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  Wong Chung-shun, 1896




  PROLOGUE




  It is a lonely place where the Jesus-ghosts preach. They preach about love, about a god who died of love, yet in the street the people sneer and call out and spit, then on

  Sundays sing in the Jesus-house.




  Their god is a white ghost. You see the pictures. He has pale skin and a big nose and a glow of moonlight round his long brown hair. He has many names, just as we Tongyan have many names.

  We have a milk name, an adult name, perhaps a scholar or chosen name. The Jesus-ghosts call their god Holy Ghost. Even they know he is a ghost. People are like their gods, just as they are like

  their animals. They even call him Father. We do not need to name them, these gweilo. Even they know they are ghosts.




  Yung says, We do not need to recognise their words; we do not need to interpret the raised syllable. It is there in a flicker of the eyes, the slight curl of a lip, in the muscles of the face,

  the way they set against us. He says, The body has its own language, as fluid as poetry, as coarse as polemic.




  Yung has a way with words. He says the language of the body can be used as a weapon.




  Now that Yung is here, I do not have to pay a clansman. One of us can go to the market while the other keeps shop; one can sort bananas while the other trims vegetables. Now that he is here, I

  can save to bring out a wife. I can save the fare and the poll tax. It will take a good many years.




  When Yung first arrived we did not recognise each other. We had not seen each other for over ten years. He is eighteen now, and books have affected his brain. He dreams big, impossible dreams.

  He does not understand life, and he does not understand this land. He is full of too many feelings like wild animals caught and caged in a zoo. He likes to talk, and his words are quick, quicker

  than his understanding. He is very young – fifteen years younger. My brother is like a son, an only, foolish son.
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  A SHILLING




  They had just turned into Tory Street, past Mount Cook Police Station, Chung-shun and his younger brother Chung-yung, on their way to Haining Street for soupy wontons and

  noodles. A late Sunday morning, the sun shining with the heat of ripening fruit, the wind for once not too vigorous. Yung whistled some folk ditty, oblivious to gweilo rules that made

  whistling, singing anything but hymns, and playing the piano on Sundays frowned upon. Shun merely frowned. His leg ached and made him lose all appreciation of the one day of the week when the shop

  was closed. He did not notice the calmness of the day, the lack of dust and grit swirling from the road to assail their eyes and coat their skin and clothes and hair. He did not notice the man

  approach them.




  Yung saw the man coming. Even from a distance there was something strange about the way he walked, an ambling stiffness. As they got closer, Yung saw the man’s eyes focus upon him, saw his

  face spread into a toothless grin. He watched as the man walked up to them, stood too close (the stink of stale piss and unwashed clothes) and said through sunken cheeks, ‘Gif me a

  shilling.’




  Yung held his breath and stepped back, looked the man over. He was a good four inches shorter and very thin, and there was something wrong with his eyes. His hands were hidden in the pockets of

  his dirty, oversized coat, and for a moment Yung considered whether he might be concealing a weapon.




  ‘What for?’ he asked.




  Yung could see him thinking. ‘Haaaf yoou aaany muun-neee?’ the man said slowly, his face loose, his lips hollowing into his gums. ‘Muun-neeee.’




  Yung smiled. ‘I haaf muuneee,’ he said. He slapped his pocket, rattling the coins.




  The man pulled his hands out of his pockets, held up his fists. ‘Gif it to me or I’ll . . .’




  Yung laughed. Muuneee.




  He turned and walked back towards the police station. He hummed. He liked the solid red brick building, the black and white brickwork forming arches above the windows and doors, the imprints of

  arrows stamped into the bricks. If he didn’t think about the prisoners who’d made them, then he found it amusing, the way the bricks were placed so randomly, sometimes with the arrow

  facing inwards and hidden from sight, sometimes out, sometimes pointing to the left, sometimes to the right. They were like clues left behind at the scene of a crime, a scene that had been

  contaminated by reporters, curious onlookers, bumbling policemen.




