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To those who say they aren’t cat people but deep down know they are.










Choice
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A cat chooses its owner, not the other way around


‘We’re not getting a kitten,’ I said, negotiating our stationwagon around a bend the shape of a pretzel. ‘We’re just going to look at them.’


The road to Lena’s house was complicated by its undulations, not to mention the steepness. It snaked over what would qualify as mountains in most parts of the world. There wasn’t much beyond Lena’s house except a few sheep farms and a stony beach.


‘You said we could get a kitten,’ Sam whined from the back seat before turning to his younger brother for support. ‘Didn’t she?’


The back seat was usually the boys’ battleground. Between two brothers aged nearly nine and six the dynamic was predict­able. Sam would set Rob up with a surreptitious jab that would be rewarded with a kick, demanding retaliation with a thump, escalating into recriminations and tears—‘He punched me!’ ‘That’s ’cos he pinched me first.’ But this time they were on the same side, and my usual role of judge and relationship counsellor had been supplanted by a simpler one—the Enemy.


‘Yeah, it’s not fair,’ Rob chimed in. ‘You said.’


‘What I said was we might get a kitten one day. One big dog is enough for any family. What would Rata do? She’d hate having a cat in the house.’


‘No she wouldn’t. Golden retrievers like cats,’ Sam replied. ‘I read it in my pet book.’


There was no point recalling the number of times we’d seen Rata disappear into undergrowth in pursuit of an unfortunate member of the feline species. Since Sam had given up trying to become a superhero and thrown his Batman mask to the back of his wardrobe, he’d morphed into an obsessive reader brimming with facts to destroy any argument I could dredge up.


I didn’t want a cat. I probably wasn’t even a cat person. My husband, Steve, certainly wasn’t. If only Lena hadn’t smiled so brightly that day at our neighbourhood playgroup when she’d asked: ‘Would you like a kitten?’ If only she hadn’t said it so loudly—and in front of the kids.


‘Wow! We’re getting a kitten!’ Sam had yelled before I had a chance to answer.


‘Wow! Wow!’ Rob had echoed, jumping up and down in his sneakers with the holes I’d been trying to ignore.


Even before we’d met Lena I’d been in awe of her. A willowy beauty with an eclectic fashion style, she’d migrated from Holland in her late teens to become a highly regarded painter. Her portraits invariably contained political comment about race, sex or religion. An artist in the deepest sense, she also chose to live independently from men with her three children. Personally, I wouldn’t have been surprised if Lena had summoned her offspring from some parallel universe only she and Pablo Picasso had access codes to. I wasn’t about to make a fuss about a kitten in front of her.


•


Raising a pair of boys was proving to be more demanding than I’d imagined back when I was a schoolgirl watching baby-shampoo ads on television. If there’d been an Olympic medal for teenage mother naivety I’d have won gold. Married and pregnant at nineteen, I’d smiled at the notion of babies waking up at night. Those were other people’s babies. Reality struck with Sam’s birth. I’d tried to grow up fast. Midnight phone calls to Mum three hundred kilometres away hadn’t always been helpful (‘He must be teething, dear’). Fortunately, older, more experienced mothers had taken pity on me. With kindness and great patience they’d guided me through Motherhood 101. I’d eventually learned to accept that sleep is a luxury and a mother is only ever as happy as her saddest child. So in those closing days of 1982 I was doing okay. They were gorgeous boys and put it this way: I hadn’t been to the supermarket wearing a nightgown under my coat for several months.


We were living in Wellington, a city famous for two things—bad weather and earthquakes. We’d just managed to purchase a house with the potential to expose us to both: a bungalow halfway down a zigzag on a cliff directly above a major fault line.


Minor earthquakes were so common we hardly noticed when walls trembled and plates rattled. But people said Wellington was overdue for a massive quake, like the one of 1855, when great tracts of land disappeared into the sea and were flung up in other places. 


It certainly seemed like our bungalow clung to the hill as if it was prepared for something terrible to happen. There was a faded fairytale appeal to its pitched roof, dark-beamed cladding and shutters. Mock Tudor meets Arts and Crafts, it wasn’t shabby chic, it was just plain shabby. My efforts to create a cottage garden had resulted in an apology of forget-me-nots along the front path.


Quaint as it was, clearly the house had been built with a family of alpine goats in mind. There was no garage, not even a street front. The only way to reach it was to park the car up at road level, high above our roof line, and bundle groceries and children’s gear into our arms. Gravity would take care of the rest, sucking us down several zigs and zags to our gate.


We were young so it was no problem on sunny days when the harbour was blue and flat as a dinner plate. Whenever a southerly gale roared up from Antarctica, however, tearing at our coat buttons and flinging rain in our faces, we wished we’d bought a more sensible house.


But we loved living a twenty-minute walk from town. Equipped with ropes and rock-climbing shoes we could have made it in five. When we headed into the city, an invisible force would send us plummeting down the lower end of the zigzag. Hurtling through scrub and flax bushes, we’d pause for a glimpse. A circle of amethyst hills, stark and steep, rose above us. I was amazed we could be part of such beauty.


The path then pulled us across an old wooden footbridge spanning the main road. From there we could either take steps down to the bus stop or continue our perpendicular journey to the Houses of Parliament and central railway station. The slog home from the city was another matter. It took twice as long and demanded the lungs of a mountaineer.


