood pressure and statins for sure, but unless you saw my disfigured big toe in a sandal, you might not plump for allopurinol, nor perhaps paroxetine. I resisted the anti-depressants for a long time, until I had no further use for what I called writer’s melancholia. I used to think it gave me an edge, an occasional discomfort with the world, an insight that I might not otherwise have had, similar to but different from the insights I got from cocaine and booze. Then being depressed just got boring and a waste of time, as time began to run out. I’d sold my share of Flame to Will, so the pressure was off, I didn’t have to come up with any more concepts, sixty-second narratives with commercial cut-through. That was our schtick to begin with: a boutique agency with its own production arm, the one-stop bullshit shop, Branko called it. I came up with the copy, began directing, Branko produced. Dream it, pitch it, shoot it. As long as Georgie doesn’t go into my roll-top and discover Walter. Where did I put that half-smoked joint?


I look across to Jackson, still feeding the fire, as Ellie talks to him and Lila. Jackson has a long visage, an old man’s face atop his scrawny body. Lugubrious, until he grins, when the length of his face splits, and you see beautiful teeth, a credit, Ellie says, to his grandmother, who raised him in poverty and loving care before she died. But arson? Now there’s a word with a bit of cut-through.


***


IN the gloaming, the pool looks luminous, as if the water is giving light back to slow the darkening of the sky. We’ll have half an hour before the mozzies arrive and need the torches lit to help keep them at bay. I grab the oversized matches from beside the fire and head over to the nearest bracket. In passing, I hear Ellie suggesting to Lila that she must be hot, can she take her coat?


‘I’m good,’ says Lila.


Ellie offers her a glass of iced water.


‘Can I have one of those?’ asks Lila, indicating the wine glasses.


‘Sure,’ says Ellie, ‘white or red?’


‘Red makes my teeth turn purple.’ Lila takes a white, unscrews the top and pours herself a full glass. She swallows most of it. Ellie is looking at Jackson.


‘I’ll give you a hand, Mr D,’ says Jackson, looking to escape.


He takes the first bamboo torch from its bracket and holds it while I strike the match and light the paraffin wick. By the time Jackson is replacing the torch in its bracket, Ellie has joined us. There’s an intense sotto voce between Ellie and Jackson as we work our way from torch to torch round the perimeter of the deck. I don’t catch it all but I know Jackson’s back story – or thought I knew it before Ellie dropped the arson word – so it’s easy to piece together her concern about Lila turning up here.


Ellie is careful to fill me in on the kids who come for respite so I can make an ‘informed decision’, though we both know I have no say in these matters. If I did, I would tell Ellie that ‘respite’ is a myth perpetrated by do-gooders. These kids have to go back to their world, sooner rather than later. And when they do, they carry with them a knowledge they may not have had before, of a world they can never aspire to or access. How can that help them reconcile themselves to their lives? The art of advertising was to tantalise people with the possible, not flaunt the impossible. We at least tried to give people the key to realise a dream – buy this, be that. No good will come of rubbing these kids’ noses in a smorgasbord of comforts they can never have. But to say that to Ellie would be cruel. People need to believe what they need to believe, and it’s altruism that makes Ellie tick. I’d meddle with that to my own detriment, given that I’m her prime project. But at least I belong here.


Jackson is here ‘in respite’ from a brutal father, recently released from jail. Who was incarcerated for beating Jackson’s mother with a lump of half-burnt wood from the grate, causing injuries that kept her in intensive care for several days. When she wouldn’t or couldn’t go to the cops, Jackson did. Stood in a witness box behind a screen, fourteen years old, and got his father three years inside. Now his old man’s out, after eighteen months, on ‘good behaviour’. Eighteen months during which a prison visit by his mother and Lila wasn’t complete without a threat against Jackson, who never went. The son who ‘narked’ on him and put him away was going to be ‘dealt to’. The father’s warnings were carried back to Jackson by his sister. How the authorities could know he was threatening his son, yet still let him out, I’ve no idea.


