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Preface


WHEN A MOVIE IS re-released with the appendage, The Director’s Cut under the title, you just know it’s going to be at least half an hour longer than the original and will include all those sequences, those celluloid darlings, that the brutal producers/investors forced the poor director to abandon when the film was first released.


Love & Money, The Writer’s Cut isn’t like that: it’s shorter than the original and doesn’t include any sequences that the original publisher and editor forced me to cut. Just the reverse in fact — I’ve been the brute wielding the scalpel.


I did a lot of moaning and whingeing — not uncommon with writers — back in 2012 when Love & Money, my first novel under my own name, was published. I didn’t like the cover and thought the small format was a clear signal to booksellers that the publisher had no faith in it. I harboured that resentment through to my next novel, The Antipodeans, and told my publisher at the time they could stick their option, I was taking that book elsewhere. That publisher was very good about it, possibly because they already had their quota of moaning, whingeing writers.


Time and perspective have forced me to concede that I also got some things wrong.


In particular, the original novel never fully escaped the screenplay that it had come from. That screenplay had been such a thoroughly enjoyable creative collaboration (with the late Dean Parker) and emotional investment that it was difficult for me to abandon it. It was also difficult to be objective about the parts of it that were schematic and unsatisfying in prose.


We don’t often get a chance to write our wrongs. I’m grateful to my publisher Kevin Chapman for giving me this opportunity to finally cut Love & Money free from its provenance.




The Day of the Cockerel




PEOPLE FALL IN AND OUT OF LOVE, she wanted to say to the woman on the end of the phone. Love is a feeling, an emotional alchemy, not a contractual obligation. Don’t confuse love with marriage. One may be a product of the other, but they’re not the same thing. People change, hearts swing — that’s just the way it is.


‘I don’t want that slut bringing up my little boy!’


Liz was counting down the minutes. The woman, Terri, she saw from the file, was lost in pain and bitterness, and Liz was making all the right responses, but inside her head, Alice Cooper was singing that school was out for summer, school was out for ever.


It was a telephone conversation she’d had a couple of hundred times before, she guessed, a broad scenario of betrayal and loss where only the players changed: the names of the parties to the dissolution of marriage application open on the desk before her, the details in the supporting affidavits, who had left whom, who had wronged whom, the number and circumstances of the children affected by the rift. Terri’s husband’s name was Slade. The three-year-old’s name was Shannon. The other woman, Derana, ‘that slut’, had been Terri’s best friend. Terri had lost her marriage and her best friend, and was terrified she was about to lose her son.


Liz cupped her forearm under her belly and tried to lean back in the chair to take the pressure off her lower back. It was time to be the teensiest bit directive.


‘Slade will always know who his mother is, Terri.’


‘Slade? Slade’s the fucking rat—


‘Shannon, sorry, Shannon. Shannon will always know who his mother is, whether or not Slade’s new relationship turns out to be long term.’


Liz had been on the other side of the equation when she left Mike for Sean, and in retrospect she was grateful for the maturity Mike had shown, particularly to Rosie, despite his distress. There’d been times when Mike seemed about to vent suppressed hostility on Sean, but the plug of friendship and history had kept the volcano from blowing. So far.


Liz was tired. Perhaps it was the hormones, but she wasn’t sure she could take any more of this. She had to deal with Terri and get out the door. It was the end of her last day before maternity leave began. She’d had the shared lunch, got cards from all the girls and best wishes from the guys, mostly awkward, and a farewell speech from the assistant registrar, overweight, a clipped beard hiding his jowls, apparently a star in suburban amateur theatre, who told her he hoped ‘opening night’ went well. Cheeky prick.


‘She’s taken my husband. I don’t want that bitch going anywhere near my son!’


The fall-back position was to acknowledge pain, before moving on. ‘I know this is a difficult time,’ Liz said, again. ‘You must be feeling awful.’ She could have said ‘devastated’ or ‘betrayed’ but had to stay away from words that inflamed the situation. Almost on cue, Terri burst into great heart-wrenching sobs. Tears were a good sign.


Liz continued to make the right noises, reassuring Terri that her place as Shannon’s mother would not be usurped, but also firmly advancing the Family Court mantra that the welfare of the child in this situation was paramount, and that it wouldn’t be in the interests of Shannon to be deprived of access to his father. ‘But we can work with you both, through mediation, to make sure that conditions are imposed.’


Somehow, the conversation found an end-point and Liz was finally able to put the phone back in its cradle. Time to go. Alice Cooper was insistent. She rose from her chair behind the desk, not easily, having to push backwards and upwards, holding her belly.


Everything was in order for her successor, the new Family Court counselling co-ordinator, a red-headed woman with hard, ambitious eyes, whom Liz knew would try to fashion a permanent job out of her maternity leave. Liz was past caring. She just wanted to be home with the baby.


She was upright, about to take the first step towards the door, when her phone buzzed. She looked at it, uncertain, then at her watch. Five minutes short of five. Duty won. She picked up the phone.


‘Liz,’ said her ex-husband, as her heart fell. ‘I’ve been given the royal order of the boot. Again! What is it about me?’


Liz wasn’t about to embark on that. She knew what was coming, and dreaded the words.


‘Just need a roof over my head, Lizzie, for a couple of days, till I get myself sorted.’