The zigzag had a sharply divided social structure. There was a Right Side, on which substantial two-storeyed houses nestled in gardens with aspirations to Tuscany. And the Wrong Side, where bungalows sprinkled themselves like afterthoughts along the edge of the cliff. Wrong Side people tended to have weed collections rather than gardens.


The prestige of jobs declined in direct correlation to the zigzag’s slope. On the top right-hand side Mr Butler’s house sat like a castle. Grey and two storeyed, it oozed superiority not only over the neighbourhood but the city in general. 


Below Mr Butler’s, a two-storeyed house opened out over the harbour, looking as if it would hardly be bothered by mere social comparisons. With eaves graceful as seagull’s wings, it seemed ready to take off in the next decent gale to a far more glamorous world. Rick Desilva ran a record company. People said that, before they were married, his wife, Ginny, had been a fashion model, New Zealand’s answer to Jean Shrimpton. Shielded behind a thicket of vegetation that no doubt could be dried and smoked, they had a reputation for parties.


There was a ridiculous rumour that Elton John had been seen staggering out of their house drunk as a dog, though in reality it was just someone who looked like him. Their son, Jason, was at the same school as our boys. They were perched on the lip of a gully about half a mile further up the hill, but we kept our distance. The Desilvas had a sports car. Steve said they were too racy. I had no energy to argue.


Our side of the zigzag specialised in recluses and people who were renting for a while before moving somewhere less exposed, with better access and not so close to the fault line. Mrs Sommerville, a retired high-school teacher, was one of the few long-time residents of the Wrong Side. She inhabited a tidy weatherboard house one down from us. A lifetime with adolescents had done nothing for her looks. She wore a perman­ent expression of someone who’d just received an insult.


Mrs Sommerville had already appeared on our doorstep with complaints about our dog terrorising her cat, Tomkin, a large tabby cat with a matching sour face. Even though I tried to avoid her, I bumped into her most days, giving her the opportunity to point out skid marks where boys had been zooming down the zigzag illegally on skateboards, or the latest graffiti on her letterbox. Mrs Sommerville’s pathological dis­like of boys included our sons, who were suspects of every crime. Steve said I was imagining things. While she loathed boys, Mrs Sommerville knew how to turn the charm on for men.


•


I worked at home, writing a weekly column for Wellington’s morning newspaper, The Dominion. Steve worked one week home, one week away, as radio officer on one of the ferries that ploughed between the North and South Islands. We’d met at a ship’s party when I was fifteen. A grand old man of twenty, he was the most exotic creature I’d ever encountered. Compared to the farmers who steered us around country dance halls near New Plymouth where I grew up, he was from another world.


His face was peachy white and he had baby-soft hands. I’d been mesmerised by his blue eyes, that glowed under their long lashes. Unlike the farmers, he hadn’t been frightened of conversation. I’d assumed that, being English, he was probably related to one of The Beatles, if not the Rolling Stones.


I’d loved the way his tawny hair draped across his collar, just like Paul McCartney’s. He’d smelt of diesel oil and salt, the perfume of the wider world that was impatient for me to join it.


We’d written to each other for three years. I’d sprinted through school and a journalism course (straight Cs) then flown to England. Steve was literally the man of my dreams—I’d met him in person for only two weeks during the three years we’d been letter writing—and reality had no hope of matching up. His parents were probably unimpressed with his big-boned girlfriend from the colonies.


We’d married in the Guildford registry office a month after my eighteenth birthday. Only five people had been brave enough to turn up for the ceremony. The officiant was so bored he forgot to mention the ring. My new husband slipped it on my finger afterwards outside in the porch. It was raining. Distraught back in New Zealand, my parents investigated the possibilities of annulment, but they were powerless.


About two weeks after the wedding I’d stared at the toilet seat in our rented flat and thought it needed polishing. That was when I knew getting married had been a mistake. Yet we’d upset so many people by insisting on it I couldn’t back out. Short of running away and causing more pain, the only solution I could think of was to create a family. Steve reluctantly obliged. Honest from the start, he’d made it clear babies weren’t really his thing.


We returned to New Zealand where I’d laboured through a December night, too frightened to ask the nurse to turn the light on in case it was breaking hospital rules. Somewhere through a drug-induced haze I’d heard the doctor singing ‘Morning Has Broken’. Minutes later she’d lifted baby Sam from my body.


Before he’d even taken his first breath he turned his head and stared into my face with his huge blue eyes. I thought I’d explode with love. My body ached to hold this brand-new human with his downy hair glowing under the delivery room lights. Sam was wrapped in a blanket—blue in case I forgot what sex he was—and lowered into my arms. Kissing his forehead, I was overcome by a sensation I’d never be safely inside my own skin again. I uncurled his tiny fist. His life line was strong and incredibly long.


Even though it was supposed to be our first meeting, Sam and I recognised each other immediately. It felt like a reunion of ancient souls who’d never spent long apart.


Becoming parents hadn’t brought Steve and me closer together. In fact, it had the opposite effect. Two and a half years after Sam’s birth Rob slid into the world. 


Lack of sleep and jangled nerves had made our differ­ences more apparent. Steve sprouted a beard, a look that was ­becoming fashionable, and retreated behind it. Returning from a week at sea, he was tired and irritable.


