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This book is dedicated to Kivani Moriarty, my boss at Pātaka Gallery, Porirua, who shared his experiences working in the film industry with me.



Prologue


1965


The sky was turquoise, and the Pacific Ocean bright green. Tom leaned on the railing of the ship. He was sick of looking at water; sick of the heat and sick of the decks rolling beneath his feet. He closed his eyes and let the salty breeze slap his cheeks and forehead. All he wanted was firm earth beneath 
his feet, a bed he could lie straight on and a meal in his stomach that didn’t fight to come back up again.


Tomorrow he’d be disembarking in Wellington, New Zealand, his new home.


His bag was packed and waiting on his bed in the miniscule cabin he shared with three other northern lads. He hadn’t stayed in it much and neither had the others; they’d even slept on the deck. Tom was toasted mahogany brown where he’d been exposed to the sun. It was a colour he’d never been in his life.


He shaded his eyes and squinted into the distance. In the far distance he saw the edge of the long white cloud.


***


Ngahere rushed around the kitchen, poking this and stirring that as ‘Till we kissed’ by Ray Columbus and the Invaders blared out of the radiogram. She’d heard it for the first time just last week, and she already loved it. She sang along at 
the top of her voice, so far off key that the edges of her voice could cut bread.


Her face was slick with sweat as she jiggled to the music. She laughed out loud. Bullshit that all Māori could sing and dance. That’s why she hadn’t joined Ngāti Pōneke Māori Club with the rest of her mates. She wasn’t going to show them how stink her voice was. 


She’d been in her tiny kitchen all day. She didn’t mind. She’d been cooking since she could drag an apple crate across the kitchen floor and stand on it to reach the bench to help her mother. 


They weren’t the people out the front of the marae. They were the ringawera out the back, making sure everything ticked along.




Chapter one


2010


Kiri’s piece-of-shit car was off the road – again. At 4.30am, she’d trudged to work through the dark frosty streets of Porirua, shivering in her school coat, scarf and beanie. She’d left school more than a year ago and couldn’t afford anything new. It was Monday, so she started at the café at 5am to bake for the week and worked a double shift – sixteen hours.


By 6.37am, the cooling trays in the café’s kitchen were groaning with the results of an hour and a half’s hot, hard work. Kiri slid a tray of cheese scones into the oven, above the spinach quiche and peach flan she’d put in to bake ten minutes earlier.


Stifling a yawn, she jabbed the top of a mound of pungently yeasty bread dough, resting in an oiled bowl. It sprang back, so she tipped it onto the floured bench and beat it. Her shoulders ached. She was too short and the benches too high; it made everything difficult.


By the time her colleagues arrived at 7am, the air was a fug of sweet and savoury aromas. Bread rolls, cheese scones and peach tart were cooling on the bench; sticky toffee pudding and chocolate cake were in the cabinet; pizza and bacon and egg pie were in the warmer.


Vincenzo, the barista, sauntered in with the usual supercilious expression on his flat face. His long thin arms and legs made him look very insect-like. Acting in his usual ‘I’m the barista, so I’m in charge’ manner, he cast an eye over the food, critically. ‘No muffins?’


‘In the oven.’ Dickhead, she added silently.


He stared at her with empty, shark-like eyes, his upper lip curled.


‘Is there something you wanna say to me?’ Kiri demanded.


He didn’t answer.


‘Well?’


‘Falling behind, huh?’ He grinned, showing off coffee-stained, gappy teeth.


She turned her back on him and went back to arranging the food on large, brightly coloured platters. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him smirk at her and leave to go stand at his usual spot at the espresso machine. There were rumours the creep was bonking their boss. It wouldn’t surprise her; Selena had been lonely since her husband left, and Vincenzo was the sort of creep who’d use anyone to get ahead.


Kiri knew the café was popular and profitable because of her cooking and organisational skills. She ran the kitchen like a machine, and she’d put processes in place that saved money and cut wastage. Not bad for a seventeen-year-old girl with hardly any education.


The back door swung open and bashed the wall, letting in a blast of cold air. Tall, thin, wispily blond Jemma walked in, a flutter of scarves, bobble hat and thick padded jacket. Kiri wondered how much money Jemma actually spent on herself to maintain that annoyingly wispy, blond hair.


Kiri’s mouth tightened as she pointedly looked at the clock.


‘Sorry, sorry, sorry,’ Jemma gushed, untangling herself from metres of knitted wool.


‘Get this stuff onto the counter. I need the bench space to prep for breakfast.’


‘Sure.’ Jemma hung her stuff on her hook and pulled on her apron, smiling. ‘How are you today?’


Kiri winced. Jemma’s perpetual sunniness irked her. ‘I’m going to open up.’


She hurried out into the café and flipped the closed sign to open. A line of people had been waiting to come in. Unlocking the door, she swung it wide, and they trailed past her, bringing their chilly early morning moods with them.


At 8am, Kiri took her break in the alley outside the back door. She sat on a stack of pallets, shivering as she sipped her coffee. She preferred to be alone. If she had a choice, she’d be alone most of the time. In the three years she’d worked at the café, she hadn’t really connected with anyone, although she was starting to let people in a little. It was like she operated in a bell jar – but it was developing cracks.


Siobhan, one of the café’s waitresses, had called in sick today.