Fuck. What could she say? Poor Sean. Should she ring him on his portable brick? He’d already be in the air. Besides, Sean had been given the mobile by Parliamentary Services, who paid the rental, and he had told her she should ring it only in a domestic emergency. Was Mike moving in an emergency? She hoped not.
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It was one of those perfect days. Below him the symmetrical white cone of Mount Egmont splayed out across the Taranaki plain. This green and pleasant land. Blighted, if he looked harder, by the methanol plants at Motunui and Waitara, monuments to David’s predecessor, Robert Muldoon, ‘an interventionist socialist demagogue’, according to David, ‘who ended up in the wrong party, thank God’.


Preferring to concentrate on a hopeful future, not a compromised past, he looked west, following the thrust of the land out into the blue Tasman. This was the very best part of his job. Flying home across this bit of rock at the end of the world towards which he now felt so protective, and which he was helping transform into a beacon of hope. Rock at the end of the world, beacon of hope. Had he used those already? If not, David could use them. They were very David.


People thought he had the best job in the world, the easiest job, helping to write speeches for the greatest orator on the international political stage. David Lange needs speech writers? they’d ask with patent disbelief. Someone writes those words?


What they invariably remembered was David’s heroics two years ago at the Oxford Union, the I-can-smell-the-uranium-on-your-breath response to a question from a student, a preppy American. Of course that bit was spontaneous, David at his improvisational best, thinking on his feet, the agile debater, deflecting a very good question that he didn’t want to answer. And never did.


But the rest of the speech, other memorable lines, like the bouncing of the rubble, were the product of hours, days, weeks of careful construction by himself and David and Margaret. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs had washed their hands of David for agreeing to the debate, and they had to go it alone, aware that Reagan was watching in the White House and that every moment of that speech was going to be studied by analysts at the State Department.


Heady days. Travelling the world with David, addressing the UN, seeing Secretary of State George Shultz’s glacial-blue eyes at close range. But foreign policy was no longer the problem.


The problem was Roger Douglas, whose mien equalled George Shultz’s for expressionless malevolence. The meeting this afternoon in David’s office on the ninth floor of the Beehive was supposed to have been about shaping David’s address to the party conference. The general election loomed in August and an unprecedented second term beckoned, if they could hold the party together. That meant finding a way to placate a fair proportion of the party faithful who felt betrayed by Douglas’s right-wing economic reforms: the monetarist approach to inflation, the proposed sale of state assets, the removal of tariffs and subsidies. Unemployment was up, interest rates were sky-high.


David’s constituency was hurting. On one occasion, Sean had come in on David staring out the window towards the Old Parliament Buildings. ‘People who make things and people who grow things are going to the wall,’ he’d said, ‘while the people who make money seem to just go on making more money. How does that work?’


He and David and Margaret Pope had been warming to the task this afternoon when Douglas crashed the meeting. It might have been a random encounter, the Minister of Finance wandering in to chat to the Prime Minister. It was late afternoon: maybe he wanted a drink. On the other hand, he might have heard about the meeting’s agenda and wanted to derail it. It wasn’t clear. What had worried Sean was David’s demeanour.


It never ceased to amaze him that a man who could be so comfortable addressing crowds of thousands or audiences of millions could be so palpably nervous if someone he didn’t like was in the same room. He’d been sitting on one of the chairs in front of his desk with Margaret and himself, but as soon as Douglas appeared, David shut off the discussion, and began to show anxiety, the tells that would make him hopeless at poker: craning his neck against the constraints of his collar, swallowing a belch that never seemed to arrive, pulling the flap of his tie to cover his belly. Then he retreated behind the bastion of his desk. Sean had sensed a recent cooling between the two men, but this was chilling. Douglas never said what he’d come for. When he disappeared as abruptly as he’d appeared, David was discombobulated and they couldn’t get the discussion back on track. Sean had felt a question growing like a tumour behind David’s eyes — what had he unleashed?


Sitting on the economic fence wasn’t easy, and though David had a more comfortable arse for the perch than Sean did, Sean had left the Beehive for the airport feeling sorry for his boss, that David’s fate was so inextricably intertwined with such a cold ideologue. Douglas never wavered; he seemed not to have a doubting nerve in his body. Sean loved David, loved his doubt, loved his humanity. Loved him and feared for him.


Stone Face Douglas’s policies had left David vulnerable to his own left wing, who didn’t understand the compromises of real power, who, just like Douglas, thought in terms of ideological economic purity rather than practical policy. The regional conferences had shown divisions in the party membership. Some were ecstatic, riding the wave of power after a decade in the wilderness, giving an almost total endorsement to the anti-nuclear foreign policy. But a substantial minority were equally vocal in rejecting Rogernomics.


Just last week Douglas had been booed and jeered at Auckland’s regional conference. Some of Sean’s erstwhile union colleagues had proposed remits seeking to prevent privatisation of state assets, but Douglas had opposed them and successfully faced them down over an uproar. It was an uneasy peace.


Sean’s former colleagues thought Sean had deserted them, become part of Douglas’s power entourage, but Douglas knew better. When Sean caught Douglas looking at him this afternoon, under those hooded eyes, he looked like an eradicator who had found a rat of doubt in David’s nest. Was he, Sean, now a target?


As the 737 took wing, Sean looked down on picture-perfect Wellington and was glad to be escaping. The poison of political gossip and innuendo couldn’t escape the corralling hills, kept falling back on its centre, boiling and bubbling and drawing in more toxins. Auckland’s low land, wide water and high sky — is that how Curnow’s poem went? — flung the bullshit out from the centre and it seemed to dissipate quickly and become of little moment.