He became annoyed with what he perceived as my extrava­gance over the boys’ clothes and upkeep. I bought a second-hand sewing machine that emitted electric shocks and taught myself to cut their hair. I grew louder, larger and more untidy.


The times we weren’t sure how much longer we could stay together were interspersed with phases of holding on and hoping things might improve for the sake of the boys. Even though we were drifting apart like icebergs on opposing ocean currents, there was absolutely no doubt we both loved them.


•


‘Now boys,’ I said, pulling up outside Lena’s house and heaving the handbrake high as it would go. ‘Don’t get your hopes up. We’re just going to look.’


They scrambled out of the car and were halfway down the path to Lena’s house before I’d closed the driver’s door. Watching their blond hair catch the sunlight, I sighed and wondered if there’d ever be a time I wouldn’t be struggling to catch up with them.


Lena had opened the door by the time I got there, and the boys were already inside. I apologised for their bad manners. Lena smiled and welcomed me into the enviable tranquility of her home, which overlooked the playing field where I often took the boys to run off excess energy.


‘We’ve just come to look at the . . .​’ I said as she escorted me into her living room. ‘Oh, kittens! Aren’t they adorable?’


In a corner under some bookshelves a sleek, bronze cat lay on her side. She gazed at me through amber eyes that belonged not to a cat but a member of the aristocracy. Nestled into her abdomen were four appendages. Two were coated with a thin layer of bronze hair. Two were darker. Perhaps once their fur had grown they’d turn out to be black. I’d seen recently born kittens before, but never ones as tiny as these. One of the darker kittens was painfully small.


The boys were on their knees in awe of this nativity scene. They seemed to know to keep a respectful distance.


‘They’ve only just opened their eyes,’ Lena said, scooping one of the bronze kittens from the comfort of its twenty-four-hour diner. The creature barely fitted inside her hand. ‘They’ll be ready to go to new homes in a couple of months.’


The kitten squirmed and emitted a noise that sounded more like a yip than a meow. Its mother glanced up anxiously. Lena returned the infant to the fur-lined warmth of its family to be assiduously licked. The mother used her tongue like a giant mop, swiping parallel lines across her baby’s body, then over its head for good measure.


‘Can we get one, please, PLEASE?’ Sam begged, looking up at me with that expression parents struggle to resist.


‘Please?’ his brother echoed. ‘We won’t throw mud on Mrs Sommerville’s roof anymore.’


‘You’ve been throwing mud on Mrs Sommerville’s roof?!’


‘Idiot!’ Sam said, rolling his eyes and jabbing Rob with his elbow.


But the kittens . . . and there was something about the mother. She was so self-assured and elegant. I’d never seen a cat like her. She was smaller than an average cat but her ears were unusually large. They rose like a pair of matching pyramids from her triangular face. Darker stripes on her forehead whispered of a jungle heritage. Short hair, too. My mother always said short-haired cats were clean.


‘She’s a wonderful mother, pure Abyssinian,’ Lena explained. ‘I tried to keep an eye on her, but she escaped into the bamboos for a couple of nights a while back. We don’t know who the father is. A wild tom, I guess.’


Abyssinian. I hadn’t heard of that breed. Not that my knowledge of pedigree cats was encyclopaedic. I’d once known a Siamese called Lap Chow, the pampered familiar of my ancient piano teacher, Mrs McDonald. Our three-way relationship was doomed from the start. The only thing that hurt more than Mrs McDonald’s ruler whacking my fingers as they fumbled over the keys was Lap Chow’s hypodermic-needle claws sinking into my ankles. Between the two of them they did a good job creating a lifelong prejudice against music lessons and pedigree cats.


‘Some people say Abyssinians are descended from the cats the ancient Egyptians worshipped,’ Lena continued.


It certainly wasn’t difficult to imagine this feline priestess residing over a temple. The combination of alley cat and royalty had allure. If the kittens manifested the best attributes of both parents (classy yet hardy), they could turn out to be something special. If, on the other hand, less desirable elements of royalty and rough trade (fussy and feral) came to the fore in the offspring, we could be in for a roller-coaster ride.


‘There’s only one kitten left,’ Lena added. ‘The smaller black one.’


Of course people had gone for the larger, healthier-looking kittens first. The bronze ones probably had more appeal, as they had a better chance of turning out looking purebred like their mother. I’d already decided I preferred the black ones, though not necessarily the runt with its bulging eyes and patchy tufts of fur.


‘But the little one seems to have a lot of spirit,’ Lena said. ‘She needs it to survive. We thought we were going to lose her during the first couple of days, but she managed to hold on.’


‘It’s a girl?’ I said, already stupid with infatuation and incap­able of using cat breeder’s language.


‘Yes. Would you like to hold her?’


Fearing I’d crush the fragile thing, I declined. Lena lowered the tiny bundle of life into Sam’s hands instead. He lifted the kitten and stroked his cheek with her fur. He’d always had a thing about fur. I’d never seen him so careful and tender.


‘You know it’s my birthday soon . . .’ he said. I could guess what was coming next. ‘Don’t give me a party or a big present. There’s only one thing I want for my birthday. This kitten.’


‘When’s your birthday?’ Lena asked.


‘Sixteenth of December,’ said Sam. ‘But I can change it to any time.’