That’s Ellie’s version of Jackson’s story, anyway. Which I now wonder if she might have finessed to make it more compelling for me. I don’t know. I can’t say no to Ellie any more, whatever she tells me, but I’m not sure she knows that.


So here he lives, with us, in ‘temporary respite’, till what? What’s going to change in Jackson’s world? I don’t ask, but I can see Ellie’s concern that Lila now knows where her brother is. The father could beat that knowledge out of her, and then, according to Ellie, he will come for the boy.


As we work around to the torches along the back of the pool, Jackson’s voice rises in defence of his sister. I can hear the high bleat of his pleading: ‘He’s burnt her with the pipe, miss.’ I gradually piece it together: it’s a meth pipe, and the father has been torturing Lila with it to find the address of her brother.


That leads to an interrogation by Ellie as to whether Lila’s on P. Jackson denies it, says it’s just his dad.


I look back across the pool towards his twitchy sister in the black coat, downing another glass of that god-awful gooseberry juice, Marlborough sauvignon blanc. What a crime against vini-culture, when the same terroir, my own home soil, grows wonderful chardonnay and pinot noir. Lila projects a kind of fierce vulner-ability: if she’s challenged she’ll either blow your lights out or burst into tears.


I don’t hear everything Jackson says, but Ellie seems reassured. I’m not. I think about intervening, but to say what? Chuck them both out, return them to their own world and to the certain and, surely, brutal revenge of their father? If what Ellie says is true, I don’t want that on my head. I don’t have any idea what Jackson’s world looks like, but Ellie does. More than a decade as a front-line social worker with beaten mothers and vulnerable children in parts of this city I’ve never seen, before she came home to look after me. So I defer to her experience, of course I do. But what good can come of it? None. Yet good is what Ellie does.


Lila is standing with her bum to the fire, looking right at me, right through me. The look says she knows how the dynamics work here: Watch it, you old cunt, I’m on to you.


***


I FIND myself following Stan through Carol’s garden, along the winding grass track, all that is left of the once expansive lawn. When we moved into this house in ’78, she told me lawns were a waste of nature’s time and energy and began planting until, within a decade, the grass was almost all gone.


It’s too dark now to see Carol’s garden in all its glory. It looks magical in full spring light and utterly transcendent in the hour before sunset. That was often a time of suppressed panic for me on set when I and the DOP would be trying to milk every moment of the soft amber light, while Branko would be more worried about the schedule and completing the day. Earlier this evening, I caught that light perfectly in my final production, shot on my mobile. I feel for the USB in the pocket of my Rainbird and remind myself to try to stay in the present, because there’s not a lot more of it left for me.


I was looking away from Lila’s stare, desperate for a change of focus, when I saw Stan, standing there at the garden gate, quietly beckoning me. God knows how long he’d been there, surveying the scene. Knowing Stan, quite some time – he’s never been one for the grand entrance.


‘Follow me,’ he said.


I did, his long tramper’s strides. He’s got Carol’s length of leg, with stringy muscle. The garden is only about fifty paces from end to end, but the meandering track must add half that number again. There are roses on either side, many in bloom. How Carol could distinguish the fragrance of the Abraham Darby from the others, I’ve no idea. I do know that, along the borders of the track, are phlox, bearded irises, violets, larkspurs, granny bonnets and lupins. And there are many more, all, at least to my eye, exactly as Carol had them, the flowers mixed with herbs – sage, rosemary, chamomile – and at the back near the fence the big melia tree, where Stan’s umbilical cord is buried alongside those of Will and Ellie. Should I remind Stan of the historical significance of the tree whose newly leaf-laden branches we’re now passing under? I have a feeling he wouldn’t thank me, and say nothing. The main track leads to another wooden gate, which delivers you down some steps to the parking bay and double garage, but Stan turns onto a smaller track off to the left and we pass through a small grove of ponga and mamaku tree ferns guarding the north-east corner of the garden, where we stop in front of three citrus trees and a feijoa.


