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Janet Frame


Janet Frame (1924–2004) was one of New Zealand’s most distinguished writers. She is best known for her autobiography, which inspired Jane Campion’s internationally acclaimed film, An Angel at My Table. Michael Holroyd hailed it as ‘one of the greatest autobiographies written in the twentieth century’. She was also the author of twelve novels, five collections of short stories, two volumes of poetry and a children’s book.


Throughout her long career Janet Frame received a wide range of awards. They included every literary prize for which she was eligible in New Zealand, honorary membership of the American Academy of Arts and Letters, and the Commonwealth prize for literature. She also won civil honours – a CBE in 1983 for services to literature, the Order of New Zealand in 1990 – and honorary doctorates and medals from three New Zealand universities.
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Dedicated to my dear friends living
and dead who will know








unforgettable landscapes composed of severe lines and blocks and planes; their stark geometry uninterrupted … an extensive surface from which most of the cover has been stripped to reveal the schist and old greywacke undermass … the Maniototo Plain … mania, a plain: toto, bloody.


From the Encyclopaedia of New Zealand












‘He lived all his life in the Maniototo. Few people outside the area know of it. Why did he never leave it?’


From the biography of Peter Wallstead












‘One glance


can annihilate the void dance.


Looking away is the passion


day by day, year by year


the imitative act hot from the mould of the original fact,


‘until we can no longer contain the cry or live untouched in the house of replicas.’


– Alice Thumb or Violet Pansy Proudlock or Mavis Halleton










INTRODUCTION


On the first page of Living in the Maniototo the narrator declares herself to be a woman who has buried two husbands, but she is also a sharp observer of women who make such pronouncements at bus stops. Behind multiple names and perhaps identities, she travels to the United States, having already published two novels, and stays first with friends in Baltimore, then in a house in Berkeley, California, loaned to her by admirers of her work who are on their own grand tour, in Italy.


The narrator is trying to write her third novel, but is disturbed by the presence in the house of two couples, one a man in his sixties and his much younger wife, a girl who with her parents had fled Hungary after the suppressed Uprising of 1956. Frame, who never married and whose romantic relationships were few, as a writer nonetheless bored through to the bedrock of marriages and masculinity. She was worldly enough to understand the condition of refugees and their ruthless desire to acquire a home. In two lengthy and sharply drawn chapters, the narrator tells the back stories of these couples, to prepare us for the consequences of the sudden news that the owners of the house have been killed by an earthquake while at the opera, leaving the house to her. Towards the end of the novel there is a squabble over ownership of the house itself and of its contents. On one level this is suburban American farce, characters who might inhabit an Updike novel, but, as the reader has suspected, the couples are imaginary: either they are the characters the narrator is inventing for the novel she is working on, or they are invented to distract her from the act of writing (the author distracting herself by inventing people who are distracting her). Who is the narrator? What is her real name? Do these people she writes about even exist, and has she ever left New Zealand? One man vanishes in a puff of smoke before her eyes. Characters return from the dead. Are even the husbands real?


Experimental novels cast a pall over the average reader’s heart. The audience member trapped in the centre seat of a row in the stalls, listening to experimental music or watching an experimental play, has no choice but to grit her teeth and endure. The reader can give up after a few pages if they feel the lack of a proper story, and hurl the book against the wall, breaking its spine. But Janet Frame’s idea of experimental fiction is rooted in the everyday being turned over and looked at more carefully to find the wildness in its heart. Writing itself is the subject of the book you are reading. One of the buried husbands is a French language teacher, and the narrator’s relationship with him is formed from his love of words, which gives him ‘a kind of greatness’ for she feels that






language in its widest sense is the hawk suspended above eternity, feeding from it but not of its substance and not necessarily for its life and thus never able to be translated into it; only able by a wing movement, so to speak, a cry, a shadow, to hint at what lies beneath it on the untouched, undescribed almost unknown plain.








And in a thought which should be distributed at the start of every creative writing class, she writes:






A sentence which stumbles on useless objects instead of buried treasure is bad, and worse if it illuminates useless objects with artificial light, but good if it casts a unique radiance on them.