‘I don’t like kittens to leave their mother until they’re quite independent,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid this one won’t be ready until mid February.’


‘That’s okay,’ said Sam, gazing into the slits of its eyes. ‘I can wait.’


The boys knew the best thing to do now was to shut up and look angelic. Maybe nurturing a kitten would wean them off war games and tune them into feminine sensibilities. As for Rata, we’d do our best to protect the kitten from such a monstrous dog.


Further debate was pointless. How could I turn down a creature so determined to seize life? Besides, she was Sam’s birthday present.


‘We’ll take her,’ I said, somehow unable to stop smiling.
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There’s only one correct name for a cat – Your Majesty


‘It’s not fair!’ Rob wailed. ‘He’s getting a kitten and a digital Superman watch for his birthday!’


Lifting the banana cake out of the oven, I burnt the side of my hand and suppressed a curse. The pain was searing but there was no point yelling. Not with an electric sander drilling my eardrums and the boys on the brink of World War III. I plonked the cake on a cooling rack and glanced out at the harbour.


The risk of living on the fault line was neutralised by the sea view framed by hills stabbing the sky. Who cared if the bungalow had been ‘renovated’ twenty years earlier by a madman who used wood one grade up from cardboard? Wandering over its ivory-coloured shag-pile carpet, ignoring the lurid wallpapers, we’d echoed the estate agent’s mantra: ‘Character . . . Potential.’ Besides, Optimist was my middle name. If the town was hit by a serious earthquake the house would almost certainly plummet off the cliff into the sea, but we’d probably be somewhere else that day. Yes, we’d just happen to be inside one of those downtown skyscrapers built on gigantic rollers specifically designed to endure the earth’s groans.


Steve and I were both hoping our differences would dissolve in the bungalow’s magical outlook. A marriage between two people from opposite sides of the world and whose personalities were as likely to blend as oil and water could surely be crafted into survival here. Besides, Steve was willing to renovate the 1960s renovations, as long as it didn’t cost too much. His latest project, to strip back the paint on all the doors and skirting boards to expose the natural wood grain, was deafening.


‘Can you turn that noise down, please?’ I shouted down the hall.


‘I can’t turn it down!’ Steve yelled back. ‘There’s only one volume. It’s an electric sander.’


‘Sam has to wait eight more weeks for the kitten,’ I explained to Rob, running my hand under the cold tap and wondering why it wasn’t doing any good. ‘Besides, if you ask nicely I’m sure you can have a digital Superman watch when it’s your birthday.’


‘Sam doesn’t even play Superman anymore,’ Rob said. ‘He just reads books about history and stuff.’


He was right. Sam’s new phase didn’t include comic book heroes. A Superman watch wasn’t Sam anymore. Nevertheless, when he’d opened the parcel that morning he’d smiled and been gracious.


‘I hate my watch,’ Rob said. ‘It should go in a museum. Nobody has a watch that ticks anymore.’


‘That’s not true,’ I said. ‘There’s nothing wrong with your watch.’


The sander’s shrieking mercifully stopped. Steve appeared coated in paint dust and wearing a mask and a bath cap.


‘You look funny, Daddy,’ Rob said. ‘Like a big white Smurf.’


‘It’s no good,’ Steve sighed. ‘That paint’s glued to the wood. I’ll have to take the doors off. There’s a place in town that’ll soak them in acid baths. It’s the only way we’ll get rid of that paint.’


‘You’re removing all our doors?’ I asked. ‘Even the bathroom’s?’


‘Only for a week or two.’


Lured by the smell of banana cake, Sam wandered into the kitchen. Rata trailed behind, clicking her toenails over the vinyl. If boy and dog were ever twin souls those two were it. She’d arrived, a milk-coloured puppy, when Sam was just two years old. They’d grown up together, comrades in arms whenever the fridge needed raiding or Christmas presents unearthing two weeks early from under our bed.


I couldn’t remember exactly when Rata decided she was the senior partner and assumed the mantle of guardianship. Perhaps Rob’s birth, two and a half years after Sam’s, had something to do with it. With Rob’s arrival, Rata took on nanny duties. The retriever would stretch in front of the fireplace, her tongue lolling nonchalantly on the carpet; Rob used her as a pillow while he sucked on his bottle of milk. The drawbacks of living with such an animal—layers of silvery hairs over our carpet and furniture, a pervasive doggy smell that I imagined made visitors baulk—were a miniscule price. Rata had a heart bigger than the Pacific Ocean. I hoped that heart could encompass a small furry stranger.


‘Have you thought of a name for the kitten yet, Sam?’ I asked.


‘She could be Sooty or Blackie,’ Rob volunteered.


Sam fixed his younger brother with the look of a tiger about to lunge at a chicken.


‘I think E.T. would be a good name,’ Sam said.


‘Noooo!’ Rob wailed. ‘That’s a horrible name!’


Rob hadn’t fully recovered from the movie E.T. His terror of Steven Spielberg’s alien had provided Sam with a wealth of fresh material to freak Rob out. Ever since Sam told him the gas metre on the zigzag was E.T.’s cousin, Rob refused to walk past it without clutching my hand.


‘Why not?’ Sam said. ‘The kitten looks a bit like an E.T. with hardly any hair and those bulging eyes. But not as scary as the E.T. I saw in our bathroom last night. He’s still there but don’t look at him, Rob. If he sees you looking he’ll eat you up and it’s worse than being eaten by an alligator because he’s got no teeth . . .’