  He walked into the coolness of the building, across the geometric tiled floor, past the staircase, to the room where Constable Walters sat in the depths of the building. They knew each other

  well. The constable often passed by the shop on his nightly patrol and Yung would offer him a banana or a ripe pear, taking comfort from knowing the police were around.




  Constable Walters rose from his desk, and as they came back out onto the street they saw the man hurry in the opposite direction and disappear down Frederick Street. The constable followed but

  soon lost him.




  When he returned, red faced and breathing heavily, he asked what the man had looked like. Yung described a man in his forties, no, thirties (gweilo always look older than Tongyan),

  about this high – he motioned with his hand – light hair, no teeth . . . Shun described the man’s big red nose.




  ‘Shun Goh,’ Yung said, addressing him politely as elder brother, ‘all gweilo have big red noses.’ He turned back to the constable. ‘Nose just like

  you,’ he said, ‘and here . . .’ He touched the right side of his jaw, trying to describe a scar but not knowing the words. ‘He velly stupid,’ he added.




  After the constable had gone, Shun berated his brother, throwing his hands in the air. Why tell the gweilo he had money la? Why shake his pockets? Was he mad? After he walked off

  the gweilo harassed him for money too!




  Yung wanted to laugh but he had to show respect. He tried to explain – after all the man was harmless, a simpleton, no more – but Shun wasn’t listening. How come Yung was so

  stupid? Just two months ago Ah Chan was beaten up in the street. Didn’t he know how dangerous it was?




  Yung closed his ears. Already he was dreaming up a couplet. About a man with no teeth and half a mind, about a confusion of arrows and no idea which way to go.




  

     

  




  MAORILAND




  Sometimes under the weight, the shape, of his brother’s expectation, Yung felt death-weary.




  He stood before the washtubs out the back of the shop and gazed at his red-stained hands. He pulled the last beetroot from the water, brought down the blade quickly, once,

  twice, watched the leaves with their fine red stalks, the long end of the root, thin as a wet rat’s tail, fall into the wooden box. Then he tossed the trimmed beetroot onto the others,

  carried the enamel basin to the wash-house and tipped them onto the purple-red mass in the copper. It would take half an hour for the water to come to the boil and then another hour, bleached

  worms, beetles, spiders slowly boiling on the surface of the red dirt water.




  He went back and cleaned the tubs, tipped in half a sack of carrots, covered them with water, then took the broom and pushed it under then up through the vegetables, sweeping, tumbling them

  clean in the ever murkier liquid. He could feel a layer of sweat forming on his brow, the dampness of his white singlet, his shirt, under his arms. He loosened his grip, relaxed his arms for a

  moment, then pushed down again. Once he’d had tender hands, hands that knew only the calligrapher’s brush, the grinding of ink stick with water. They were still soft, pale, not cracked

  and brown like his elder brother’s, but now calluses had formed on his palms, on the fleshy pads below his fingers. He remembered the first time he’d done this, the rhythmic push and

  pull of wood and bristle, the sting of his skin rubbing, folding in on itself.




  He pulled the plugs, watched the rushing, sucking waters, stepped back as the pipes drained onto the concrete pad. He picked out the cleaned carrots, dropped them into a bamboo basket, tipped

  the rest of the sack into the tubs and filled them again with water. How many years had he been here boiling beetroot, washing carrots, and trimming cabbages and cauliflowers? Eight? Nine? Almost

  ten years.




  Standing on the deck of the Wakatipu as it heaved into port, he had been astonished by the landscape. Dusty clay and rock where men had hacked a footing. Where they had

  tried to anchor themselves, their wooden shacks and macadam roads from Antarctic southerlies. Hills thick with bush and curling foliage falling to the bays. Ships loaded with coal or logs from the

  West Coast or human cargo from Sydney. Wellington: a town built of wood and dust and wind.




  Shun Goh told him gweilo gave this land a strange, mystical name. The name of the dark-skinned people, the people of the land. He said Maoris were dying. In fifty years they would be

  wiped out, the way a white handkerchief wipes sweat from the face. They would become a story passed from mother to son, like the giant birds they’d heard of. Fierce birds that could not fly.