Frame’s narrator is herself a member of a writing class, which one evening discusses the first person, or what she calls the ‘I-book’, whose burden is to:






‘tell all’ while viewing through the narrow I-shaped window that restricted the vision and allowed only occasional arrows to be fired with no guarantee that they would pierce the armour of ‘otherness’ worn by the characters of the book … A writer taking on the ‘I’ takes a straight line that can be turned upon itself to become a circle or curved to become a hook or left alone as a prelude to infinity or have its back broken into the hypotenuse, the opposite, the adjacent.








In this resolutely urban and urbane novel, of refugees and exiles, travellers and wanderers, artists and thinkers, where does the Maniototo come into it? The Maniototo is a real place, a dry, hot plain in the southern part of New Zealand’s South Island. Briefly mentioned, its fictional purpose is to provide the home for an obscure novelist called Peter Wallstead, whose long-out-of-print fiction becomes suddenly fashionable after his death. The critics ask in amazement how anyone could live their whole life in such an out-of-the-way spot. In literary circles, the name Maniototo comes to be imbued with mystery, some believing it does not exist, while others make out that being able to boast of having lived there was as enviable as saying you have lived abroad. ‘When I was living in the Maniototo’ becomes as modish a phrase as ‘When I lived in Paris’.


The Maniototo is the place where the writer writes. It is the faraway look in a novelist’s eyes, the flinching at the sound of the doorbell or the telephone. It’s the place inside a novelist’s head to which she retreats. It is the empty room. Janet Frame wrote Living in the Maniototo while looking after an apartment owned by neighbours of friends, in Berkeley in 1976. Unlike her narrator, she got a great deal of work done and finished the majority of the first draft there. As she wrote to her loyal ally, her American editor George Braziller, ‘Because conditions here are so quiet and I have almost no interruptions, I’ll be finished the first draft before I leave.’ It was only when she returned home to New Zealand that work stuttered to a stop, as she moved house because of disturbances, and then was disturbed by all the moves. Braziller had to wait two years before he received a completed manuscript.


There was a seven-year gap since Janet’s last book, Daughter Buffalo, was published. By the time of the US publication of Living in the Maniototo in 1979 she was out of print in many parts of the world but Braziller had kept faith with her. Asked what he wanted for his epitaph, he replied, ‘to be to be known as the publisher of Janet Frame’. The novel came out to rave reviews. Time magazine gave it two pages, and, when it was published in the UK in 1981, Martyn Goff, administrator of the Booker Prize (for which she was shamefully never shortlisted), hailed it as ‘probably as near a masterpiece as we are likely to see this year’, while Norman Shrapnel in the Guardian said, ‘it puts everything else that has come my way this year into the shade.’ 1981 was the year Salman Rushdie won the Booker for Midnight’s Children, and Ian McEwan was shortlisted for The Comfort of Strangers. In New Zealand it won the 1980 fiction prize at the national book awards, despite not even having a publisher there.


I first read Living in the Maniototo in New Zealand in 2002. I had seen Jane Campion’s 1990 film, An Angel at My Table, which is based on Frame’s autobiography, but I had not understood until I read the novel how sophisticated, worldly and witty a writer she was. Portrayed by the media as reclusive and eccentric, the literary equivalent of a primitive painter, she was in fact politically engaged, enjoyed the company of other writers, well read and well travelled. In the sixties she went to Yaddo, the American writers’ retreat, where she exchanged saucy notes with Philip Roth, who addressed her as ‘Mrs Breast’. And despite her association with rural New Zealand, she loved cities, and Living in the Maniototo is a resolutely urban novel, which conveys vividly her passion for all the dirty chaos of the streets. Of the narrator’s stay in Baltimore she wrote:






Baltimore became for me not only a city where I had a friend but the city of a poet watched over as Blenheim was, whatever its faults, by an angel of the imagination. I still think of it in this way, and perhaps this explains why I turn from the richness of my life here, in Taranaki, from the colour of the landscape, the green grass and bush, the bright blue sky … [to] the morning blossoming bank raid, the Saturday supermarket robbery, the Saturday night murder … paper and packet litter … the cluttered windows of shops with their giant reductions …








It was my enthusiasm for Living in the Maniototo that led her biographer, Michael King, to ask me if I would like to meet the author on an overnight stay in Dunedin, where she lived. Dunedin is a grey replica of a grey Scottish city which lay damp under a bank of stubborn cloud, and Janet lived on the edge, in a small modern house on the suburban outskirts. Next stop, the Antarctic.