Kiri could feel herself beginning to lose her temper. She knew Selena wouldn’t be getting anybody to cover her shift. They had another waitress who was slower than golden syrup off a cold spoon, a barista who refused to do anything but coffee and a dish washer, Jeff, who spent most of his time sneaking out to smoke and go on Facebook. This left Kiri to do prep, cooking and waiting tables. Her stomach tightened painfully. Lunchtime was going to be a nightmare. She closed her eyes for a few moments, beating back the exhaustion that was so much a part of her that it clung to her bones.


The back door opened, and the punchy aroma of grilled bacon wafted out as Jemma appeared carrying a cup and an oversized muffin. She looked gawky as she tried to kick the door shut behind her with the back of her foot.


‘Don’t shut it,’ Kiri said, jumping to her feet and gulping her coffee. ‘I have to go back in.’


‘Oh,’ Jemma said with a soft crack in her voice. ‘I came to have my break with you.’


Kiri glared at her. ‘You know we’re short-staffed today, don’t you?’


Jemma nodded, blinking into the sunlight. ‘Yeah, but …’


‘I’m busy.’


‘But …’


‘Gotta go.’ Kiri slammed the door behind her.




Chapter two


2010


Bent over in the streaming shower, Miriama rustled through the half a dozen plastic shampoo bottles in the tiled tray. They were all empty except the purple T-rex bottle, containing baby shampoo that smelled of strawberry bubble gum.


Five minutes later, her arms were aching from the effort of massaging the gloop through the extraordinary length of her hair. As she rinsed, the last bit of suds got in her eye. Contrary to all the advertising, it stung. ‘Ow! Geez, fricken Jesus!’


Timothy rushed into the bathroom, naked except for a cowboy hat, and held out her phone. ‘Daddy.’


Miriama opened the shower door, snatched the phone and leaned out of the cubicle, holding it away from her wet ear. ‘Karl?’


His voice shook. ‘I know I’m supposed to see the kids …’


‘You can’t cancel again. You promised.’


‘I’m swamped.’


‘You haven’t seen them for months,’ she squealed, squeezing her smarting eye closed. ‘You can’t cancel!’


He hung up.


‘Bastard,’ she roared into dead air.


‘Bastard, bastard, bastard,’ Timothy mimicked, racing around the bathroom.


‘Mummy shouldn’t have said that.’ She slumped against the shower wall. ‘It’s not a very nice word.’


The sound of a crash sent her skidding, naked and dripping, into the kitchen. Damien had shoved a stack of dishes onto the floor; there was broken crockery everywhere she looked.


Zoe, upstairs in her cot in the nursery, having heard the commotion, was screaming.


‘Oh, for fu – feck — sake.’ She scooped Damien off the bench and put him into the playpen. She swept the chaos into the bottom of the pantry and jammed the door shut.


‘Mummy.’ Timothy appeared in the doorway, holding winged maxi pads to his face. He pulled them away and blood splashed his front. ‘I godda bleeding dose.’


‘What the hell did you do?’


She swept him up and hurried back to the shower, where she scrubbed the blood off him, swaddled him in a fluffy grey towel and plopped him onto the floor. ‘Go get dressed, sweetie.’


‘Can I have chocolate sauce sandwiches today?’ he shouted, running around the room, using the towel as a cape. ‘Wiv a yoghurt?’


‘Get dressed,’ Miriama said.


He held out his arms like an aeroplane and spun around.


‘Please,’ she begged. She dried herself and wrapped the towel around her middle. Her teeth clattered together. ‘Go put on the clothes I put on your bed. No costumes, okay?’


‘A yoghurt wiv a cookie?’


He grinned, showing off the gummy gap where his front teeth used to be.


She carried him to his room and wrestled him into clean underpants, a T-shirt, jeans and odd socks. Back in the kitchen, she sat him at the table with juice and dropped some bread into the toaster.


She ran back upstairs, hoisted Zoe out of her cot, pulled open her own shirt to release an engorged breast and plugged the baby onto her nipple. While Zoe guzzled, she undressed her, gave her a quick scrub with a handful of wet wipes, changed her nappy and dressed her again. Back downstairs, she plopped the sated baby into her bouncer, smeared a glob of Nutella across the burned toast and dropped it in front of Timothy.


She was feeling pleased with herself until she saw Damien was still in the playpen, dressed in his pyjamas.


She flicked a frantic look to the wall clock: 8.44am. She was going to be late again, damn it. She lifted him out. He threw his little body around, thumping, kicking and wriggling himself free. His face reddened and he screamed. ‘No’. He ran across the kitchen. ‘No, no, no, no, no!’


She held out her arms and advanced on him slowly. ‘Come here, darling. We have to get dressed.’


He clenched into a ball of muscle. ‘No.’


She chased him around the room, crashing into the benches. ‘Damien darling, please come here.’


‘No.’


‘Please, let’s get dressed.’


‘No.’ He scuttled under the table and jammed himself in among the kitchen chair legs.


She threw her hands in the air. ‘Get out of there, you little pain in the arse!’


A huge shadow rose and engulfed the room. Miriama jumped, and spun into the concrete chest of her brother-in-law, Cassius.


‘You gave me a fucking heart attack.’


‘Oi, don’t swear.’ His deep voice calm, he looked around. ‘Okay, why don’t I sort out Damien? You shove toast in the Timster’s mouth and pack up the baby.’ His black eyebrows bounced on his abundant forehead. ‘And for the sake of my sight, woman, close your shirt. I’m in danger of seeing nipples here. Geez.’ He shuddered, laughed and reached under the table for Damien, who was still squirming.