  Moa, the people said, like a lament . . . Maori . . . their absence a desolation.




  In those early days Yung thought he saw a Maori, but the man selling rabbits door to door turned out to be Assyrian. And the man selling vegetables was Hindoo. This is what all the dark-skinned

  people were – Assyrian or Hindoo – the ones who lived in Haining Street.




  Over months, years, he did see Maoris, their status and appearance as varied as gweilo. When the gweilo Duke and Duchess visited, Tongyan adorned a huge arch with flags

  outside Chow Fong’s shop in Manners Street. Chinese Citizens Welcome, it said. Everyone lined up along the route: gweilo, Tongyan, Maoris.




  ‘Who these Maolis?’ Yung asked Mrs Paterson from the bakery next door, referring to the proud people in their finest gweilo top hats, pressed black suits and gold watch chains

  he saw welcome gweilo royalty, the groups of them he sometimes saw near Parliament.




  ‘They’re from up north,’ Mrs Paterson said. ‘They come to petition the government.’




  ‘What is petition?’ Yung asked.




  ‘They want their land back,’ she said, and then asked about the price of potatoes.




  Sometimes Yung saw Maori fishermen or hawkers of sweet potato and watercress. They dressed in old ghost clothes and heavy boots, or wrapped an army blanket fastened with rope or a belt around

  the waist, sometimes even a blanket around their shoulders. But whatever their standing they never called out names or pulled his braid. They smiled, cigarette in hand, as if to a brother.




  The first time Yung saw them he turned to Shun, looking for a sign. But his brother did not smile back. ‘Be careful,’ he said. Have a small heart. Yung looked at the

  tobacco-stained teeth, the blue-green markings etched all over the dark faces. One of the men was young, perhaps his own age, and he had a straggly beard that partially obscured his tattoos. Yung

  looked him in the eye and smiled, just the corners of his mouth, then followed his brother, unsure of what he should do.




  Yung pushed the broom down into brown water. Almost a decade, and he’d barely spoken to a Maori. Proudly tipped his hat to an old woman perhaps – the way

  he’d seen ghost-men meet, greet and pass their women – or to Maori men he’d smiled a hello. Only once one had come into the shop.




  The man’s face was fully tattooed and he’d held himself so very erect and with such dignity in his top hat and pressed black suit, a white handkerchief neatly folded in his jacket

  pocket, that Yung had been at a loss for words. Yung could imagine him waving from a shiny black motorcar as crowds lined the parade.




  The man had nodded his head slightly. ‘Good afternoon,’ he said.




  ‘Good afternoon, sir.’




  The man smiled, flashing a gold tooth. He looked at the strawberries and grapes.




  He only wants the best fruit, Yung thought. The most expensive. ‘Stlawbelly go lotten. No good,’ he said. ‘Glape best quality. Velly sweet.’ He walked over, selected the

  best cluster – each grape plump, juicy, purple-black. ‘Please tly,’ he said, offering it up.




  The man took a grape and placed it delicately in his mouth. He smiled again. ‘Very good,’ he said. ‘I’ll take two bunches.’ Then he looked around again. ‘How

  is the pineapple?’




  Yung lifted a pineapple to his nose and sniffed. He tugged gently at one of the inner leaves, then put the pineapple back on the stack. He picked up another, smelled it and tugged at a leaf,

  which came away. ‘Good pineapple,’ he said. ‘Lipe and sweet.’




  As he handed over the packaged fruit, the man thanked him.




  ‘Good luck,’ Yung said.




  The man looked at him quizzically.




  ‘Your land,’ Yung said.




  ‘Yes,’ the man said.




  They almost bowed to each other before the man walked out into the southerly.




  What gweilo had ever treated him as respectfully? How many had even looked in his eyes?




  Each day he worked in the shop. Each day but Sunday white ghosts came in and out. He handed them vegetables wrapped in newspaper or paper bags filled with fruit. They put

  money on the wooden counter and he counted out their change. Good day. Good day.