His wife’s ill health meant that at the last minute Michael was unable to accompany me to Dunedin, but he prepared Janet for my visit, and prepared me, advising me to book a taxi that would wait a few metres away. He was concerned that I should not take up too much of her time (she was, she said, ‘writing something’), and he suggested that I should, like a guest during Regency visiting hours, rise to leave after about forty-five minutes. Whether she would have preferred me to stay longer, I can’t say. I was anxious both to obey the rules and not to bother her. I know how writers hate being bothered.


Janet was waiting for me at the side door of her house, and had prepared tea, cakes and sandwiches. It was a writer’s house and a writer’s room. Books and writing were everywhere you looked. I told her how much I liked Living in the Maniototo, and on Michael’s advice told her about my book on my mother’s dementia, in which she appeared to be interested. For Janet seemed more interested in listening to others than in talking about herself. She had written to her friend John Money in Baltimore asking how he would feel if his house, friends and neighbourhood appeared, in disguised form, in Living in the Maniototo, and he replied that he didn’t mind. Her early mentor Frank Sargeson, however, was wary of introducing her to anyone in case they appeared in her work. I was conscious that I might be a distraction, or material.


After forty-five minutes, as instructed, I rose to leave. The next day I flew back to Auckland and ran into a certain level of resentment, that I, a British writer on my first visit to the country, had met New Zealand’s greatest living novelist when she was widely believed to be reclusive and a bit mad. She was neither. She simply wanted to get on with writing, she told me, and after I left that is what she did. I hope I was not a visitor from Porlock but as Living in the Maniototo demonstrates, Janet Frame could incorporate unwelcome visitors into her imaginary world.


For her, Living in the Maniototo was above all about writing. Of it, she said, ‘The theme of the book is not original but it is one that fascinates me – the process of writing a novel, given the manifold [Kant’s definition] and all the avoidances, interruptions, irrelevancies, and so on, plus the terrible everlasting substantiality of the manifold.’


She produced literature which was unafraid of experiment, while rooted in the world of debt-collectors, drains experts and women who stood at bus stops. She was daring in most things she did and felt. It was, of course, a privilege to meet her, but a greater privilege to read her, to enter that extraordinary mind and its ceaseless bending of time and space.


Linda Grant, 2009




PROLOGUE
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Naming People and Places




1


There’s a sentence which used to fascinate me when I overheard it in bus queues, shops, in the street: ‘I’ve buried two husbands, you know.’


Have I, also, indeed?


It is possible, the children grown and scattered in the corners of the world like godwits that have cast away their migratory habits for a more settled pecking-place. And the husbands? I remember them: Lewis Barwell, dead at forty-two; the children, Noel and Edith. Lance Halleton, the French teacher at the local girls’ school who, though never having been to France, was kept alive by the daily consumption and distribution of the French language. Lance Halleton, dead at fifty.


And I, now able to walk into waiting rooms, stand in bus queues and at railway stations and say freely, ‘Do you know, I have buried two husbands?’, and waiting for the ‘Go on, you don’t say’ or ‘fancy that’, become silent again, having used the compelling shorthand to retrieve and hold the possibles and probables of existence. Lewis Barwell, drain-layer. Lance Halleton, French teacher and, later, debt collector. And I, Mavis Furness, Mavis Barwell, Mavis Halleton, perhaps, in a world once peopled with Madges and Mavises and Peggys, the penultimate Mavis, yet remaining, as all good stories satisfy us by saying ‘to this very day’, just Alice Thumb, or Ariella, Lokinia, or Maui’s sister, or mere Naomi, Susan, Ngaere, Belinda. Or Violet Pansy Proudlock, ventriloquist.


Alice Thumb.


Instant traveller, like the dead, among the dead and the living; an eavesdropper, a nothingness, a shadow, a replica of the imagined, twice removed from the real.


Alice Thumb.


Violet Pansy Proudlock?