‘Sam, stop it,’ I warned. But it was too late. Rob was already running out of the kitchen with fingers planted in his ears.


‘He makes green slime run out of his nose so he can dissolve your bones and suck you up!’ Sam yelled after him.


‘Not funny,’ I growled. 


Sam slid onto a kitchen chair and examined his cake. Apart from the times he was teasing his brother, Sam had transmuted into an introspective soul, so unlike the wild warrior he used to be. I occasionally worried what went on inside his head. Mixing icing in a saucepan, I asked if he’d like to help decorate the cake. He said yes—just a few jellybeans would do.


Sam had kept his word about a modest birthday and invited only one friend, Daniel, from around the corner. He claimed to be sick of ‘those big parties where everyone goes crazy’. I had to agree. Those tribes of boys who trashed the house and tied sheets together to leap out of windows surely needed medication, or more of it.


At the last minute I’d felt guilty and tried to persuade him to ask more boys. But he said he was happy with just his best friend, Rob and Rata. The only thing he insisted on was to be allowed to light his own candles. It seemed a small enough request.


I spread newspaper on the kitchen table and spooned the pale icing onto the cake. The texture was about right for once, smooth and easy to shape. To prove I was a half-creative mother, I added cocoa powder to the dregs of the icing in the pot, stirred in some boiling water and trickled a large, wonky ‘9’ on top of the cake. Sam pressed the jellybeans into the sticky surface.


As he glanced up at me his sapphire eyes darkened. He suddenly appeared ancient and wise. I’d seen that look several times recently. It unnerved me, especially when he said things that seemed to emanate from a soul who’d been on earth countless times before and was aware he was merely passing through.


‘It’s a good time to be alive,’ he said, sneaking a black jellybean under the table to Rata.


‘It’s a great time to be alive,’ I corrected. 


‘I’m jealous of Granddad. He was alive when the first cars were made and they started flying planes. He saw towns get electricity and movie theatres. That must’ve been exciting.’


‘Yes, but when you get to be an old man you’ll have seen even bigger changes. Things we can’t imagine now. You’ll be able to say to your grandchildren, ‘‘I had one of the first digital Superman watches ever.’’ '


He glanced down at his wrist and arranged his lips in a diplomatic smile. I wanted to take him by the shoulders, hold him close so I could savour the delectable smell of his skin.


‘I was just joking about calling the kitten E.T.,’ he confided, scraping a teaspoon around the pot to collect what was left of the chocolate icing and shovelling it into his mouth. ‘Her mother looks like an Egyptian queen. I think we should call her Cleopatra. Cleo for short.’


‘Cleo,’ I said, running a hand through his hair and wonder­ing if children ever understand the painful depth of their parents’ love. ‘That’s a great name.’


‘I’m giving Rata a lot of attention, so she doesn’t get jealous of the kitten. I brushed her coat twice yesterday. We’ve talked a lot about it. She’s going to like Cleo.’


Rata put her head in his lap and gazed up at him with liquid eyes.


‘She seems to understand every word you’re saying,’ I said.


‘Animals know a lot more than people do. Dogs can tell when there’s going to be an earthquake. Birds can fly halfway around the world to find their nest. If people listened to animals more often they wouldn’t make so many mistakes.’


Sam’s connection with animals had become apparent when he was a baby. Our outings were devoted to animal spotting more than anything else. Enthroned in his pushchair, he’d wave chubby arms at dogs and cats wherever we went. One day, he pointed at a seagull circling above our heads and said his first word—‘Dird!’


Animals were a tactile experience for Sam, too. He adored the feel of fur and feathers. Mum gave him an old goatskin rug that was black and white and shiny with age. Sam had dragged it into his bed to sleep on its comforting smoothness every night.


He was born with a wild sense of humour, a tool to test boundaries. When he was small I feigned shock at his use of rude words. He retaliated by following me around humming ‘Bum, bum, bumble bee’. Never afraid of flamboyance, he’d flung himself fully dressed into a bath of water and insisted on wearing a monkey mask with matching feet for the duration of his eighth birthday. Life was too magnificent not to be made fun of. I understood where he was coming from. Teachers were either amused or appalled by him, though none of them complained when, at the age of eight, he scored a reading age of thirteen. While he wasn’t disruptive at school, he enjoyed making bold personal statements, like excusing himself from class if he thought I might be in the school grounds, or asking to have his hair cropped close to the scalp when other boys were diligently growing theirs long.


I knew and loved every part of his body, especially the so-called imperfections: the scar above his left eyebrow where as a toddler he’d collided with the edge of the coffee table; his square hands with their chewed fingernails; the wart in the middle of the palm of his right hand. I adored the chip in his front tooth (tricycle accident), the flecks that made his eyes seem so wise sometimes, his feet (often grubby) and his nug­getty legs toasted by the sun. Without these he’d have been a flawless boy, a cherub too perfect for planet Earth. His scratches, bruises and scars formed a secret code only the two of us knew the history and formation of. Knowing Sam the animal lover and clown, I wasn’t sure what to make of his serious approach to his ninth birthday. Maybe he wanted to prove how much he’d grown up.


The knocker rapped against the front door. Sam and Rata trotted down the hall to answer it.