‘White fly,’ he says, lifting the leaves of the lemon, lime and grapefruit, revealing spots of what look like splatters of white paint on the undersides. ‘And you can’t eat the grapefruit anyway on that blood pressure drug, so why don’t we rip them out?’


I have no answer, other than nothing must change. On that Ellie and I are agreed. Everything here is Carol’s. Those citrus were our first plantings: they’re older than Stan.


He’s not waiting for my reply, but indicating three bushy seedlings freshly planted in a gap between the lemon and feijoa trees. ‘Happy birthday, Dad,’ he says. ‘I’ve just put them in for you. I’ve soaked the roots and given them crystals but they’ll need watering in a few days.’


I’m staring at the plants, thinking that the leaf looks familiar, while Stan goes on to tell me that he’s brought the plants up with him from Te Kurahau, that they’re taken from a little trial patch he’s growing. He sees that I’m not with him. ‘Cannabis,’ he explains. ‘Weed. Though it’s actually a cash crop with huge commercial potential. I know you enjoy it and come the end of summer you’ll have your own supply, in bulk. You’ll never have to buy the stuff again.’


I thank him, of course. Stan doesn’t know that I can’t recognise a marijuana plant in its natural state. I buy my reefers already packaged – they could be Cuban cigars. I no more know how to process a leaf into a reefer than how to catch a fish and cook it – if it doesn’t come skinned, boned and filleted, it’s no use to me. I’ve always been an iconoclast in this City of Sails, which by repute has more boats per capita than anywhere else in the world. There was a time in the early eighties when every man I knew who was coining it – and plenty were – bought a boat. Owning a boat, like the crash in ’87, was a rite of passage to financial maturity. I’ve always hated boats. The idea of being trapped in a tiny capsule on a heaving sea with people I don’t know – or even with those I do – fills me with dread. So I never fished. Carol and I were as one on that. ‘Thank you, Stan.’


‘You’ve already said that. You’re starting to repeat yourself, Dad.’


‘Thank you for pointing that out.’


‘Just saying.’


I loathe that expression. By the time those words are uttered, we’re no longer in the present. The words are said.


The sun is long gone, and if we were on set the DOP might be telling me the colour in the light has moved from maroon to blue to the darkest of greens. The solar lamps, also planted long ago along the edges of the track, begin tentatively offering their light. Many of them have given up the ghost, and the shadowy bush looms, but Stan’s horticultural eyes are looking through the penumbra towards the glossy pseudopanax that screens the long northern boundary. ‘See those blue flowers?’


‘Yes!’ They’re the delicate powder blue of a David Hockney pool, woven through the verdant green. ‘I’ve never noticed them before.’


‘Morning glory. A vine. It’ll strangle everything if you leave it. I’ll try and rip it out before I go back down south.’


***


WHEN we get back to the deck, Ellie sees Stan for the first time. She rushes out from the kitchen into his arms. ‘You’ve come! You’ve come!’


‘How could I not?’


Ellie tightens her pincer hug. ‘Christ, he’s as taut as a rope!’


Their embrace is overtaken by a noise from the bowels of the house – Will, now wearing a short-sleeved shirt, shorts and boat shoes, from Nautica would be my guess. Whatever, the whole ensemble would have been bought from the same outlet at the same time with free parking for the first half-hour. Target shopping, he calls it. He’s shouting into his mobile, swigging on a bottle of beer, oblivious, until he clocks Stan. ‘Marlborough Man! How did you tear yourself away from bucolic bliss? Won’t the cows be missing you?’


‘We milk goats, actually.’


‘As long as that’s all you do with them, eh?’


‘And it’s Nelson, not Marlborough.’