2


Good morning. I am here to entertain you. I will make you laugh and cry. I am Violet Pansy Proudlock, an expert in near, near-distant, and distant ventriloquism, for which I use my talking stick and my pocket head with all available fitments, top lip movement for smiling, head nodding, swivel eyes, eyelids for blinking, moving ears, squirting of water from the eyes for crying, and sensation wig for standing on end.


You might think it strange that I choose to be a ventriloquist, to be in a narrow path on the margin of creation and recreation when I could go to the centre, but I choose to be here, as an entertainer. My repertoire is restricted to old well-worn jokes and as many new ones as I can think of, but my real artistry is in daring to enter the speech of another even if it may be only the speech of a talking stick or a pocket head. My own ambition being more extensive I hope to progress from stick to pocket head to person, real person, not stick person or pocket person. I have a task to perform. Knowing the treasures of communication which lie, reinforced by myth, I search out these treasures and use them. I have ‘turned to’ ventriloquism. I am also Alice Thumb. I have ‘turned to’ eavesdropping and gossip. Some do not turn and miss the advantages of being like Lot’s wife. Then, forbidden to turn, many do, many turn, and all the tears of a lifetime congeal, redirecting the winds and the sun, responsive slightly to the washing of the sea, the body sparkling and strong and at rest in its own power and beauty with its composition of laughter and tears, once thought to be a useless erosion of the standing-place, the ‘spirit’.


I will describe salt forms, and comfort Lot’s wife and Lot by reminding them that whether the turning is backward or forward, or toward or away from, or in or out, possession of a fixed salt being is no disaster; it is the essence of having turned or attended.






Riddle:


I make many riddles.


The sun has burned me. I bleed.


I break and mend. I knit.


I am a garment, a prison. I protect flower and seed.


I shrink and stretch, yet I always fit.


I’m a prison you must stay in.


What am I?


I am your skin.








Violet Pansy Proudlock, Alice Thumb. A scattering of Mavises and Susans.


As I said, I have buried two husbands.




3


A few years ago when I was visiting the United States and about to spend a grim, uncomfortable summer among the cockroaches of downtown Baltimore where I had a basement room level with the sewers and the gas-pipes and all the understreet fixtures of a big city, my Californian friend, a poet with a horse-riding daughter and a husband who worked in Futureland, Ltd, wrote to say,


‘You must meet our neighbours, Irving and Trinity Garrett. They’ve read your two books and would like to meet you, and they’ve offered you their house for six weeks while they go to Italy. Do accept.’


Irving was a town planner, my friend, Grace Loudermilk, wrote. And Trinity was in textiles. Both were retired.


The Loudermilks enclosed the fare.


And that is how, in early summer three years ago, I came to be sitting in the Garretts’ house high in the Berkeley Hills, drinking sherry and eating small bobbles of food known as ‘cocktail’ food where the hands are allowed to masquerade as claws and beaks in grasping and pecking at the offered morsels. Out of the corner of my eye I could see a wooden mask of Shakespeare fixed on the wall by the patio door (which, assuming my acceptance of their house, they had already instructed me in opening, closing, and locking). The mask was toothless, eyeless, with long nose, burn marks on the forehead and two nailed holes in the skull, one on each side.


‘You are a long way from home,’ Trinity said. ‘New Zealand is at the end of nowhere.’


‘Did you make the mask of Shakespeare?’


‘A friend made it. Do you like it?’


‘He looks very old, and eyeless.’


‘It’s the usual likeness.’


He spoke familiarly, as of a cousin or uncle, as people do of Shakespeare who keeps open human house and is therefore everyone’s prized relative.


Grace Loudermilk, who was my hostess for a few days while the Irvings and I made our mutual inspection and summing-up, carried on the conversation while I watched and listened, and when they asked me again would I like the house I said Yes, I would take over when they left for Italy. The Loudermilks were going to Mexico and I would be alone with my writing.


‘You’ll be doing us a service, too, and all payments will be taken care of: utilities and so on.’


They were satisfied. I’d accepted the house. And I’d told them the length, breadth, and population of New Zealand and its distance from the ‘centre’ of the world. I sat while they talked of their love of Italy.