Miriama looked around at the chaos. She thought about the glossy six-page spread that had appeared in New Zealand Home and Garden only a few months ago: ‘The architecturally designed hilltop sanctuary of Kiwi film producer Miriama Samson.’ Karl had been mentioned twice, as the estranged third son of a British earl, and his name spelt ‘Carl’.


They’d created this mess in the three weeks since her au pair had flown back to Germany and her housekeeper stormed out, telling her to go screw herself.


In a fit of hormone-driven insanity, Miriama had decided she could take care of the house and the children by herself. Why not? Millions of women did it every day.


She had discovered, fast, that she was not, nor would ever be, one of those women.


Cassius reappeared with Damien dressed and dangling from his bicep. Miriama could see that Cassius had even put a bit of product through Damien’s hair; it was spiky.


She grabbed Damien’s rosy cheeks and planted a kiss on his forehead. ‘You’re gorgeous.’


He batted her away. ‘No. No. No.’


Miriama pretended Timothy wasn’t squirting Hershey’s syrup into his mouth, and scooped the baby into her arms.


‘Come on, people.’ Cassius ushered everyone out to his van. His five-year-old twin boys, Tane and Mahuta, were strapped in, as far apart as possible. They’d learned the ancient art of Chinese burns and dead legs and spent most of the time trying to cripple each other.


In the time it took her to climb into the front passenger seat, Cassius managed to click her boys and baby into their car seats, shut the doors and climb into the driver’s seat.


She elbowed him in the ribs. ‘You should have the tits. You make a much better mother than me.’


‘Nah, I wouldn’t get anything done.’ He winked at her. ‘I’d be too busy playing with them.’


‘Ew.’


Cassius flipped open an imaginary notebook and started ticking things off with an invisible pen. ‘Now let me see. We have school for Timothy, Tane and Mahuta, day care for Damien and, most important, grocery shopping for the ladies.’ He looked at Miriama and lifted an eyebrow. ‘Er, you might need a touch of lippy.’


She flipped the sun visor, peered in the vanity mirror and spotted Nutella smeared across one cheek. ‘Shit.’ She scrubbed at it with a baby wipe.


‘Shit, shit, shit, shit,’ four kids started chanting.


‘What Aunty meant to say was “goodness gracious”.’ Cassius started the engine. ‘Off we go.’


‘Talking about s–h–i–t,’ she said, ‘Karl cancelled out of seeing the kids again.’


‘What’s the matter with Prince f–u–c–k–i–n–g Charming this time?’


‘Apparently he’s swamped.’


‘Swamped?’


‘I’m so knackered. Maybe I should cancel out of Kiri’s birthday thing this Saturday?’


‘Do you want to?’


‘Of course not.’ She averted her eyes and stared out the passenger window. ‘I’ve been looking forward to this for ages.’


‘Sure you have,’ Cassius scoffed.


‘I have. I just can’t believe she’s eighteen. Oh my God, do you know how old that makes me?’


‘If it’s any consolation, you will always be younger than me.’


‘Ha.’ Miriama thought about the reflection she’d just been looking at in the vanity mirror; as usual, she’d scanned it for the lines she felt sure were about to appear. ‘In western society, men and women age at different sociological rates. You get windswept and interesting, while we crust over.’


Cassius laughed. ‘You’re only old when you’re hooning around the mall on a mobility scooter, trying to run over skateboarders.’


‘I’m too old to look at young guys with lust in my eyes,’ she said, pouting.


‘No, you’re not. At our age we’re just a little less equipped to get them to look back.’ He flicked his eyebrows. ‘Eh, Aunty.’


‘You b–u–g–g–e–r.’ She thumped his concrete ribs.


‘You and your d–i–c–k–head ex should be taking care of those kids together. He hasn’t seen them once since you fullas separated.’ He scowled. ‘He hasn’t seen the baby, ever.’


‘I know.’


‘He wasn’t even there when she was born.’ Cassius pulled a face. ‘Not me – you almost broke my arm.’


‘How many times do I have to apologise for that?’


‘Shut up. It hurt.’


‘What am I supposed to do?’


‘Hey.’ He touched her hand. ‘I’ll fix it.’


‘How are you going to do that?’


‘Smack ten shades of s–h–i–t out of his a–r–s–e.’


‘You will not.’


‘Hit him where it hurts.’


‘His nut sack?’


‘No, you bloodthirsty wench.’ He laughed. ‘It’s about time you dealt with all the legalities.’


‘I don’t need his money. I’ve earned a lot, and I have a good broker.’ She glanced over her shoulder at a now-sleeping Zoe. ‘It might not be enough to fly to Paris for lunch every month, but a weekend in Martinborough isn’t out of the question.’


‘It’s not about that. It’s about them. They’re his kids.’ Cassius thumped the steering wheel. ‘Besides, when you get divorced, he’ll be entitled to a share of your investments.’


A pain clenched her throat as the ‘D’ word slid into the open. She tried to hide it with forced laughter. ‘Nope, not with all the legal crap I had him sign when we got married. LA, the land of titanium-clad pre-nups.’


‘Mum,’ Timothy yelled. ‘Tane punched me.’


‘You punched me first, egg.’


‘Did not!’


‘Did so!’


‘Hey,’ Cassius barked. The kids fell silent.


The van slowed as they entered the school zone. Children swarmed the footpaths, piling through the school gate. Cassius slid into a parking space and jumped from his seat to unclasp the eldest children, who scrambled out.