When Stan takes Will’s outstretched palm in his, Will draws him in for a manly hug. Stan’s so tall that Will has to stand on tip-toe and reach up. ‘Little bro!’ says Will. It’s awkward, ridiculous.


‘Would anyone like a drink?’ I ask. ‘I would.’


Will drains his beer, burps. ‘Good idea, I’m running on empty.’


Stan can’t resist the opportunity. ‘Still?’


Will manages a laugh. ‘Just as well you’re not living on your wit, little bro, there’d be no money in that.’


Ellie’s already had enough. ‘Grow up, both of you. It’s Dad’s day.’


I like to think I don’t know how it got to this . . . But it was ever thus between them for as long as I can remember. Stan’s more Carol than the other two: her length of limb, but not her certainty about her place in the world. He’s always had a deference that got on Will’s nerves. Stan was the unexpected afterthought, five years younger than Ellie. Carol hadn’t wanted another baby and Stan, when he arrived, seemed to sense he was in this world on sufferance, that he should be on his best behaviour. He was sweet, compliant, beautiful, and almost from the start, his presence seemed galling to Will. On one of the few occasions I was home early enough, I was bathing seven-year-old Will when he asked me, ‘Daddy, if someone sort of smashed that new baby right in the head and killed it, would that be a good thing?’ I never told Carol.


Will always had a mean streak, particularly when it came to his siblings. He left school early, under a cloud, as they say. The principal of the local arty liberal high school called us into his temporary office in a cheap prefab on a stiflingly hot early summer’s day to explain that Will had been caught having sex with a girl in the storage room of the gym, a younger girl who alleged he’d previously introduced her to marijuana. I daren’t look, but I felt Carol’s eyes burning me. It was made clear that if Will went now, of his own volition, he wouldn’t have to be publicly censured and expelled and the girl would be spared the inevitable rumour-mongering and character assassination.


It was almost the end of the academic year anyway, and Will was never going to uni.


I had a talk with Branko at Flame. Nepotism rules, he said. Bring him in, we’ll give him a start, see if he cuts it over the summer. It seemed like the perfect resolution and it was. It was only later that Carol told me that the girl Will had seduced at school was Ellie’s best friend. Former.


Leaving school was the right move for Will. He proved adept at profiling his own generation, giving Flame an insight there, and then later, into the millennials who came behind him, of whom Stan was a classic example. For all his deference, Stan still had that millennial sense of entitlement and taste, which made them so hard to sell to. If they thought it was mainstream, they wouldn’t touch it, but how do you make money from clique cool in a domestic market of four million, where the ‘in crowd’ isn’t so much a crowd as a very small sect? Spending all day trying to corral millennial mercury must have driven Will mad. When he came home at night, student Stan bore the brunt of his brother’s ‘demographic research’. He used Stan as a whipping boy: pushed him, derided him, embarrassed him, called him a pussy. I should have stopped it, but even when I was there my attention was elsewhere.


Maybe Stan saw me as an enabler: he couldn’t bolt fast enough as soon as he turned seventeen, to the other end of the country, to do a BA at Otago. I made sure he never needed a student loan, and he must have enjoyed it, majored in anthropology and stayed on in that academic holding pattern for another two years for a master’s – about as useful as tits on a bull. He then took what he called a gap year, which became two, teaching English as a second language in China, before the prospect of Te Kurahau lured him back to the southern landscape of his paternal grandparents. They were both dead by the time he got back, so he was still about as far from his family as it was possible to be.


I look at the three of them still throwing barbs at each other in their middle age and feel depressed that such an old truth can keep reasserting itself: whatever we’ve become out in the world, we always come home to be what we were.


I want to call a halt, tell them to stop, to be civil, to try and accept the differences in each other, but instead I start obliquely on what I hope will be a cautionary tale about when I came home from university for the summer holidays after my first year away. Ellie is already holding one finger up. I can’t remember what that signifies. ‘We’ve heard this story before, Dad,’ she mouths.


‘Really?’