Irving, whom I knew to be nearly sixty, looked no more than forty-five, with the smooth skin which, instead of wrinkling, was growing a soft bloom that some men have who lack the chemical requirements of aging. He was slender, with sparse fair hair and small hands and feet. Trinity, nearly seventy, was tall, upright, angular with smooth complexion and white hair cut level with her ears, ‘bobbed’ in the style of the 1920s, that is, of her own youth. Two photographs on the mosaic table beside her, one the head and shoulders of a young girl swathed in cloudy pink; the other, Trinity as she was now, wearing a sweater of the downy wool which we used to call, perpetuating infancy, ‘bunny wool’, confirmed her fanciful repetition of herself when young. I noticed later on a tour of the house that these two portraits also stood on Irving’s desk as if, confusing or enlarging upon his faculty for conjuring a city and its buildings, he had chosen to occupy desirable space with flesh and blood instead of with brick and concrete, creating for himself both a wife and a daughter. (I learned that there had been a daughter, Adelaide, who died, at age fifteen, in a mental hospital.)


I looked from the photo images to the ‘real’ Trinity. I glanced up at the hideous eyeless face of Shakespeare and I thought of the picture of the ‘real’ Shakespeare which I had in my mind. I looked at the round table with its tiny fitted pieces of blue, green, pink glass, and I realised that it was a replica of a mosaic marble table in the Uffizi Gallery. The table sparkled and rocked like the sea.


‘You must love Italy very much,’ I said.


‘Oh we do, we do!’


I discovered that the house itself was full of likenesses, of replicas, prints of paintings, prints of prints, genuine originals and genuine imitation originals, imitation sculptures and twin original sculptures.


And that night as I looked out from the Loudermilks’ guest room down to the bay with its ineffaceable seamark of Alcatraz, and as I watched the cold fog swirling up Grizzly Peak Road toward Grizzly Peak itself, I thought of the view I’d had from my home in Blenheim, North Shore, Auckland, with the almost unpeopled Rangitoto Island as the seamark. Rock; dead or sleeping fire. And I felt afraid. I knew that Berkeley and Blenheim had once been declared ‘twin’ cities, partly in recognition of their being ‘over the bridge’ from San Francisco and Auckland cities, and partly because some mayor or councillor, travelling in search of a mirror city or an ‘other’, a sister, had returned to proclaim the official twinship. I remembered the naming. I remembered it well.


I will now describe to you something of my past life before I occupied the house in Berkeley. I will tell you about Blenheim and my life there.




PART ONE


[image: image]


Paying Attention to Husbands, Dead Writers, the Blue Fury, Debtors and Debt Collectors
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Blenheim is a suburb of Auckland. It is a special suburb in that, although it has many of the highly prized and priced views, it is not bordered by ocean and it lies between the more popular holiday beaches and the road to the northern coastal playgrounds of Auckland city. If you, a stranger, stay in Blenheim, you stay in a motel on your way to your ‘real’ destination. If you live there, you either live in a town house or a home unit or a family house no older than twenty-five, and your streets are named after British lords and their country seats, and battles of wars recent and long ago.


If the creation of Blenheim out of forest land had been a natural event in geological time using the slow force of wind, wave, and sun, it would have taken 250 million years, and the lives of the earliest inhabitants would burn today as coal burns to light the memory of the earliest trees in a primeval forest, lighting and warming with the dreams of the past. But the life of Blenheim has not happened that way. It’s a violent suburb. The children are restless, with a sense of loss, as if they had truly been children of the native forest which, like a father, has abandoned them by dying. Blenheim has a higher proportion of suicides than the marine suburbs; more robberies, car conversions, civil and supreme court cases, more arson, bounced cheques. Yet it also has the skilled workers, the plumbers, carpenters, potters, mechanics, french polishers. It has dancers, a taxidermist, florists, a ventriloquist (Violet Pansy Proudlock!). And from recent years there has been the ghost of the famous poet who collapsed in the street and died in the house of Violet Pansy Proudlock. (‘I took him in,’ she said, ‘and put him on my sofa beside my talking stick and my pocket head and he died there, and I covered his face with Iceland poppies.’)