A pretty but horrifically red-headed woman with a fake tan sashayed over as Cassius hoisted Tane onto the footpath and said his goodbyes. Her breasts punched their way out of a tight pink T-shirt as she slid her French-manicured nails along his arm. ‘Cassius. Where have you been hiding yourself?’


A stain of colour rushed across his cheeks, and his voice came out half an octave higher. ‘Um … Ah … Nowhere?’


‘We should get together some time.’


‘Ah … Sure!’


‘You have my number, don’t you?’ Her hand slid along his arm.


He jerked away and whacked the back of his head on the van door. ‘Ow! Ah, shi … Yeah, sure. I have to go.’


He scrambled into the van.


Miriama shook with supressed laughter.


Cassius glared at her. ‘Shut up.’




Chapter three


2010


Karl didn’t need to be reminded that he hadn’t seen his boys for months, or that he’d never held his baby girl. The aching emptiness of it lashed his insides raw. But his life was a flaming truck hurtling downhill, with no steering or brakes, and he didn’t want his kids anywhere near it.


He prowled around his office. Dark jittery energy needled him until he wanted to tear off his skin, screaming. He stomped to the window and looked down at Willis Street.


A courier van parked on the curb was getting a ticket, and the expression on the parking warden’s face was pure vindictive glee. Further along the pavement, a group of taxi drivers stood in a group talking and smoking, blocking pedestrian traffic. Grim-faced office workers either pushed through them or circled out onto the road, to play Russian roulette with the buses.


Karl flinched back from his reflection in the window. Shit, was that him? His hair in stiff messy waves; his skin a few tones off grey; his hollowed cheeks shadowed with a week’s worth of whiskers. He looked as if Death was waiting for him just outside the door, tapping his watch. Karl swallowed a surge of bile and turned away from himself.


A half bottle of vodka called to him with sinister tenacity from the bottom drawer of his desk. He slid the drawer open an inch, spied the bottle and slammed it again. No. He had to stop.


His thoughts were lengths of tangled string. He gathered them together and tried to yank them inward. His six-month contract would be over in a month. He knew that Laney, the bitch creative director, wanted him gone. She was still pissed off at Dawson, the CEO, for hiring him over her head.


Equal measures of fear and anger iced his insides. Shit. He drummed his fingers on the blotter, trying to figure out what he should do. He dropped into his chair. Who was he kidding? He was whoring himself to an advertising agency. If there was a rock bottom, he was already digging a hole in it.


Why was he here? Why had he taken this fucking job in the first place? Well, Mirama had wanted to go home, and he didn’t want to stay in the States or make movies without her. That one decision had turned their world to shit.


Sweat beaded his top lip. He licked it off with a darting, parched tongue and took half a dozen long deep breaths. Today, it would be a good idea to deal with the shit closest to him before that exploded in his face.


He looked at the email on his screen summoning him to the creative director’s office re his budget overrun. He threw himself out of his chair, shrugged into his black leather blazer and slammed out the door.


Moments later, he burst into Laney’s office, strode to her desk and threw himself into a chair.


Her gaze lifted to his face from a morsel of sushi, clenched between two polished red chopsticks; it had been a hair’s breadth from her slick scarlet lips. ‘No, please, burst in on me,’ she said with no intonation. ‘The closed door is only there for decoration.’


He wasn’t surprised that she ate sushi for breakfast; she was a freak. ‘Fuck you, Laney,’ he said. He knew that his upper-class British accent seemed to make his cursing more offensive, and he cursed a lot. ‘Why are you questioning my fucking decisions?’


Laney dipped the sushi into wasabi-infused soya sauce and bit into it with her sharp white Hollywood teeth. She chewed with a slow, sensual enjoyment that pissed him off so much he wanted to reach across her desk and slap her. She looked at him for far too long before answering. ‘Because, Karl’ – she said his name as if she was coughing up a clot of something disgusting – ‘you cost us more per second than anybody else here.’


He slumped back in the chair. ‘I deliver.’


‘Your work is good.’ She patted her lips with a napkin. ‘But not great, and for what we pay, we demand great.’


He scowled. ‘The people who set the budgets don’t know what they’re talking about.’


‘They do,’ she cut in, her voice silky and ruthless. ‘That is what they do for a living. Now the thing we have a problem with, Karl, is the real reason you ran over budget.’


His heart bounced against his sternum. She had to be fishing. He knew his rights. They had no blood test, no urine test; they couldn’t prove anything. He glared into her steady gaze. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


 ‘Okay, if you want to play games, I’ll play.’ With precision and pace, she packed away the remains of her breakfast, wiped her fingers, scrunched the napkin and dropped it in her wastepaper basket. She steepled her fingers together. ‘The reason you blew your budget was because you went on a bender halfway through the shoot.’


All the blood left his face. ‘Hey …’


‘So, we were paying for lighting, cameras, crew, actors, make-up, caterers, extras and every other expense a shoot can have – without the shoot.’ Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath, and blew it out between pursed lips in a meditative gesture before looking at him again. ‘For two days. Two days, Karl, when nothing went in the can.’


‘I was sick.’


‘You were drunk.’


‘Prove it!’


‘I don’t have to prove anything.’ Her smile twisted into a smirk. ‘You know what our business is like. A well-placed word here, a whisper there, and I can ensure you never work again.’


‘You bitch.’


‘You’re wrong.’ She shrugged her bare, coffee-coloured shoulders. ‘If I were a bitch, you’d have been down the road months ago.’