The moaning minnies of the left had no idea what David was up against, the tenuous line he had to tread. They sounded angry, disaffected, betrayed. Ignorant bastards, the lot of them.
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By the time Sean got home, Mike was on to his third beer and Liz was already getting an uncomfortable feeling that he’d never left and that her second marriage had been nothing more than a happy fantasy. Liz always greeted Sean warmly at the front door with a kiss and a hug, as Rosie waited to do the same, but this time she clung to him a second or two longer, and Rosie wasn’t there.


‘She’s in the kitchen,’ said Liz, ‘with Mike. He’s been given the flick by Charlotte.’


No surprises there, but that thought was overtaken by a more urgent question. ‘Where’s he . . . ?’


Liz grimaced.


‘With us? How long? Is this a temporary—?’


‘Just to get himself sorted, he said.’


Finally, Sean said it. ‘No surprises there.’ Not from the moment Mike and Charlotte had got together. Knowing Mike so well, and knowing Charlotte not at all, both he and Liz reasoned it had to be infatuation, worship from afar, a younger woman putting an older man on a pedestal. Because if Charlotte had known Mike like they knew Mike, up close and personal, she would have realised that falling in love with him was tantamount to an act of amorous suicide.


But it wasn’t Mike McGuire, serial amorist, who rose from the kitchen table and made his way around the tubs of gib-stopper to hug Sean, it was Mike McGuire his long-lost brother. And Mike was his brother, an old-school blood brother. Growing up in the only single-child families in O’Neill Street, surrounded by working-class Catholic and Pacific Island mobs, they’d had no option but to make a small, tight brotherhood out of their nuclear family disadvantages.


Sean took the last Steinlager out of the fridge and settled at the table with Mike and Liz and Rosie. They had history, he and Mike. And now they had a wife in common, and a child. They were family.


Liz looked across to Rosie, who was delighted, beatific, at the perfection of them sitting around the table, the disparate components of her family come together. Proof to Liz, who was always looking for it, that Rosie had benefited from her break-up with Mike: Rosie still had Mike and she had a loving relationship with Sean, who had managed to be a father figure without usurping Mike’s place.


Mike was full of plans. He’d pay his way by helping Sean gib and stop the kitchen this weekend, then he’d paint it next week while Sean was back in Wellington.


Sean managed to make the right noises. There was no denying Mike would be good value — Mike’s father, Danny, had been a painter and decorator, a wiry little Irishman in paint-splattered white overalls with a rag hanging from the back pocket and a fag hanging from his mouth. Mike had helped his father after schools, weekends, whenever Danny was under pressure, which seemed to be all the time, due to a combination of alcohol and emphysema. ‘Slave labour’, Mike had called it, and blamed his father for killing any romance in manual work. No wonder Mike had become a feckless actor rather than taking up a trade.


But all those years had inculcated in Mike a knowledge of the trade; he knew how to prepare a surface, how to wield the flat planes of a putty knife and how to feather and post a brush and cut in; he even knew the forgotten art of hanging wallpaper. Maybe, thought Sean, this thing with Charlotte, the withdrawal of her financial support — which must have been considerable given her eastern suburbs provenance and her job in the higher echelons of Starcorp, one of the soaring merchant banking corporations — might prompt another change in Mike: he could give away the acting and get a real job.


As soon as Mike had gone off to the theatre, and Rosie had disappeared to make up a bed for her father in the spare room, Liz slumped. ‘I didn’t need this,’ she said. ‘Last day at work . . . But when he rang, what could I say?’


Sean was solicitous, she’d done the right thing, but equally clear that she shouldn’t run round after Mike, couldn’t. The baby had to take precedence.


‘Have you thought about what happens after that?’ asked Liz. ‘A baby in the house, and Mike?’


‘Having him here to finish the kitchen before you go into labour is no bad thing,’ ventured Sean.


‘Coming home with the baby to a finished kitchen would be bliss . . .’


‘But after that, no way.’ Sean was adamant. ‘Two babies in the house? Can’t happen.’
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It was late, about 11.30, when a van with a broken muffler stopped outside the house, doors were opened and slammed and loud voices approached their front door. Sean opened it to find Mike draped over a young woman.


‘I am Tom Conti!’ exclaimed Mike.


‘Course you are,’ said the young woman, who identified herself as Zoe, and told Sean that at least this time Mike had been able to give them an address.


This time? thought Sean, as Mike slumped from Zoe to him. Sean wanted to ask her how Mike could have got so drunk so quickly — the show must have finished little over an hour ago — but Zoe was being called by some kids in the noisy van and made her exit.


By the time Sean got Mike to the kitchen, Liz and Rosie were awake and had come through. Liz put the coffee on, as Mike expanded on the Tom Conti theme. It transpired that the cast list for the next-but-one main bill, Alan Ayckbourn’s The Norman Conquests, had been posted and some ‘squeaky bastard’ called Jolyon had been given the lead by Tyrone, the artistic director.


‘The writing’s on the green-room wall,’ wailed Mike. ‘I’m on the skids.’


No need to prove it by coming home crying drunk, thought Liz. Sean was looking up at her with panic and desperation in his eyes, as Mike wailed on.


‘And I’ve blown it with Charlotte, I’ve completely fucked it up.’


Rosie immediately hugged him from behind as he sat in his chair. ‘We love you, Daddy,’ said Rosie. ‘Don’t we, Mummy?’


Liz wanted to tell Rosie the truth. Love might be blind, but in her experience, and that of the many men and women she talked to in the course of her job, there was often a remembered moment when the veil of love slipped, when you glimpsed something in your partner that you’d never seen before, some reality that made it impossible ever to pull the veil back into position. For some, men particularly, it seemed, that glimpse might be of something minor and physical, a sign of degeneration that hadn’t been there before — an exploded vein on a thigh, a hair on a chin, a droop of skin on the back of an arm. But mostly, for both sexes, it was a glimpse of some emotional vista previously either absent or obscured.