Ellie holds up ten fingers, bunches her fists and holds up another ten. Okay, I get it. But that wouldn’t have stopped me. What stops me is . . . the story is gone. I ransack my brain but there’s nothing there, neither the story nor the point I was going to make with it. In my desperation I remember another story, an old joke, a favourite that Branko and I often recycled. ‘Have you heard the one about the Irish zookeeper and the orang-utan?’


Ellie gives me ten fingers again. ‘Is that the one that ends with the zookeeper asking will they take a cheque?’ she asks.


Well, that effectively kills that. I must have turned puce.


‘Sorry, Dad.’


She means it to be consoling, but there’s no consolation for what I’m suffering. I should take her into my confidence, but I can’t, not now. I check again. My first summer home after starting uni, one of my favourite stories! Ellie could repeat it word for word probably, but from my brain it’s gone. If I was eighteen that first summer holiday, it would have been 1967. I open my iPhone and Google ‘1967’, thinking there must be a clue, maybe in Wikipedia, which I support with small donations, which Ellie doesn’t object to. ‘1967 in New Zealand’ lists things that happened: there was a gas explosion in the Strongman mine which killed nineteen miners, decimal currency was introduced – is that on the money?, Mr Lee Grant won the Loxene Golden Disc – I remember him, a lanky, lank-haired balladeer whose real name was Bogdan! That’s promising! And Great Adios won the New Zealand Trotting Cup. All this is fascinating in its own write, as John Lennon must have said around about then, but is utterly useless in prompting any clues about my story.


Ellie is nudging me. ‘Dad, please don’t get lost in your phone.’


I want to tell her that it’s not within my phone that I’m lost, I want to tell her what Dr Jeetan told me. I pull my eyes from the screen to my progeny. I’ve been absent for a swathe of conversation that seems to have extended and expanded the previous vitriol, so I’ve not missed much.


I’d hoped things would change with the passage of time. Marlboro Man? That wasn’t a good opener from Will. He knows how much Stan would have been repelled by it: he was fourteen when he saw his pack-a-day mother die of breast cancer, and has never smoked, not even the marijuana he grows.


***


WHEN Georgie returns from the longest pee in Christendom, carrying her hat, she apologises for being so long, and for not previously wishing me a happy birthday. ‘That’s okay,’ I tell her. ‘We’re not very good at celebrations.’


‘At least this birthday is working out better than his fortieth,’ says Will. He seems more nervous than usual about something, and turns his blue eyes on me. ‘Don’t you remember?’


I wish I could say yes, if only to forestall the bad news I sense is coming. But I don’t remember anything at all. What year would that have been – 1989? Oh, shit. That decade with an eight in front of it. I fear the worst.


‘Mum organised a surprise party for you at the office, kept me home from school so I could come. But you were out at a long lunch with the wardrobe mistress, discussing’ – Will raises two fingers to telegraph irony – ‘serious budget concerns.’


The mention of the wardrobe mistress raises a red flag, even though I tell him I really don’t remember. I don’t know how to stop him, even as Stan and Ellie join us.


‘Convenient memory lapse, Den! When we got the word you were on the way back, Mum and me and Branko and Trish hid in your office en-suite with the champagne. We’re all hiding there, waiting for the signal from Mum to burst out with the big “Surprise!”, when we hear the unmistakeable sounds of serious rutting. When Mum bursts into your office, the surprise is on her – you’ve got the wardrobe mistress bent over your desk–’


Ellie, of course, is appalled. ‘Dad!’


Georgie is clearly struggling to cope with what she’s hearing. ‘What?’ she says. ‘They were–’


‘Discussing the Ugandan situation, yes. I was twelve years old.’


‘I’m truly sorry, Will, and I’m sure I apologised to Carol many times.’


‘Mum tried to break the bottle of champagne over your head.’


‘Did she?’


‘Missed and hit the edge of the desk.’