He knew his face flooded with red, as blood boiled under his skin. Shit. Shit. Shit.


He changed the subject. ‘Is it true you had a meeting with the CEO on Saturday?’


Her brows rose a fraction.


‘You took him to lunch.’


‘He took me to lunch,’ she corrected. ‘With three of his ex-wives, his daughter Andrea and his personal assistant Harry.’


Karl had met Dawson Plantagenet’s incestuous little harem of wives at a party he’d attended with Petra, what seemed like a hundred years ago. A trio of hungry, silent blonds. But rumour had it that Dawson’s current girlfriend broke the mould. She was a forthright, voluptuous Sa-Māori called Magdalena Siola: Laney for short. And she was sitting right in front of him.


The stray thought of Petra brought bile swirling back into his throat. He took a deep breath. ‘What did you talk about?’


‘Not you.’ She took a folder out of a wire tray, opened it and spread a raft of papers across her blotter. ‘So you can take your alcohol-fuelled paranoia somewhere else.’


Karl scowled.


Laney slid on gold-rimmed Gucci reading glasses and looked at him over the top of them, as if she were a bird examining an interesting bug. ‘Do you think you are the only person in this business who has a substance abuse problem? It’s only when that shit starts costing us money that we get tetchy.’ Her mouth tightened. ‘So sort yourself out.’


‘What is that supposed to mean?’


‘What do you think it means?’ She sighed. ‘Get counselling. Have Rei Ki. Find Jesus. I don’t give a toss what you do; just sort your shit out.’


‘My shit is none of your business.’


‘It’s no secret you’ve split from your wife, and it’s no secret why. This is a very small world we live in.’


Fuck. Karl slammed out of her office. He ran down the stairs and out the front door onto Willis Street. He lit a cigarette and dragged the smoke in, letting it sear his lungs. He paced to and fro across the entrance of the building, trying to shove off a feeling of suffocation. He needed to be near the sea.


When he reached Chaffers Marina, he sat on a bench and took out his iPhone. He flicked his way through to Miriama’s Facebook. One by one, he clicked through the pictures of his children. The boys had grown, and his daughter was a beautiful virtual reality. How had he become the father he never wanted to be – just like his – the one who was never there?


He dropped the cigarette butt, ground it out under his heel and lit another, taking a long fiery drag. The weight of his depression made him feel like he was treading water in the middle of the ocean wearing a heavy woollen coat.


He enlarged a picture of Miriama’s face until it was just her left eye. Then he scrolled across to the right eye and enlarged it; the golden iris, the black ring at the edge and the flecks of luminescent green around the dilated pupil filled the screen. Breathing roughly, he scrolled down the picture until it was just her mouth. He stared at it, his chest on fire.


He wanted her back. He needed her. It wasn’t just emotion; their creative energy clicked together like quantum Lego. She slid between him and the world, allowing him to be the artist and work his magic, while she knotted the loose endings into an elegant macramé. Without her, he wasn’t creating; he was generating derivative crap. They were a well-oiledtag-team working as one, covering each other’s arses and facing everything the biz could throw at them together.


That’s what he’d lost. And now he was drowning alone in a tank of booze, surrounded by piranhas.


God, he needed a drink so bad. The craving shook his body with its intensity.


He checked his watch and strode towards Cuba Street, to his appointment with his psychiatrist, Doctor Reed.


His doctor looked like an expensive lawyer. Small, with shorn platinum hair and a pale freckled face, she dressed in impeccable pastel suits. She never kept him waiting and was okay if he was late, although she’d never extend his appointments beyond their time. That was fine with him. Spilling his private pain went against everything he was brought up to be. He loathed it, but if it helped him straighten out his life and get his family back, he’d do it.


The door to her office opened and she gestured for him to come in. ‘Karl.’


‘Doctor.’


He sat in his usual chair, and she sat near him, her familiar notebook and pen on her lap. ‘How have you been feeling since Monday? We had quite a breakthrough.’


His face reddened and he looked down.


‘Trust me, Karl; you are doing very well.’


Sweat broke out on his forehead. ‘Bullshit.’ He scowled. ‘Why am I still drinking?’


She shook her head and recited the same blah he’d heard for the past six appointments. ‘Your trauma is deep-seated. We’ve only just scratched the surface; this isn’t going to happen overnight.’




Chapter four


2010


Miriama slid out of the van at the day care centre. She unhooked Damien and hoisted him onto her hip.


‘Miriama?’ A woman’s voice shouted across the carpark. ‘Miriama Samson. Is that you?’


She turned and squinted into the sunlight as a tall, stylish woman with power shoulder-pads walked towards her. The woman’s flawless features hovered in that age between thirty and sixty where rich women dwelt, depending on the expertise of their surgeon. Her face wasn’t ringing any bells.


Cassius took Damien out of her arms. ‘Go chat.’


They met in the middle of the car park. ‘Yes, I’m Miriama.’


‘You don’t remember me, do you?’ The woman grinned. ‘I’m Cilla. Cilla Phillips. Executive producer of the travel documentaries you made in Hawaii for Pasifek Bleu.’ She held out her hand. ‘I was also involved in that awful reality survival thing you did in Papua New Guinea.’


The woman’s identity clicked into place, and Miriama threw back her head and laughed. ‘Oh my God! I remember that show. Wasn’t one of the cast mauled by wild pigs?’


‘Not mauled exactly.’ Cilla grimaced. ‘Just bitten a little bit. But you know what they say. Pain is temporary; celluloid’s forever.’