Liz’s moment with Mike had come when she told him she was pregnant, with the baby who turned out to be Rosie. Not a sliver of joy, not a fleeting second when he might have seen past his own anxieties to imagine what she might have been feeling. Instead, his face had shown alarm, the fear of an animal caught in a trap. She’d suppressed her own joy, robbed of it by his assumption that the reasons not to have the baby made sense. He had chapter and verse on what a bad father he’d been to his son, Hendrix, and at one level that made sense. But Mike had said that he loved her and that he wanted to be with her forever, and surely that didn’t preclude children?


Worse, much worse, he’d never asked her what she wanted to do. She’d been so stunned, so numbed by his intransigence, that she’d found herself sitting in front of a counsellor at the abortion clinic. Weeping. When the counsellor had called Mike in, and told him she wasn’t prepared to recommend the termination, Mike was wide-eyed with surprise.


Afterwards, he wasn’t angry, just resigned, whereas she, as the pregnancy progressed, became increasingly resentful. How could he love her and not love the fact that she was carrying his baby?


When the first contractions had started, late afternoon, they’d felt like gas, and she’d been hesitant to mention them to Mike. When, finally, she’d told him that she thought they were the real thing, he’d been dismissive, said he’d be home before anything happened, and went off to theatre to play a sensitive character who missed out on all the action. When her waters broke, she’d had to leave a message at the theatre for Mike, then ring a taxi and get herself to hospital.


There must have been some telepathic guilt transference, though: as Liz was grunting like a stevedore in the delivery suite at St Helen’s Maternity, Mike was also centre stage, the focus of attention, but voiceless.


‘What think you, Guildenstern?’ the actor opposite him had eventually enquired over the looming silence. Tony, playing Rosencrantz, was experienced enough to recognise the sheer terror of the dried actor in Mike’s eyes, the abyss of words and memory behind. But there was nowhere else to go, no way of getting anyone else on stage, no props to grab, no way out, just these two spear carriers, whom Tom Stoppard had elevated to centre stage.


‘Any thoughts, perchance, my dear Guildenstern?’ Tony had enquired again, the terror gradually infecting him too, as Mike’s dry showed no sign of dissipating, and Tony began forgetting what his own next lines were. ‘Any thoughts? Anything at all?’


‘Over to you, Rosencrantz,’ croaked Mike, finally, before walking off stage.


Tony told Liz it took all his forbearance not to call Mike a cunt, right there on stage, but he managed to save his curses until the curtain. As they staggered on through the rest of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, Mike and Tony’s friendship also bit the dust. Tony never forgave Mike and repeated the story endlessly to whoever would listen, including Liz, to the point where ‘Over to you, Rosencrantz’ entered the lexicon as a euphemism for dodging obligation, for dereliction of duty.


Liz never forgave Mike either.


Once Rosie was born, Mike’s essential good, loving nature took over and no one would ever have sensed, given his devotion to the little girl, that he’d never wanted her. But Liz knew. And the more he showed how much he loved Rosie, the angrier Liz became that Mike had so nearly expunged her from their lives.


The things about Mike she’d found mildly irritating, or even funny, began to grate and corrode, and she found a ready confidant, who loved him too, knew every nuance of the man, and found him as frustrating and infuriating as she did.


Liz hadn’t known Sean before Mike introduced her to him, but he became her friend too, the one friend who knew exactly what she was going through. Sean was no quisling, to begin with. He acknowledged Mike’s shortcomings, but was always able to find some redeeming quality that made Liz feel better about being locked into a life with him. Sean was Mike’s advocate, never once undermining him, never once using her gripes about his friend to advance his own case. Sean loved them both, wanted the best for them both. But in being so loving, so rational, so even-handed, Sean was gradually revealing the depth and width of his emotional grasp and capacity.


Liz grew to love him for it, and notice more its absence in her husband. And that was it, really: she’d wanted to see inside Sean, and impulsively lifted his rimless glasses from his nose and looked unfettered into his grey eyes. She couldn’t say exactly what it was she’d been looking for but there it was, behind the mild alarm at having his glasses so abruptly removed, the calm goodness of Sean’s soul.


That first moment was irretrievable. She couldn’t get it back and rework it to mean something else, something that wasn’t so damaging to Mike. Sean had begun being there for Mike, then he’d been there for both of them, and finally she’d discovered that he was there for her.


The naked eyes led to a kiss. The kiss led to a clinch that was nothing like the supportive hugs he’d given her in the past. Mike had been at work, this time on the battlements of Elsinore, declaiming ‘To be or not to be, that is the question’, while Liz and Sean were banishing any doubt with a passionate fuck on the Prince of Denmark’s marital bed. The sex had been a surprise — that Sean’s urgent thin hips fitted her better than Mike’s.


They told Mike as soon as he got home. In that moment, Mike’s reaction, the gobsmacked bewilderment, fused with acceptance that his wife and his best friend were lovers, Liz found her love for him again. Too late.


Now Rosie draped herself over Mike as he sat there in misery, her chin on his shoulder, her hazel eyes looking up plaintively at her mother. Again, that sourness rose like a crocodile from her deep. How could you not have wanted her?


‘Of course we love him,’ said Liz, trying to suppress a sigh as she sat down. Sean found her hand under the table and squeezed it in gratitude.