And now they say that whenever a black fantail appears at your back door, it brings the ghost of the poet to you. Perhaps you may feed the fantail and then watch it flutter and dance away to the Hastings Domain where all that is left of the native forest is allowed to grow among the macrocarpa trees and the pampas grass and the half-buried car bodies.


A city is proud to have a poet: Blenheim is proud to have the little black fantail.


The havoc of a concentrated 250 million years of the human touch lies also on the northeastern outskirts of Blenheim, in the industrial estate known as Kaka Valley with its many factories, and timber, and concrete works; and because if you take part, however remotely, in destruction, you also take pleasure in recreating what you have destroyed, there are many plant nurseries in Kaka Valley where you may buy all the native shrubs and trees as well as the more quickly growing silver dollar gum, and casuarina, and sweet pea, which will screen your house from the neighbours when you and they play stereos, fight, make love, write dud cheques, or commit suicide.


Blenheim. The disinherited suburb-city where the largest, most impressive building is not a cathedral, a community hall, concert hall or theatre, but a shopping mall planned by those who believe that the commercial architecture of North America is suitable for Blenheim: built for a climate of blizzards, intense heat, meagre daylight filtered through smog; for a city where the stars and the sun and the sky are no longer part of the human view. Heavenfield Mall at the top of Heavenfield Street, overlooking the harbour and its islands that are themselves shapes of sunlight, is a huge windowless pretence, as much an insinuation of Elsewhere as its own name or that of the city or of the restaurant, Manhattan, at its entrance. In Heavenfield Mall (known as Heavenfield City) during the school holidays there are concerts, games, circus acts, giant raffles for the children while the parents buy buy buy for cash or credit their furniture, electrical appliances, food, a variety of services – international flower delivery, hairdressing, dental and medical care. A consumer’s paradise enhanced, you will notice, by the aviary on the second floor where canaries and lovebirds sing, and fly in flashes of blue and yellow, an arrogant costly restoration and reminder, however, of the lost noise of the sun.


What is Blenheim? I used to see market researchers writing down a citizen’s preference for this or that brand of bedhead, mattress, house paint; social researchers exploring the emotional consumption by asking intimate questions from door to door; while every week in the free local newspaper, the Blenheim Advertiser, an editor or minister or magistrate delivered a condemning judgment about Blenheim and its inhabitants. For a young new suburb named after a ‘famous victory’, it is a place of defeat and unhappiness, caught in the historic confusion of many battles, full of ‘shocking sights’ where the flower gardens hide the human skulls, where the hammers hammer and the saws saw as the cardboard home units with their aluminium joinery, summit stone fireplaces, Wunda Kitchens, take shape in the streets of unimaginable death – El Alamein Road, Corunna Crescent, Malplaquet Place, Alexander Avenue, Northumbria Drive, Hohenlinden Avenue ‘Inviting fires of death to light the darkness of her scenery’, Lucknow Place, Bannockburn Road, Maldon Square (a small square at the top of the hill near Heavenfield City, composed of fashionable townhouses with floor-to-ceiling windows and glass front doors frosted with butterflies or with deer-shapes against snowy mountains and pine trees). Yet for all the historic confusion and insinuation, and the pride in the streets of the famous generals and the one street dedicated to a famous footballer, and the one to a ballet dancer who ‘made good’ in another country, and the memories, halfway up Heavenfield Road, in Peach Place and Apple Road, once the site of orchards and pumpkin farms, the sense of loss cannot be masked, even if it is clearly revealed only in the older generation that lives in the earliest houses that once were baches and still have the old corrugated iron tank at the back of the house, and the picket-doored dunny at the end of the garden, and the flowers that you can’t buy – granny’s bonnets and violets – though, mind you, the seasons in Auckland are not as tuned to many of the spring flowers, they’re haphazard seasons with summer the supreme commander. Spring is personal – your peach tree and mine do not blossom at the same time; our freesias and daffodils live in different seasons. This undisciplined autonomy of vegetation is reflected in the uncontrolled growth of the city and the suburbs, and is shown in the people as a freedom of mood and impulse which would horrify the souls of many South Islanders restricted by their absolute boundaries of frost.