  He wanted to talk. He wanted to understand. But how to say? His English was improving. But how many customers truly invited his stumbling conversation?




  On Sundays and other afternoons or nights when his brother gave him time off, he would go to a clansman’s – to another fruit and vegetable shop or laundry – or go down Haining

  Street, Taranaki, Frederick or Tory. They called the area Tongyangai – Chinese people’s street, where people of the Tong dynasty lived. In shop or cook-house or gambling

  joint, or even outside on a warm summer evening, they’d gather together to gossip and drink tea. His best friend Ng Fong-man, Cousin Gok-nam, everyone would be there. Everyone but women.

  Chinese women, wives. Even as he visited greengrocery, laundry, market garden, as he drummed up support and donations for the Revolution, how many women did he see? Who could afford the poll tax or

  even the fare?




  Yung shut his eyes. He tried to remember his wife’s face, the way her brow furrowed in concentration when he wrote the first line of a couplet, when he challenged her to complete it. He

  tried to remember her voice, the sound of her laughter . . .




  No, everyone would be there in Haining Street, and gweilo also, placing bets, or after work, crowded in with Tongyan, checking their pakapoo tickets. Aaaaiyaa.

  Aaaaiyaa. The thumping of tables. The smell of pork soup. The sizzle of garlic and ginger. White ghosts shoulder to shoulder, familiar faces without names. Their only intercourse green-inked

  characters marked on white tickets.




  ‘Beetroot cooked la! What are you doing? Why aren’t the carrots out in the shop?’




  Yung started. ‘All right la!’ He dropped the last of the carrots into the basket. Watched the back of his brother’s head as it disappeared inside again, his shiny shaven

  skin, the long oiled braid running down.




  

     

  




  DREAMS OF SUN YAT-SEN




  Shun Goh had given him the rest of the afternoon off – enough time to walk to Fong-man’s, have a cup of tea, play a game of cards and maybe argue about politics.

  Yung was relieved to get away from his brother, and out of doors. Usually spring was windy, unpredictably wet, yet today he didn’t have to hold his hat to stop it from flying away. He almost

  had to squint for the blue glare of sky.




  He walked around the Basin Reserve where he’d seen men in funereal white play a strange game with a piece of wood and a ball. Once he’d seen the ball hit three sticks in the ground

  and all the men cry out and throw their hands in the air – everyone except the man holding the flat piece of wood. Today there were only children rolling down the grassy banks and a group of

  boys on the common with a stick. He continued up Webb Street, then turned right into Cuba, delighting in the warmth of the day, in the jostle of horse and cart and tram, in the noisy ducking and

  weaving of humanity.




  He paused outside the fishmonger’s with its window piled high with rabbits, the little curtain of them that hung across the top of the entrance. Rabbit tails would brush his face when he

  entered, the soft fur smelling of grass and gaminess against his skin. Rabbit stewed in an earthenware pot. One shilling each, or maybe only tenpence. He licked his lips and walked on, humming a

  song he couldn’t quite remember the name of, a song that had lost its words but not its tune. He hummed as if he had all the time in the world – waving to Mr Paterson, breathing in the

  yeasty smell of hot bread as he drove past in his cart, only just becoming aware of children behind him.




  He turned, saw the boys – half a dozen of them, maybe more, seven-to ten-year-olds, one fat, the rest skinny, each with a little tweed cap and dirty knees. The tallest was carrying a

  stick.




  ‘Ching Chong Chinaman,’ they sang. ‘Born in a jar, christened in a teapot, ha, ha, ha.’




  Yung kept walking. He felt his hat being knocked to the ground, his braid uncoiling, falling down his back, hands grabbing and yanking. Bursts of laughter and another yank.




  He turned around and charged at them. ‘Pigs! Dog-shit!’ he shouted in Chinese. ‘Drop dead in the street!’




  The kids laughed and ran off. He wanted to chase them, grab hold of them, push their faces in the dirt. The tall one, the one who’d pushed his hat off with the stick. The redhead or, even

  better, the fat one – he would have been easy to catch.