[image: image]


Once they were finally, blessedly, back in bed, Sean agreed there was no way out, not this time. He and Liz had argued that for obvious reasons they couldn’t be Mike’s support person when Liz had left him, but this time, as his two best friends, they had no excuse.


What freaked them both out was Mike’s offer to pay his way by labour in lieu of rent. Rent? Fuck, how long did he think he was staying? Sean said they had to take an opportunity to quote his own words back to him, in a positive way, like: ‘Mike, we’re happy to help you out for a couple of days while you get yourself sorted.’


‘That’s quite flash, actually,’ said Liz, turning on her side and snuggling up. ‘You’re not wasting your time down there in Wellington, are you?’


There was some hope, they also agreed, that this supportive role might be short-lived. Mike had seemed relatively untroubled by his break-up with Fay, who had followed Liz and preceded Charlotte. So much so that Liz and Sean had never really learnt exactly what happened with Fay. Maybe his relationship with Charlotte would prove to be as shallow and shuckable as his whatever-it-was with Fay.


‘Does he really love Charlotte, do you think?’ she asked Sean. ‘Or is it just vanity?’


‘Vanity?


‘And pride. Being rejected.’


‘I dunno,’ said Sean, never willing to speak uncharitably. ‘Maybe he loved her too.’


Liz knew Mike had really loved her, and she caught herself thinking that there was some satisfaction in that. Even if it hadn’t worked out with Mike, there was still something to be said for having been the love of someone’s life. That was vanity, for sure, but what the hell.


She couldn’t stay on her side. Sean had to help roll her over on her back. She went to sleep almost immediately, subduing the tune that was still playing in her head, despite everything. Take a break, Alice.




LIZ AND SEAN WOKE TO A GENTLE TAP on the bedroom door: Mike and Rosie with tea and toast for two. ‘Mānuka honey,’ said Mike, pointing to the toast, and not looking in the least hungover.


‘I told him that’s what you like,’ said Rosie.


‘That’s so sweet,’ said Liz, and it was. But also quite weird. Rosie wanted to stay home from school, and Liz could understand why. Indeed, it felt like a Saturday — not rushing off to work, having a lie-in, Sean being home — but it was only Friday. She knew that Sean had come home a day early on a prime-ministerial mission, which Mike’s presence in the house threatened to make problematic.


Sean’s mind was on the potential Mike grenade. ‘When do I tell him I’m going to the game?’


They decided on a simple enough strategy, so that the subject came up casually in conversation. Liz would leave this morning’s Herald on the table so that Mike could read the inevitable front-page headline, and his response might allow Sean to say that he was going to the game.


However, Rabuka’s coup in Fiji filled the front page and the Rugby World Cup opening game didn’t get a mention until the back page of section two: New Rugby Era Begins Today at Eden Park.


If Mike saw it, he ignored it. When he began stacking the chairs, he still ignored it, as he did even when he actually handed the paper to Liz before covering the table with a paint wrapper. His focus was on the job ahead, as he and Sean lifted the first gib sheet from the pile leaning against the back wall, laid it on top of the table and measured for the initial cut. Liz caught Sean’s eye and they shrugged. Sean had obviously decided not to spoil the mood, and Liz couldn’t blame him.


She watched for a while, delighting in the way Mike and Sean worked together, their understanding almost telepathic. There was never a stumble or bump as they manoeuvred the gib board around the confines of the lean-to extension, minimal discussion, an unspoken understanding of the carrying, measuring, cutting and hammering; four hands, one mind.


Rosie wanted to help, and Mike and Sean tried to involve her, but it quickly became clear to Liz that the extra pair of unknowing hands was a hindrance, and she drew Rosie to the side to help her change the sheets on the beds and do a load of washing. The day was wintry, threatening rain, but they hung the sheets on the line anyway.


Rosie walked two doors along to see if she could help Sandy with her best friend Clementine’s baby sister, and Liz sat in her grandmother’s chair, which she’d re-covered and placed in the front room where it got the morning sun in winter.


She had two old copies of Country Life she had taken from the waiting room at work, donated by one of the judges, a well-meaning woman from Remuera with an accent so plummy she couldn’t help but be perceived as patronising even when she wasn’t. But the Country Life donations proved how divorced Her Honour was from the lives of most of the women who passed through the waiting room and her court. They were never read, just sat ignored under the pile of garish women’s mags and TV guides — which eased Liz’s guilt about bringing them home.


In her heart Liz believed what her mother had told her, that some essential underpinning of a person’s character was formed during their gestation. Nurture and Nature working together on the unborn. So she’d promised herself, as late in her pregnancy as it was, to read only material that promoted calmness and relaxation. That ruled out anything work-related. She’d also ruled out women’s magazines, to avoid any feelings of bitchiness, not to mention self-aggrandising memoirs about overcoming the odds. Had everyone had such a bad childhood? She hadn’t. Perhaps if St Hilda’s in dull old Dunedin had been passionately Catholic rather than benignly, boringly Anglican, she’d have had more guilt and angst to bedevil her. But she’d loved it, and if dealing with the bereft and broken passing through the Family Court had taught her anything, it was that life got tough soon enough: she wanted to make sure this baby got a serene start, even before it was born. When she looked at Rosie, she saw a reticence and a watchfulness that she suspected might have come osmotically through Liz’s womb.


She opened the older of the two magazines and luxuriated in the ads for country houses. It was an England of hedgerows bathed in sunshine, where the Industrial Revolution never happened. She knew these magazines were at least as big a lie as any fiction, but it was a gently landscaped lie. She turned the pages slowly.