What can I say? I shrug at Georgie. ‘You know what they say: If you can remember the eighties, you weren’t there.’


‘They were talking about the sixties, Den,’ corrects Will.


‘Well, the sixties didn’t get here until halfway through the seventies, so we had a lot of time to make up.’ I’m still, through the fog of embarrassment, asking myself why Will wants to abase me in front of this stranger, and my daughter and youngest son, when it all becomes very clear. I don’t see it coming, even when Georgie dismisses further family reminiscences and tells Will she’s waiting for her cue.


Ellie is clearly not in on the play. ‘Your cue?’


I’m equally puzzled. ‘You’re not a thespian by any chance, Georgie?


‘I’m a prospective purchaser.’


It’s Will’s turn to look embarrassed in the stunned silence that follows, a rare expression for him. I’m the only one who doesn’t get the subtext. ‘Of what?’


Georgie explains that she and her husband know this neighbourhood, they live right on the water, one block down. I look at Will, still way behind the eight ball. ‘Her husband?’


‘We’re not an item, Den,’ says Will.


‘We’re looking to the future,’ says Georgie. ‘We’d prefer to have a glimpse of the harbour than be submerged in it. And have a beautiful garden.’


Ellie turns on Will, furious. ‘How could you?’


Georgie waves her hat like a fan to cool her reddening face. ‘Your brother was kind enough to let me informally appraise the place – under false pretences, I’ll admit.’ I’d not noticed, under the brim of her hat, how unnaturally high on her forehead her eyebrows were etched. Why would anyone do that to themselves?


‘I was just trying to keep the real estate agents out of it,’ says Will, finding his voice.


Now I get it, finally. Why Georgie was gone so long, what she was doing in there, sniffing every corner of the house, while we were out here, unknowing, celebrating my birthday. My eternal smile must desert me – Georgie senses my dismay. ‘Your son told me I’d be doing your family a service.’


‘We need to do something, Den,’ says the procurer of this service. ‘Or the place will fall around your ears and be worth nothing.’


‘Your son said we could make an offer before the property actually goes on the open market.’


‘Think about it, Den. No agent, no fees!’


I’m wondering what the connection is between Will and Georgie. They seemed from the first moment I met them such an unlikely couple, why didn’t I twig? ‘How did you two meet?’


Ellie is more direct. ‘Where’d you find him?’ she asks Georgie.


‘Under a fucking rock,’ says Will.


‘I can believe that!’ Ellie’s now right in Georgie’s flushed face. ‘How did he know you were interested in buying this house?’


Will, clearly worried that she will disclose something, tells Georgie she doesn’t need to answer. But Georgie is intent on retrieving some dignity. I’m not sure her next words do that. ‘My husband’s a proctologist.’


Will protests. ‘That’s a breach of confidence!’


Stan makes the connection. ‘Will’s a patient.’


His brother turns on him. ‘You want to die from arse cancer? Do you?’


‘So, he had his thing up your arse . . .’ suggests Stan calmly, as if seeking clarification.


‘Colonoscopy, yes. Burning off polyps. After Mum died–’


‘And you started talking shit,’ says Ellie, livid. ‘How fucking appropriate!’


Georgie, alarmed at this scatological turn, rails at Will. ‘You told me he was ready to sell!’


‘Open to persuasion, I said. He is.’


Ellie is adamant. ‘He’s not!’


‘He fucking should be!’


They seem to be talking about someone in another room, and I get the feeling that’s where I should be. Georgie’s clearly not the brightest of bulbs, but clicks that she’s been sold a pup. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I was given to understand–’


But Georgie is ignored. Ellie and Stan have turned on Will. I can’t bear the detail of what follows. Ellie is furious, Stan less so, more appalled that Will has consulted none of us. Through it all, Will is defensive, but unrepentant: someone had to make the call. ‘Think about it f’chrissakes!’ he repeats. ‘No commission, no open homes, no advertising budget.’
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