I spent many years in Blenheim, in Bannockburn Road on the corner of Heavenfield Road, near the cluster of shops – the takeaway, the dairy, the butcher’s, where you could stand and look out over Takapuna and the sea or look down into the smoke- and fume-filled Kaka Valley. There was always a smell of petrol and burning tar winning space in our small front garden against the brave freesias and the soot-spattered jasmine. The smell in the later years as Blenheim ‘expanded’ hung all day above the concrete driveway and in the carport, while the kindly back garden, with the citrus trees and feijoas and guavas and the peach tree, let it be absorbed into the earth, and why not, in the innocence of drinking rain and sun, until it was too late to refuse or control the deadly potion. The trees died and only the fig tree, which belonged to the neighbour, survived through the strength and depth of its roots.


It is strange to think that I spent twenty years living as Mavis Barwell with my drain-laying husband Lewis at 394 Bannockburn Road; that we brought up two children – Noel who became a doctor and now practises at Heavenfield Mall, and Edith who works as a librarian at Royal Holloway College, London. Our marriage was not excessively happy. We plodded along because we’d been taught to, by the examples of our parents, in the same way that we’d been taught to think of our country, its peoples and history, as perfect except for occasional characters who spoiled the picture – James Busby who wore a funny hat and was ‘weak’, Hone Heke who was ‘bad’ because he cut down the flagstaff three times.


So Lewis and I plodded along, enjoying the nesting stage of our life when we first came to Blenheim into the busy new neighbourhood where everyone was nesting and planting and mating; and I cooked and sewed and swept and dusted and redusted, and, when Noel and Edith were born, everyone said: ‘two extra mouths to feed’ which made them seem like fish, agasp for the world. That’s how it was. I remember how Lewis and I had ‘utility’ conversations – pass me, fetch me, did you hear, have you read, have you seen; as if we were passing in the street.


The children went to school and Lewis and I went to the PTA, and Lewis put in most of the local drains, and when the sewer came our way, he made a small fortune. His family never forgave me for the way he gave up his medical studies to take over the drain-laying business when old Lewis Barwell died (there was, however, a slight tempering of feeling when our son Noel became a doctor). Lewis’s father had dreams that his son would progress from septic tanks to high-class human plumbing.


Poor Lewis! He aged so quickly! He used to boast that fitting flush toilets and connecting sewer-pipes gave him an immunity to bacteria which ‘ordinary’ people did not have. Yet he had his first stroke ten years before he died, and for the last ten years of our marriage he was suddenly just an old man in a dressing gown wandering around the house and trying to put his hand up young Edith’s skirt and even trying to seduce his son. The children were ashamed of him, and pitied and hated him. In those last years he used to work his ham radio. He had a special call-sign. He spoke to America, North and South. Not long before he died he heard the rumours that became the news when Blenheim was declared the twin or sister city of Berkeley, California. I was never quite sure what obscenities he was uttering over his radio waves, for the stroke, allowing him to keep control of his limbs, had taken away his judgement, had levelled his tongue to all talk, and left him with a difficulty in naming, with the result that he used definitions in place of nouns. The night that Blenheim was announced as twin city of Berkeley (the news was received locally with tremendous enthusiasm, like the discovery of gold; and some apprehension, as with a possible declaration of war) Lewis came running out of his bedroom (we had separate rooms since he became an invalid) calling out, another city, another city, another Blenheim. His eyes, I remember, were full of greed. Another Blenheim. Did he mean the battle, the ‘famous victory’? Another Berkeley.


All beautiful words that people have but seldom used, the wide, rich tapestry of language that could cover the whole earth like a feasting-cloth or a golden blanket – these were lost. Lewis had been struck by lightning that burned great holes in his language and scorched the rest so as to make the pattern unintelligible; he had no more sustenance or warmth from language.


‘Another Berkeley? Another Blenheim?’ (I could not help remembering the poem I had learned at school,


‘The world’s great age begins anew …


Another Athens shall arise …’)


As for Berkeley, I knew of it only as the city which Californians did not pronounce correctly!


Lewis was growing desperate to tell me his news.


‘Edith, two Ediths.’


‘You mean twins?’


He nodded.


‘Oh,’ I said, ‘sister cities?’


He nodded again. Why should he be so pleased, I wondered. It scarcely mattered, surely, to us?
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