By the time Rosie got back, Liz was asleep, the magazine open in her lap. Rosie tried not to wake her, but Liz woke anyway: her back had gone numb and she needed to change position. She looked at her watch and asked her daughter to see whether Sean and Mike were ready for morning tea. Then she pushed herself out of the chair, went to the bathroom, peed, wiped her face and waddled down the hallway to check on progress.


Rosie was at the end of the hallway holding her nose. ‘Don’t go in there, Mum, it’s revolting.’


Liz had to, of course. She was stunned by how much they’d done — fully half the interior of the kitchen/dining room lean-to had been sheeted in gib — and by the smell. The sound effects confirmed it. Mike and Sean seemed to be farting to some hidden beat that only they could hear. They weren’t talking, weren’t laughing, just farting in time with every move they made. Every lift, every cut, every hammer blow on every flat-head, was accompanied by a perfectly syncopated basso rumble or soprano squeak. The air was foetid. Sean saw Liz and Rosie and immediately stopped, and stood there on the fold-out steps with a stupid look on his face, grinning from ear to ear. ‘Bottom Burp Concerto,’ he said, ‘by Mozfart.’


‘Duelling bumjos,’ added Mike, ‘by Deadbelly.’


And they laughed like drains.


What is it about men? Liz thought, not for the first time. A woman would have to be seriously unwell to be able to do that, and psychologically unhinged to find it funny. ‘If you let the air clear,’ she said, I’ll make you a cup of tea.’
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It had been a good morning, an excellent morning, Sean thought, as they settled at the table out on the deck and waited for Liz and Rosie to bring the tea. Mike was the perfect DIY partner: skilled, focused and energetic. Danny McGuire had done his son a serious disservice — Mike could have got his trade ticket and been well-off by now, running his own business, being his own boss, charging the earth for do-ups in his old neighbourhood.


But Sean knew he could never broach the subject, unless Mike brought it up. To do so would be akin to telling Mike he’d failed at his chosen profession. Sean wished he didn’t have to be so careful about which subjects he raised in conversation with his oldest and best friend. It was like traversing a minefield, except with Mike you knew exactly where the mines were: almost everywhere.


There was a big mine right in front of them now. And no stepping around this one, because he would shortly have to excuse himself from the gibbing. His afternoon was spoken for. Sean couldn’t tell Mike that Parliamentary Services had procured his ticket for this afternoon’s game, that he’d come home to Auckland a day early just for this purpose, that David had asked him to test the Rugby World Cup waters. That would be a betrayal of David’s confidence, and a red rag to Mike’s bull.


David didn’t trust the NZRFU, or the wider rugby community. The chairman, Russ Thomas, had come to the Beehive earlier in the month and had assured David and Mike Moore, the Minister for Sport, that the NZRFU was going to have nothing further to do with the Springboks until South Africa had sorted itself out. It was a not-so-subtle attempt to clean the slate before the World Cup kicked off, and Thomas, who had a rumpled straight-talking honesty about him, never pretended it was anything else.


When Thomas left, Moore pronounced himself convinced. Moore was close to David, liked an extra scoop of chips as much as his leader did, and was therefore in some elemental way regarded by David as trustworthy.


David appreciated, more than anyone, that this World Cup was an attempt by rugby to rehabilitate itself after 1981, to try and cast off the old image of a game administered by a bunch of rural, racist National Party rednecks. But despite Thomas’s assurances, David was wary of committing the government to more than cursory support of this fledgling tournament. Would it grab the imagination of the country, unite it, heal old wounds? Or was it the last desperate thrashings of a dinosaur?


Sean thought David might prefer it to be the last of these. There was something about his antipathy to rugby that went deeper than Muldoon’s shameless use of the NZRFU suckers in ’81 as a political pawn. Sean guessed, though David had never spoken about it, that it might have something to do with the relentless bullying of an overweight child who was hopeless at sport. David had become a fan of the rival code. League had always had working-class credibility. It was also the underdog sport, and the subject, like David, of contemptuous jokes from the rugby diehards.


But David was also a political pragmatist. What if the Rugby World Cup struck a chord in the hearts of a country that was ready for reconciliation? What if the All Blacks won it? Could he and Labour afford not to be associated with that? Could David take the risk of not being in that picture, with an election less than two months after the final?


Sean was pleased that David seemed to think he had good antennae when it came to populist matters. Maybe it was because they’d known each other in previous lives.


David had been the go-to lawyer for the union alliance Sean was secretary of. His reputation as a defender of the poor and impoverished had been firmly established before Sean had met him, but Sean had still watched in gobsmacked wonder as this hugely overweight solicitor, lank hair falling over his glasses, had danced around a police prosecutor on a bail application for an Armenian kitchen hand with zero English who’d whacked a pig of a restaurant owner with a pasta pot. David had shown complete command of a file Sean had delivered to him only five minutes before the defendant was ushered into the dock and charged with criminal assault.


David managed to convince the judge that the defendant wasn’t a flight risk and should retain his passport. Even more impressive was David’s reaction when the Armenian promptly skipped bail and the country. ‘The trifecta!’ he’d boomed to an anxious Sean. ‘Our man is free, the evil employer will think twice before abusing employees in the vicinity of pasta pots, and no hearing, no incarceration, means a win for the taxpayer!’


Sean looked past Mike through the new windows to where Liz was pouring hot water from the kettle into the teapot and decided now was as good a time as any. He mentioned, as casually as possible, that he was going to the game that afternoon.


‘Where?’ asked Mike, already incredulous, because of course he knew the answer.