Daniel seemed to understand it was an understated birth­day. The three boys sat around the kitchen table with Rata strategically positioned underneath to collect her share of the feast. I snapped a few photos while the birthday boy lit his nine candles. The atmosphere was rich with feeling, yet strangely sombre.


Weeks later, when the photos came back from the processor they were so dark it was hard to make out the images. Even though the kitchen had been flooded with sunlight that afternoon, Sam’s image was cloaked in shadow, with a halo of gold light around the edges. Maybe I was a lousy photographer. Or perhaps it was one of those supernatural tricks some people believe cameras are capable of performing.
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Unlike humans, cats are accustomed to loss


Most days are so similar they’re forgotten almost before the sun sets on them. Thousands of days dissolve into each other, evolving into months and years. We slide through time expecting each day to be as predictable as the one before. Lulled into routines involving the same breakfast cereals, school runs and familiar faces, we’re anaesthetised into believing our lives will go on unchanged forever.


The twenty-first of January 1983 started out that way. There were no hints this date would slam down on us and slice our lives permanently in two.


After breakfast the boys wrestled in their pyjamas on the living room floor, with Rata refereeing while Steve unscrewed the bathroom door from its frame. The last door headed for the acid dipper in town, it was also the most political. Nobody wanted to pee in public.


Doors are heavier than they look. It took the four of us, aided by cheerful tripping up from Rata, to carry the thing up the zigzag and stow it in the stationwagon. It was January—summer holiday time on this hemisphere, and the boys were bronzed, their hair almost white from the sun. Unlike me, they were keen to meet the mysterious acid dipper. After Steve had tied the bathroom door to the car, the boys slid into what was left of the back seat.


On the way into town, Steve dropped me at my friend Jessie’s place in a suburb wedged between the hills. Climbing out of the car, I turned and invited Sam to take my place in the front passenger seat. Smiling, I told him I’d see him after lunch. His blue eyes beamed into mine as he slid into the front. We had no reason to believe that ‘after lunch’ would never happen.


Jessie was on the mend after a week in bed with the flu. Like a Victorian heroine in her white nightgown, she stretched on the covers and made the most of her semi-invalid status. We drank soup, talked and laughed about our kids. Her boys were older than ours, well into high school and turning into artistic rebels. I imagined Sam and Rob would be getting up to similar antics in the not-too-distant future.


Somewhere a phone rang. Jessie’s husband, Peter, answered. I was vaguely aware of his voice in the background. His tone was clipped, then jagged. He seemed to be receiving some kind of bad news. Wondering if he’d lost an elderly relative, I arranged my face in what I hoped was a sympathetic shape as he entered the bedroom. He looked pale and on edge, like someone being devoured by a drama he wanted no part of. He glanced at Jessie, then at me. His eyes were black as onyx. The phone call, he said, was for me.


There’d obviously been some kind of mistake. Who’d ring me at Jessie’s house? Hardly anyone knew I was there in the first place. Confused, I walked into the hallway and lifted the receiver.


‘It’s terrible,’ I heard Steve’s voice say. ‘Sam’s dead.’


His voice reverberated across space into every cell of my body. His tone was measured, almost normal. Sam and dead were words that didn’t belong together. I assumed he was talking about some other Sam, an old man, a distant cousin he’d previously forgotten to mention.


I heard myself scream into the telephone receiver. Steve’s voice arrived like rounds of artillery fire in my ear. Sam and Rob had found a wounded pigeon under the clothes line. Sam had insisted on taking it to the vet. Having seen the Disney film The Secret of Nimh the day before, he was feeling even more attuned than usual to the suffering of animals.


Steve had been making a lemon meringue pie in preparation for lunch. He’d told the boys if they wanted to take the bird to the vet, they’d have to do it themselves. They’d lowered the bird into a shoebox and carried it down the zigzag. Lennel Road was a main route into town from the outer suburbs. In a less car-obsessed age, a town planner had decided to wedge in a bus stop for people wanting to travel up the hill out of town. The road narrowed so dramatically at the footbridge that there was only room for a footpath on one side of the road. Any pedestrian wanting to go further down the hill into town had no choice but to cross the road at the bus stop. It was a perilous crossing with no signs to make traffic slow down.


As the boys arrived at the bus stop at the bottom of the steps, a bus pulled in on its way up the hill. Rob told Sam he thought they should wait until the bus had moved on before they tried to cross. But Sam was impatient to save the bird. Determined to reach the vet’s rooms down the hill as quickly as possible, he told Rob to be quiet, and ran out from behind the stationary bus. He’d been hit by a car coming down the hill.


The words were like pieces from different jigsaws that didn’t fit together. A nightmare voice that wasn’t mine yelled down the phone, demanding to know if Rob was okay. Steve said Rob was fine, though he’d seen the accident and was badly shaken. A shudder of relief jolted through me.


When people receive ghastly news, some say a sensation of disbelief sets in. Perhaps it was the simple harshness of Steve’s language, but his words hammered through me straight-away. My mind collapsed into different compartments. From a position high on Jessie’s hall ceiling I watched myself wailing and screaming below. My head felt about to burst. I wanted to smash it against the glass panels of Jessie’s front door to stop the pain.