Miriama laughed. ‘Oh yeah, I remember that saying. You certainly look a lot different now.’


‘I got rid of the ripped jeans and love beads.’ Cilla gestured to herself. ‘As you can see, I’m a suit now.’ She folded her arms. ‘Head creative, Pasifek Bleu Film Studio – by the way, well done on the Critics Film Awards last year. You cleaned up.’ She looked her over. ‘What are you doing now? I didn’t even know you were in the country.’


‘I moved home six months ago to have my daughter,’ Miriama said. ‘I didn’t want to bring up another child in LA,’ she said, fudging the facts a little. She gestured towards the sleeping baby in the car. ‘I’m a stay-at-home mum now with three kids.’


Cilla’s brows fought her iron-clad forehead to frown. ‘Why the hell would you do that?’


Miriama flinched. ‘Ah, because I want to.’


‘Want to?’ Cilla’s eyes widened and she looked nauseous. ‘No. No one wants to do that.’


Miriama looked around. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’


‘Dropping off my godson.’ She gave her a pained look. ‘I’ve got him while my nephew and his wife swan around Nepal building schools and finding themselves. I didn’t volunteer, either. I was landed with the little … treasure.’ She nodded towards the gate as Cassius disappeared through it. ‘Who’s the hunk?’


‘My brother-in-law, Cassius.’


‘Oh – I’m so sorry. Of course, your sister.’


Miriama cleared her throat. ‘Yes, well …’


‘And how is your own hunk of a husband?’ Cilla asked, casting around for a safer subject.


‘We’re separated.’


‘You and Karl?’ Cilla looked at her with the disbelief everyone expressed when they’d heard the news, as if such a thing unravelled the known universe.


‘Yes. Five months,’ she said, her brain adding: two weeks and three days.


‘I’m so, so sorry.’ Cilla flipped open her bejewelled Chanel phone wallet as it buzzed. ‘I’d really, truly love to talk, but I have to dash; I have back-to-back meetings to get to.’


Cilla pulled a card from the wallet and held it out to her. ‘Call me and let’s catch up.’


‘Who was that?’ Cassius asked, as he climbed back into the van.


‘Cilla Phillips. She’s a film executive.’


‘Ooh, what’s it like to reconnect with one of your own kind? Was there a secret handshake, or did you sniff each other’s bums?’ He laughed. ‘I’d pay to see that.’


‘You are such a bloke,’ she said, as she watched Cilla’s Mercedes convertible pull away. ‘It was good in a weird way.’


‘Why?’


She sighed. ‘If I hadn’t married that piece of … never mind, and had babies, I’d be her.’


Cassius laughed. ‘That’s true; and you also wouldn’t have stretchmarks, sore tits and bugger-all bladder control.’


‘I’m a slave to my pelvic floor. I could move furniture with it.’


Cassius gagged. ‘I don’t want to picture that.’


She stared out the windscreen. Karl’s face kept bookending her thoughts. ‘Why did I marry that bastard?’


‘Why are you asking me?’ Cassius shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


Zoe woke with a start and let out a thin wail.


Miriama twisted in her seat, cooed and reached back to pat the baby. ‘Schopenhauer calls it the Wille zum Leben: will to life. He reckons we are attracted to the people whose genetic code will mix with ours and create the best babies.’


Cassius faked a snore. ‘Is that right?’


‘Yes.’ A spark of keen thought flared between her tired eyes. ‘We have no conscious control over who attracts us or who we fall in love with.’ She made an expansive gesture with her hands. ‘It’s a genetic imperative.’


Cassius lifted his eyebrows. ‘So, who is this Chopping Howard guy?’


‘Schopenhauer,’ she corrected. ‘He was a pessimistic German philosopher.’


‘I hope that comes up in a pub quiz.’




Chapter five


1965


Hot and shiny-faced, Ngahere took the roasted leg of lamb out of the oven, covered it with tin foil and left it to rest on the bench. It filled the room with a succulent aroma. She turned the flour-crusted roast vegetables in the sizzling lamb drippings, shut the oven and checked there was enough water in the pudding steamer. She cut the rēwena bread, buttered it thickly, arranged the slices in concentric circles on a platter and tucked a clean damp tea towel around it.


Her flatmates had gone to Ngāti Pōneke for practice and to borrow mattresses for their overnight guests. They were late back. She bet they were hanging around trying to get a look at the carvers who were working out the back. They’d be lucky; those men were under a strict tapu. If the girls got anywhere near them, there would be hell to pay.


El Alamein, Ella, her brother’s wife, was sleeping upstairs in her bedroom. She was so pregnant that, Ngahere imagined, her toes were an unseen mystery to her unless she lay on her back and stuck her legs in the air. She’d never complained, but the frown on her pretty face told them all that she was suffering: sore back, sore legs, and the need to mimi all the time. She shouldn’t have travelled so pregnant, Ngahere thought.


Rewi would laugh it all off. Ngahere shook her head. His joviality would get him murdered one day. She told him often enough. People get pissed off with people who only ever see the bright side of life and never think about the consequences of their own actions.


Ray Columbus faded and the droning upper-class English accent of the disc jockey chimed in, so she tuned out. She wondered if the English fulla her brother was picking up talked like he had a shovel handle up his arse too.


Cilla Black started singing ‘You’re my world’. Ngahere joined in, ripping husks off ears of sweetcorn.