‘Eden Park, where else?’


He could see Mike’s cogs turning. Eden Park. Fortress Rugby, Ground Zero during the climax of the ’81 anti-Springbok Tour protests: cars overturned, running clashes between police and protesters, a Cessna strafing the players with flour bombs.


‘Brothers in arms, I thought we were,’ pressed Mike.


Arms? Yes, Sean and Mike had stood shoulder to shoulder in greatcoats and full-face helmets under the long batons of the Red Squad, but although some people tried to paint it as a civil war, it was actually more civil than war. No tear gas. No guns. No body count. ‘Brothers with well-padded arms,’ said Sean, trying to lighten it.


‘Seemed to matter. Back then.’


And away Mike went, proving that for him, at least, the scars from ’81 were far from healed. Chapter and verse from the protester’s lament. Jesus, it was depressing hearing it all again. For a terrible moment, Sean thought Mike was going to raise an arm in the air and chant ‘Amandla ngawethu!’ He managed, just, to hear Mike out, then calmly said he wanted to go with an open mind, to check it out, to see whether it was the same old bullshit, or the beginning of a renewal. As he uttered that last phrase, Sean knew he’d blown it.


Mike pounced. ‘The beginning of a renewal? That sounds like Fatboy’s speech writer talking. Has he put you up to this?’


Fatboy. Sean looked at Mike, well-muscled, handsome, a man who’d never had to worry about what sort of prejudice his physical appearance might engender in others. Mike was probably pretty typical of the New Zealand manhood that had persecuted David as a child and turned him, except when he was performing for a crowd, into a quivering mass of insecurities.


Liz and Rosie arrived with the teapot, four cups and a plate of chocolate wheatens. Sean wasn’t sure whether Liz had overheard the last exchange or whether she simply picked up on the changed mood between the two men, but without a word she took Rosie and two cups and disappeared back inside with a couple of biscuits. Sean watched her go, then turned back to Mike.


‘The trouble with you,’ he said, ‘is that you never change and you can’t credit that other people do, and you can’t countenance the slightest possibility that because people change the world might actually become a better place.’ As he spoke, a part of his brain was recording words, assessing them, thinking that last bit might be useful. It was the sort of rhetoric that in David’s mouth might sound like it meant something.


But Mike was right onto him, the prick. ‘Save it for Fatboy’s speech,’ he said. ‘Next thing you’ll be saying keep politics out of sport.’


‘How can you call yourself an actor and not believe in transformation?’ Sean thought this was pretty good too, and would sound even better if David had an opportunity to use it. It certainly hit a nerve with Mike.


He became belligerent and nasty, telling Sean he’d liked him better when he was using words to advance workers’ rights, rather than using them to polish Fatboy’s image.


And Sean, who believed in non-violence personally as much as he believed it politically, felt his right hand bunching, the beginnings of a haymaker building in his fist, the product of more than thirty years of frustration. Instead, he rose up from his seat. ‘What gives you the right to shit on everything?’


And without waiting for the answer, Sean walked back inside.
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Liz refused to enter the war zone, as Sean and Mike continued working in sullen silence until early afternoon. She’d been dreading being left alone with Mike, but when Sean downed tools and went off to the game, it worked out quite well, initially, because Mike took Rosie out.


When she heard the Veedub cough into life, she went back to her guilty pleasure, but the pictures of bucolic England didn’t work this time, and she found herself lying there on the bed holding her belly, wishing vehemently that the baby would come and that Mike would go.


She was woken mid-afternoon by the sound of Mike hammering flat-heads into the gib board. Rosie was sitting quietly at the end of her bed. ‘Can I watch TV in here, Mum?’


When Rosie switched on the set Liz got a glimpse of black jerseys running through blue, before the channel was changed. She thought of asking Rosie to stay on the rugby, to look for Sean in the crowd shots, but dismissed the idea as stupid. She asked Rosie what she and Mike had done together on their outing.


‘We had ice creams,’ Rosie said, concentrating hard on the screen.


Liz rolled over, put her feet on the floor and sat up, so that she could stroke her daughter’s back. ‘Where’d you go?’


‘Mission Bay.’


‘Was that okay?’


‘It was okay,’ said Rosie, noncommittal.


‘But . . .’ prompted Liz.


‘But a bit weird. We sat on the edge of the fountain, where Dad could see Charlotte’s apartment. He just sat there staring up. I finished my ice cream and went for a walk along the beach, and he was still sitting there when I got back.’


‘Did you see her?’


‘l didn’t. Maybe Dad did, I dunno.’


Liz pushed herself forward and stood up. Rosie turned to look at her. ‘Please don’t tell him I said anything,’ she pleaded.


‘I won’t,’ Liz said.


Mike was working with quick fury, cutting and nailing the smaller sections of gib for the awkward spaces above and below the doors and windows. When she asked him how the afternoon had gone, and where they’d been, he answered honestly. When asked whether it was wise to go to Mission Bay, he dropped the hammer, sat at the table, head bowed, and cried. ‘She won’t see me,’ he sobbed. ‘She won’t talk to me, even on the phone. I try to call her and I get the answerphone or she hangs up.’


Liz sat down opposite him. Tears and mucus were falling on the last uncut sheet of gib. It was expensive stuff, and she wasn’t sure that it was waterproof until it was painted. She gave him a tea towel and took his hand in hers. ‘You must be feeling awful,’ she said.