At the same time, I registered the incongruity of the situ­ation. The purpose of my visit had been to cheer Jessie up. Now here she was, standing in her white nightgown, trying to soothe me. Having trained as a nurse, Jessie switched into practical mode. She rang the hospital’s accident and emergency ward. When she asked if Sam was D.O.A. the logical part of my brain deciphered the abbreviation. I’d heard it as a cadet reporter late at night on the police round. Dead On Arrival. Leaden with resignation, she put the phone down.


I wept and raged, but couldn’t encompass the grief. No collection of human tissue was resilient enough to endure such pain. My life was over. Time squeezed up like an accordion. We waited for Steve and Rob to arrive. Refusing offers of tea and alcohol I watched light filter through a window and listened to the bellowing from the back of my throat. Part of my mind was curious about the noise my body made, and the way it seemed to go on like a chant, for infinity.


I wanted to compose myself for Rob’s arrival. The poor kid had seen enough. But my mind and body refused to obey instructions. I’d become a roaring animal. We waited maybe twenty minutes for Steve and Rob to appear in Jessie’s hallway. It felt more like twenty years.


They materialised like a pair of ghosts, a sad man, hunched over as if he’d been shot in the stomach, holding the hand of a traumatised child. I’d seen that body language before in photos of refugees and war victims. Steve’s face was blank as a wall, his eyes empty like a marble statue’s. Rob seemed to have shrunk into himself. I looked into the boy’s face, so passive and contained. Falling to my knees, I wrapped my arms around our surviving son, and wondered what nightmares were whirling inside his head. He’d just seen his brother run over and killed. How could he ever recover?


Clutching my son, I sobbed. My body shook. The intensity of my grip must’ve been frightening. He wriggled and withdrew from my embrace. Trying to regain composure, I asked Rob what had happened. He explained how he’d tried to stop Sam crossing the road, to wait on the footpath until the bus had gone, but Sam wouldn’t listen. His last words to Rob were ‘Be quiet’.


Sam had looked like a cowboy lying on the road, Rob said, with red string coming out of his mouth. It took a while for me to understand what he’d meant by red string. His young mind had interpreted the scene as a Western movie. Sam had become John Wayne, flat on his back after a gun fight, with stage makeup trickling down his chin. It was my first glimpse of how differently a child perceives death.


As we staggered numbly towards the car, Rob asked if he could have Sam’s Superman watch. I was shocked, but he was only six years old.


The road unfurled beneath us like licorice. Houses peeled away at drunken angles. I hated this town with its hills and twisted streets. Everything about it was harsh and ugly, on the brink of destruction. I didn’t want to go back to the house. Couldn’t face the zigzag and the sight of Sam’s possessions. But there was nowhere else for us to drive to.


When Steve asked if I wanted to see the footbridge I ham­mered my head against the car window and screamed. I never wanted to go anywhere near that thing. He drove the long way home so we wouldn’t have to pass under its shadow. People might still be there, shaking their heads, looking for stains on the tarmac.


Accusations shot like flames from the back of my throat. I yelled at Steve, demanding to know why he hadn’t driven the boys to the vet. He’d been busy with the lemon meringue pie, he replied. Wild as a she-wolf, I accused him of caring more about lemon meringue pie than his sons. A cooler part of my mind knew that my behaviour was cruel and irrational.


Absorbing my recriminations without the retaliation they deserved, Steve pointed out that the vet was only a short walk down the hill. He reminded me the boys knew the road rules, and there was no stopping Sam when he got an idea in his head. ‘We both know what Sam is like—​was like—​with animals.’ Steve’s change of tense was an obscenity.


Like an octopus, my mind scrambled for possibilities. Maybe there’d been a mistake and Sam wasn’t dead. Steve refused to be dragged into my fantasies. He’d spoken to the ambulance driver, who’d told him he was sorry but our son had passed away.


Passed away? The words unleashed a fresh onslaught of fury. Back in journalism school our tutors had drummed into us that dead meant dead, not passed away, passed over or sleeping in God’s arms. How could an ambulance driver who saw death every day use such euphemistic language?


Ignoring my raving, Steve continued to repeat what the ambulance driver had said. If by some miracle Sam had man­aged to survive such a severe head injury his only triumph would have been to spend the rest of his life a vegetable. My subconscious snared that snippet of information.


Dead. Lifeless. Gone. Such final words. If our son really was dead, then someone had killed him. My mind boiled, desperate for someone to blame. A murderer who deserved punishment. I created a Hollywood villain inside my head, a man full of hate with a history of crime. 


‘It was a woman,’ Steve said, ‘a woman in a blue Ford Escort. She’d been driving back to work after lunch. There was hardly any damage to her car. Just a cracked headlight.’


A cracked headlight for my child’s life? I’d kill her.


Staggering down the zigzag to the house I couldn’t believe I’d never again feel Sam’s weight on my lap, his arms around my neck. Never was such a finite word. Rata greeted us at the door, her head to one side, gazing up at us, questioning. I flung myself on her neck and wept. Her head drooped, her tail curved under her hind legs and she tumbled to the floor. Sam’s words echoed in my head. Animals understand . . .