  ‘Ignore the barbarians,’ his brother always said. ‘Never give them an excuse to retaliate.’




  But he was sick of it. He was educated. He was respected. Back home he could have been an official. Even now people came to him to read and write their letters, their New Year couplets. He went

  to meet the newcomers off the ships, to help them with customs and immigration.




  One night when his brother was down Haining Street a couple of young hooligans had come to the shop and started throwing cabbages around. Yung had been so incensed he’d tossed them out,

  both of them, into the street. He could still see the dust settle round them. They never came back.




  Yung smiled. His brother never knew. He picked up his hat, recoiled his braid and covered it again, carried on.




  He had walked this way so many times before – past the drapery, the pharmacy, over the tram tracks – yet only now did the saloon catch his attention. It was the veranda posts at

  first, the bright red, white and blue spiralling paint, and a similarly painted pole sticking out from above the doorway with the sign S. Gibson hanging from it. In the window there was a

  poster of a man in a suit and bun hat, pipe hanging from his mouth: pipe tobacco in its most enjoyable form.




  Yung appreciated a well-laid out display, the aesthetics of colour and shape and categorisation. Arranged on shelves were blue tins of Capstan, Marcovitch Black and White, pale lemon State

  Express 555. There were matches in cardboard containers shaped like miniature hatboxes, as well as copper and tin versions, cylindrical and rectangular, wooden pipes and a brown ceramic tobacco jar

  inscribed with writing. Yung couldn’t see all the words, and he didn’t recognise them all either – When all Things were made . . . better than Tobacco . . . a Bachelor’s

  Friend (what did Bachelor mean?) – but he did recognise the different tins and packets they sold in the greengrocery. He admired the china shaving mugs, each displayed with its own brush,

  the chrome hand clippers, Rolls Razors, cigar cutters, long leather razor strops, bottles of Scurf and Dandruff Lotion, and a Black Beauty Razor Hone with a long blue fish decorating the box.




  A wooden partition separated the display from the interior. Even from the door onto the street he could only see another lead-light door with the words Gents’ Saloon in the stained

  glass. He stepped back as the inner door opened, as a man emerged from the yellow-tinged, smoky light. As he walked past, Yung saw how neatly cut he was, how smoothly shaved. Yung smelled the

  tobacco and cinnamon. Another man entered the shop, and the smell of tobacco puffed out again before the door closed.




  Yung could see his reflection in the window, his forehead shaved smooth, nothing of his tonsure or of the hair coiled under his hat. He’d had the braid for as long as he could remember.

  Some men cut theirs off. Some to stop the hair pulling, some for the Revolution. Even back home there were those who cut off their braids and then had to wear hats or wigs when they went out or

  chance execution.




  Yung dreamed of the end of the dynasty. He dreamed of a new and powerful China, free of corruption, free from Manchu and foreign domination. He dreamed of Sun Yat-sen heading the new Republic, a

  man from Heung Shan who spoke English and not only the Peking dialect of the northerners, but also Yung’s language, their language, Cantonese. Now he dreamed of a haircut like Sun

  Yat-sen’s, like that of the man he’d seen walking out of the shop.




  But gweilo saloons didn’t cut Chinamen’s hair, everyone knew that; and if, even if he had the courage, the foolhardiness, what would happen then? He would sit back in a chair,

  waiting for a barbarian to run a blade across his cheek, over his jaw, across his throat. The room would be wreathed with smoke. He would be surrounded by ocean ghosts, looking, watching, in an

  afternoon of no natural light, just the yellow glow of gas mantles. He thought of Fong-man, beaten in his shop in this very same street. He would sit back in the chair and feel the blade as it cut

  across his throat, and no one would notice if he didn’t come out.