It was like lancing a boil. The pain gushed out of him in a howl that seemed to come from his entrails. Liz sat there holding his hand, until the sound stopped and he was convulsed in sobs. Then she’d prick the boil again, gently, reinforcing his right to feel devastated by what had happened. He’d howl again, then subside into sobs. The tea towel was sopping, but the gib was relatively unscathed.


When she thought he’d vented most of the pain, she tried to move him on to some sort of acceptance. ‘It’s not easy, Michael. It’s not fair that you have to suffer, but people fall in and out of love,’ she said. ‘You know that. People change, hearts swing, that’s just the way it is.’


Mike finally looked up at her, his red-rimmed eyes genuinely bewildered. ‘It’s not just that it happened. She won’t see me, she won’t speak to me. I just want to talk it through.’


‘Charlotte might not want to do that right now,’ said Liz. ‘I’m sure she’s talking to friends or family, but you’ve got to face the possibility she mightn’t ever want to talk to you about it.’


‘That’s just . . .’ Mike searched for the word, and found it in another gut-wrenching sob. ‘Cruel.’


But what did you expect from a girl over a decade younger? Unless, of course, Mike had been abusive and Charlotte was frightened of him. That was the usual explanation, but Liz wasn’t going there. She wasn’t his counsellor, she had no right. All she could do was warn him that he had to respect Charlotte’s decision, which meant not phoning her, or pursuing her or watching her apartment. She didn’t use the words: don’t stalk her.
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By the time Sean got back from the game, Mike was played out, gentle, vulnerable. Sean immediately sensed the change and made conciliatory noises, going into raptures about the completed gibbing, then taking the broom from Mike and insisting he sit and have a beer while Sean tidied up.


And when Mike reciprocated by asking about the game, Sean was able to reply that it’d been a one-sided mismatch, a non-event, the Italians overrun by seventy points in front of a half-full stadium. The highlight had been a seventy-metre run by John Kirwan, a butcher’s boy from Ōtāhuhu. It was hard to say whether the ‘new’ All Blacks were very good, or whether it was just that the Italians were very bad. ‘The opening ceremony, if you could call it that, looked like it had been cobbled together at the last minute and choreographed by a PE teacher.


‘The rugby union organiser, an ex-pop star, had to sing the Italian national anthem because the record was scratched.’


Mike managed a laugh.


‘The whole thing was lame and flat. The Rugby World Cup’s a dead duck.’


He wasn’t saying this to pander to Mike: it was exactly what he intended telling David on Monday.


Mike had a shower, changed and went off to act.


Once he was gone, Liz told Sean what had happened, and that she was exhausted by it, and couldn’t face food. But by the time Sean and Rosie had cooked a chilli con carne, Liz was hungry too, and they sat together round the dining table and talked gratefully about nothing much at all. Then Sean got out the colour charts and the three of them had an animated hour reaching a consensus on a delicate pale yellow that seemed to have enough ochre in it not to be insipid.


Next morning, Mike seemed rejuvenated, energised. He left a message for his agent, advising him of the changes to his contact numbers and address, ‘for all the fucking work offers I’m not getting’.


Then he and Sean quickly got to work. Stopping the gib was Mike’s show. He made sure none of the nails and screws were proud, then mixed the compound and began filling the joins and corners with a chamfered broad-knife, before taping over and finishing with a trowel, feathering out the plaster so smoothly that it looked to Sean as if it scarcely needed sanding.


Liz came through and watched Mike in awe, Sean winking at her with delight as he played theatre nurse to Mike’s bravura surgeon. She and Mike had never owned a house. If they had, and she’d seen him like this, maybe she could have kept loving him.


Come late afternoon, he’d finished stopping all but one wall and it seemed like a good time to break and let the plaster dry. He showered, changed and jump-started the Veedub down the hill.


His absence gave Sean and Liz time to plan the week ahead. Sean would be off to Wellington at the crack of dawn on Monday and back on Friday. The baby wasn’t due until next weekend, and Rosie had been right on schedule, so it was tight, but with a bit of luck and modern communication via Sean’s new mobile, it shouldn’t be a problem. But if anything did happen while he was away, Liz had to call him on that number immediately.


‘Yes,’ said Liz, smiling.


‘No delays,’ insisted Sean. ‘As soon as contractions begin, ring me.’


‘I will.’


Liz was trying to be reassuring, but Sean still worried that Liz wouldn’t want to bother him until the contractions were so advanced that he wouldn’t have time to get back from Wellington. He couldn’t bear to think of Liz suffering without him there to support her, and, quite selfishly he knew, he didn’t want to miss one moment of his baby’s life.




HE COULD DIE WITH THE BEST OF THEM. Death with a gory flourish, death with palsied tremors, death as a slow, resigned expiry. But tonight he’d missed a beat somewhere, an emotional marker, and was hurtling towards his end, no longer quite sure how he was going to get there. He’d accelerated when he should have braked, waxed fortissimo when he should have pulled it in, and now he was floundering, trying to get his final scene back on the rails:


What a god’s gold,


That he is worshipp’d in a baser temple


Than where swine feed!


His gift had betrayed him. Being able to stay in the moment, receive each new piece of information as if he’d never heard it before, forget the hundreds of times he’d repeated every beat, every step, every move, through a month of rehearsals and six performances a week, wasn’t easy. But if he stayed too much in the moment, he’d forget the way ahead, stall, and become lost in a wordless, terrifying abyss. Anything was better than that.


The trick was to have one part of his brain searching ahead, like the light on a miner’s helmet, picking out the emotional shape of the scene. That was where he’d fucked up. He’d got too caught up in the moment and had lost any sense of where he was going.
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