The back door banged. Ngahere stuck her head into the hallway as Rewi stomped in. She stood on tiptoe to peer past her brother’s bulk. ‘Where’s the fulla?’


Rewi stepped sideways and revealed a tall, gangling, stick-thin boy standing just inside the back door. ‘Tadaaa.’ He made a grand gesture. ‘This is Tom the Pom.’ He laughed at his own joke.


The boy shuffled towards Ngahere. He looked half-starved, a hank of black hair flopping over his bright blue eyes. He wore an ill-fitting black suit, twenty years out of date, and a yellowing shirt, frayed around the collar, with a skinny black tie.


‘Hi there, Tom.’ She reached out her hand. ‘I’m Ngahere. This big idiot’s sister.’


His gaze flicked from her to Rewi and back again with obvious confusion.


She’d seen that look before. Rewi was huge and broad with a flat face, broad nose and wide grinning mouth; she was tiny with delicate features, narrow limbs and sharp edges. She grinned. ‘Yeah, I know, we aren’t exactly twins, are we?’


He blushed, mumbled something unintelligible and clasped her hand. His palm was hard and callused, pressing rough skin into hers. Her estimation of him shot upward: a hard worker. Her father would be pleased. ‘Welcome to New Zealand,’ she said with a smile. She stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek.


He stiffened.


She let his hand go and stepped back, glancing into his face.


***


Tom goggled at the girl. She was the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen in his life. Even at the films. He opened his mouth, but his words were stuck to his tonsils. Her unexpected kiss had shocked the life out of him.


She smiled, and something warm and feathery rushed over his skin. Before he could do or say anything, she bustled away, reappearing soon with a tall bottle of beer, a bottle opener and two glasses. She handed them to her brother.


‘Get outside, you two,’ she ordered. ‘You’re cluttering the place. I’ll call you when kai is ready and those wenches get back from club.’


‘You don’t need to tell me twice.’ Rewi grinned at Tom. ‘Come on.’


‘Oh aye,’ Tom mumbled. He hadn’t understood what she’d said, but her tone filled him with warmth.


Tom followed Rewi out the way they had come in, but this time they turned away from the street and walked along a cramped alley to the back garden. It was tiny: a few square feet of scraggly grass lined with a messy mix of vegetables and flowers spilling over low brick walls.


He sat on the ragged deck chair Rewi offered him, and Rewi sat beside him. The big man took a deep breath, pulling a face at the whiff of smoke in the air. ‘Wait till we get back to the farm,’ he said, filling the two glasses with beer. ‘I hate the city; it stinks.’


‘Oh aye.’ Tom nodded, but to his lungs, the air was fresh and clean. Where he came from, the air was always thick with the smoke of thousands of coal fires, billowing out of brick chimneys.


‘We’re gonna drive to the farm tomorrow,’ Rewi said, handing him a glass. ‘I reckon you’ll love it. We got sheep, cattle, pigs, chickens and some crops.’


Tom had never been close to an animal – unless you counted the stray cats who slunk around the fish market. ‘Oh aye, I love animals.’


‘I love the way they taste,’ Rewi said, wriggling his eyebrows.


Tom wasn’t a drinker, but the beer was cold and refreshing.


‘Why’d you wanna come all the way over here?’ Rewi asked.


Tom thought about it for a moment. The truth was he hadn’t wanted to come: he’d been forced. ‘Wor Da.’


‘Sorry?’ Rewi’s brow rumpled. ‘Eh?’


‘My father,’ Tom said, slowing his words to try and iron out his dialect so the other man could understand him. ‘He didn’t want me down t’pit – I mean, down the mine, the coal mine.’ The years of hearing his father’s hacking cough drawing up black mucus came to mind and made him wish, yet again, he wasn’t so ungrateful. A wave of homesickness thickened his voice. ‘He wanted better for me.’


‘He wrote to my father,’ Rewi said. ‘Told us to look after you.’


Tom’s face stiffened.


Rewi laughed. ‘We aren’t doing you any favours, bro. You’re gonna work your skinny white arse off.’


‘Kai time,’ Ngahere called out a window.


‘Kai is food,’ Rewi explained, standing up.


‘Hurry up,’ she ordered. ‘I don’t want it to get cold.’


At the table sat three girls in a row, dark-skinned and pretty, with huge bouffant hairdos and wearing bright patterned summer dresses. One giggled, then all three burst out laughing.


Tom felt his face heat up and wondered what it was that was so funny about him.


‘Shut up,’ Ngahere snapped. The girls flinched and fell silent. ‘These are my cousins and flatmates.’ Ngahere gestured to the trio. ‘Noho, Mary and Aggie.’


‘Hiya,’ the girls said in a chorus.


‘Hello,’ Tom muttered. ‘Nice to meet you.’


‘Sit down.’ Ngahere gestured towards a chair.


The table groaned with more food than Tom had ever seen in his life.


The girls started giggling again.


‘For God’s sake, shut up.’ Ngahere glared at the girls and at her brother. ‘Can’t you see Tom is starving? Rewi, hurry up and say grace.’


Rewi polished off three loaded plates of food, then helped himself to a handful of buttered bread. ‘Where’s my missus?’


Ngahere threw him a sour look. ‘Oh, so you’ve finally noticed?’


‘Yeah.’ He laughed. ‘The room is full of peace and serenity.’


‘She’s not well, you idiot,’ Ngahere said. ‘You can take her a kai when she wakes up.’


Rewi shrugged. ‘She’s just being a hōhā.’