Hands trembling on the receiver, I made the worst phone call of my life. Mum’s voice sounded nonchalant when she answered. There was no way to soften the news. Her cherished grandson was gone. I was the ultimate failure as a parent. I could hear her intake of breath. Her voice deepened. The tiny part of me that remained an observer was surprised by her calm response. She belonged to a more seasoned, tougher generation that through the horrors of World War II had developed strategies to deal with outrageous loss. She brought my yelps and wails to a halt and said she was on her way.


I fastened the Superman watch around Rob’s wrist and flung myself on Sam’s unmade bed, its sheets and blankets still in the shape of his living body. I drank the smell of his clothes, heard his voice in my head. Steve led me to the living room and coaxed a glass of brandy between my lips. Hot alcohol shot through my veins.


An hour or so later, two policemen, young and embarrassed, arrived on the doorstep. They said the pigeon was still alive and asked what we wanted done with it. What had gone wrong with life’s logic? How could a bird have more right to survival than our boy? Steve told them to take the pigeon to the vet as Sam had wanted. The police also needed someone to go to the morgue and identify the body. Steve steeled himself and went.


He arrived home ashen-faced. Sam still looked the same, he said. Beautiful. Nobody would have known anything had happened, except for the gash in the side of his forehead. Just a tiny gash. He’d meant to cut a lock from Sam’s hair, but had forgotten the scissors. I yearned for the lock of hair, anything that was part of Sam, but Steve was stretched like a rubber band about to snap. I could hardly insist he go back to the morgue.


•


Mum appeared at the door. She seemed weighted with triple quantities of sadness. On top of her own grief I could tell she was carrying concern for the rest of us. She would have been tired, too, after a five-hour drive. I expected her to burst into tears, but she squared her shoulders and raised her head. I’d seen actors do the same thing before stepping on stage.


 ‘I saw the most beautiful sunset just now,’ she said. ‘Glorious streaks of reds and golds. I thought Sam must be part of it.’


My ravaged mind interpreted her words as callousness. How could she surrender her grandchild to a sunset?


A funeral director turned up while she was unpacking. Harbour lights twinkled malevolently behind him as he sat in the corner of the living room asking for Sam’s measurements—height and breadth. Didn’t he have a nine-year-old son of his own to go by? White coffins, he said, were favoured for children. There were fashion trends in death? I couldn’t face a church service. Not when there was so much business to discuss with God over this. Someone had recommended the new university chaplain. A short ceremony conducted by him at the grave side would do. The funeral director made no effort to hide his disapproval. While I was stunned by his coldness at the time, I now realise he probably had no idea what to say so was clinging to the framework of his professional training.


Soon after the funeral director strode into the night, the university chaplain stepped cautiously over the shag pile. He was young, barely out of school, and nervous. He told us he’d never buried a child before. We said we were in the same position. When he asked what we’d like I wanted to scream: ‘Isn’t it obvious? We want our son back!’ But he was faced with a daunting task. There was enough sanity left in me to feel sorry for him. I offered to write a poem for him to read at the grave side.


Our family doctor arrived and scribbled a prescription for sleeping pills. Over a mug of coffee she mused that maybe it was a good thing from Sam’s perspective, because the adult world was so hard to survive in. 


Steve mentioned he’d taken the Superman watch away from Rob—he hadn’t felt comfortable passing it on so quickly. I protested but he assured me Rob understood. Steve had put the watch away in a box inside his desk.


Rata collapsed across the boys’ bedroom doorway. We tried to coax Rob into his old bed but he refused to sleep in the room he’d shared with Sam. His eyes flashing with terror, he said a dragon lived in there. Steve carried his mattress into our bedroom and placed it in a corner under the window. Like shipwrecked sailors we drifted into our first night without Sam. I thought falling asleep would be impossible, but unconsciousness dropped like the blade of a guillotine, delivering me into merciful nothingness.


Leaving what our world had become was the easy part. Returning to it was almost unbearable. Opening my eyes next morning, I heard a thrush call, its ‘took took’ echoing across the hills. For an instant I imagined life was normal. I’d just woken from a nightmare of grotesque proportions. With sickening horror, the events of the previous day exploded in my mind and sent me plummeting into despair.


It was no easier for Steve. A few days after the accident I awoke under a waterfall of his tears. He’d never cried in front of me before. I should have reached out and embraced him then, but I was half-awake, unprepared. Distraught, momentarily confused, I simply asked him to stop. I didn’t imagine the request would be taken literally and he’d never express sorrow in front of me again.


Our house choked with flowers. As days passed I became weary of their sickening fragility. Water in their vases turned rancid in the summer heat, filling the air with the stench of stagnant ponds. In every room stalks drooped, petals dropped like tears on the floor.


Steve decided flowers upset me. Maybe he was right. He took to hiding freshly delivered sheaths of chrysanthemums, lilies and carnations, deathly in their perfection, under garden shrubs to keep them out of sight. It’s impossible to judge whose behaviour was more strange—the grieving woman who went hysterical at the sight of floral deliveries or the husband who hid them under bushes.


The front door stayed permanently open as scores of people, many of them strangers, streamed down the hallway over the carpet I’d never liked. Some oozed platitudes or quotations from the Bible till I wished they’d go away. The only words that resonated with me were Shakespeare’s—‘time is out of joint’. Other visitors appeared angry—among them a doctor who said he’d seen the accident. It affected him personally, he said. He had two sons of his own. His anger was irrelevant. Doctors seemed to excel at injecting negative interpretations into the atmosphere.
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