‘She’s ready to drop a baby!’


‘She’s not due for ages.’


‘Two weeks.’


‘No, that’s not right.’ He pulled a face, the difficulty of his mental calculations showing on his face.


‘You shouldn’t have brought her.’


‘She made me.’


‘Because she can’t trust you out of her sight.’


Rewi snorted. ‘I’m perfectly trustworthy.’


The girls burst out laughing again.


Tom sighed with pleasure. The food was delicious. By the time he had finished a hefty portion of steamed pudding with custard and cream, he was stuffed.


‘Have you had enough, Tom?’ Ngahere asked.


‘Yes, thank you,’ he mumbled into his chest. ‘The meal was champion.’


Ngahere smiled. ‘I don’t know what you said, but it sounded nice.’ She turned to the girls. ‘Clear the table, do the dishes and make a pot of tea.’


‘Who died and made you queen?’ Noho said sarcastically.


‘Sorry,’ Ngahere lifted an eyebrow. ‘Did you say something?’


‘No.’ The girl cowered back in her chair.


‘I didn’t think so.’ Ngahere rose from her chair.


‘Let’s get out of here,’ Rewi said to Tom, hauling him out of his chair. ‘Before Miss Bossy Britches finds us something to do.’


Tom didn’t want another beer. His eyelids grew heavy, and yawns engulfed him. He struggled to stay awake in the face of Rewi’s incomprehensible chatter. His body kept teetering sideways before he shook himself awake again. Needing to use the toilet, he excused himself and went inside. He found the bathroom, used it and washed his hands.


The house was full of muted noise. Music played somewhere upstairs, and he could hear giggling and hushed conversation. He peeked into the bigger downstairs rooms.


In the sitting room, an overstuffed couch, mismatched armchairs and a kidney-shaped coffee table had been shoved against the walls. Ngahere knelt on the floor making up beds on two mattresses.


She saw him and started. ‘Holy smokes! You gave me a heart attack.’ She smoothed an orange candlewick bedspread with the flat of her hand. ‘We’ll have to put a bell on you.’


Tom blushed again. The constant fire in his cheeks was humiliating. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t want to disturb you.’


‘It’s okay.’ She pushed herself to her feet. ‘I’m not saying my prayers or anything. Where’s Rewi?’


‘Outside.’


‘Mulling over the miracle of life and the continuing cycle of existence.’


‘Sorry?’ Tom frowned.


‘Don’t listen to me.’ She shook her head. ‘I talk rubbish.’


‘No, no, I understood that last part.’ Tom nodded. ‘I did that a lot on the boat: staring at the sky feeling insignificant.’


‘I don’t think my brother would ever think he was insignificant. He errs a little too much in the other direction.’


Tom laughed.


She gestured to one of the tidily made beds on the floor. ‘This is yours. I hope you weren’t planning on sleep.’ She pulled a face and pointed to the other bed. ‘That’s Rewi’s. His wife said that his drunken ass can sleep down here. He’ll come in when he’s ready for bed. Oh, he snores louder than a train.’


‘I’m used to it.’ He smiled. ‘I can sleep anywhere. This is fine; champion.’


Ngahere touched his arm. ‘I know this is hard, being so far from home, alone, but you have us. We’ll make sure nothing happens to you.’


Tom stood stock still, aware of her touch with every inch of his body. ‘So, here’s to your first night in a new world. I know you’re probably tired, so I’ll leave you to it.’ She stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. ‘Goodnight, Tom.’


Her kiss seeped into his bones. He knew it was a comforting gesture. Girls like her wouldn’t look twice at him under any other circumstances. He was fully aware of his shortcomings as a man.


He knew he should make his excuses and try and get some sleep, but he did not want to leave her.


He’d spent the long, arduous trip surrounded by hundreds of people. Some had tried to befriend him, but his grief at losing his mother and his anger at his father’s insistence that he sail less than a week after her funeral had frozen him from the inside out. Now, though, he was thawing. The grief, released from the ice, washed his insides.


She must have sensed his hesitation to turn in. ‘Not ready to go to bed yet? Why don’t we have a cup of tea?’ she suggested, squeezing his arm.


He nodded. ‘Champion.’


Ngahere led him back to the kitchen. ‘Where are you from?’


‘Newcastle upon Tyne.’


‘Where is that?’


‘Northumberland. Just below Scotland.’


Her brows drew together. ‘What’s it like where you come from?’


‘Cold,’ he said. ‘Hard.’


‘Oh.’ She gestured for him to sit at the kitchen table while she made the tea. ‘Your father met mine in the war.’


‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Yes.’


‘He saved my father’s life,’ she said.


‘I think they saved each other. He was wor Da’s best friend.’ His eyes prickled at the thought of his father. ‘From then till now. When your father found out Mam was dying and Da was sick, he wrote that I should come here – for a better life.’ He closed his eyes. ‘I’m grateful.’


‘I’m so sorry your mum died,’ Ngahere said.


‘Thank you.’ His shoulders slumped as a sigh escaped him. ‘It happened so fast. She found out she had cancer, and it feels like days later she was dead. It was like it was the finding out that killed her.’ He swallowed hard. ‘I didn’t want to leave Da. I wanted to stay, take care of him …’


‘Of course you did.’


‘I’m grateful, but …’ He swallowed hard, trying to stop the words that seemed to want to flow from him, but unable to do it. ‘It was my brother Stanley who wanted to come here. He’s the one for adventures. But he’d been in trouble with the law …’
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