  That night, Yung took the scissors from the drawer in the kitchen and cut off his braid. He heard the swish of the blades and the crunch as he cut through, his head strangely

  light, hair falling loosely at the back of his neck. He held the braid heavy in his hand, feeling terrifyingly liberated, and yet as if he had amputated a limb, as if already the sword had come

  down on his neck. He didn’t know what to do. He looked in the mirror, the one he used every few days for plucking facial hair. He did not recognise himself. He felt as if he were growing

  paler or maybe pinker – because that was the true colour of barbarians, not white but pink, something like the colour of domesticated pigs. He looked at his face, at his hair. He felt as if

  even his name was translating. He put the braid at the bottom of a drawer and covered it with his most intimate apparel.




  Why had he looked in the window of that saloon? Why had he not simply gone to Ah Fung’s, the Haining Street barber, like everyone else? Why did he always want whatever he could not

  have?




  He swallowed his shame. It would take time for the shaven parts of his head to grow, but tomorrow he would go. He would get Ah Fung to style his hair. He would buy bay rum. He would go out into

  the street, slick and sweet, smelling of bay oil and cinnamon.




  

     

  




  ONIONS




  Edie McKechnie was digging in the woodpile searching for slaters, spiders, beetles, anything wriggly with lots of legs, when her brother, Robbie, came racing home with his

  friends: the show-off big kid, Billy, who always bossed the others around; Wally, who looked like he’d eaten a chelsea bun too many; some other silly, dirty boys.




  ‘Want to see a trick, Edie?’ Billy asked.




  Edie glanced up, then ignored him. She lifted a piece of wood. Underneath, in the dirt and damp wood dust, she found four slaters. She flipped one onto its back with her nail, watched the pale

  eyelash legs wave, the soft grey armour curl.




  ‘Look!’ yelled Billy.




  Edie noticed the stick for the first time when Billy reached out and flicked off Wally’s cap.




  ‘Hey,’ said Wally as he scrambled to catch it, then picked it up from the ground.




  ‘Let me, let me try,’ said Robbie.




  As he grabbed the stick and aimed at Wally’s head, Edie noticed dirt all over her brother’s clothes, grass and who-knows-what in the mess of his thick red hair.




  ‘Ow! Ya bounder!’ yelled Wally. ‘I’ll knock yer blimmin’ head off!’




  ‘No blimmin’ way!’ Robbie laughed and ran off, with Wally and the other boys chasing.




  ‘Was that Robbie?’ Their mother stood in the doorway, her face flushed from thumping irons onto sheets, shirts, petticoats, skirts, swapping them as they cooled with a hot iron from

  the range.




  ‘He’s taken off with Wally and Billy again.’




  ‘Bother. I need him to chop wood. You’d better come in and help me cook dinner.’




  Edie looked down. Her slaters had disappeared, even the one she’d flipped onto its back. She’d have to come out later with a jar. She wiped her hands on her skirt, stood up and went

  into the house, trying to remember what slaters ate for dinner.
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  Katherine McKechnie’s neck and shoulders ached. She still felt the effects of hauling yesterday’s wet washing and today the effort of lifting heavy irons. In winter, the range and

  the irons and the work kept her warm, but now sweat plastered her bodice, her petticoats, to her skin.




  She stood at the bench and lopped the top and bottom off an onion, peeled away the skin. She should have started earlier, not finished ironing shirts that Donald wouldn’t need till

  Thursday or Friday . . . Ow! She examined her nail. Thank goodness, no blood. She blinked. What was God thinking when he created onions? She wiped her eyes, hurriedly chopped, shoved the pieces

  into the hot fat, tossed a second onion into the bottom of the pantry. Glanced at Edie.




  ‘Careful . . . If you cut off a finger it won’t grow back, you know . . . Here . . .’ She took the knife from her daughter and showed her again. ‘Keep your fingers out of

  the way. As you cut, you have to keep moving your hand down the carrot away from the knife . . . That’s more like it . . . When it gets too little, just leave it and start another. I’ll

  finish off.’




  ‘Mum?’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘What do slaters eat?’




  Katherine looked up from the kidney she was slicing. ‘Well, I don’t know. What do other insects eat?’




  Edie stopped chopping. ‘They’re not insects, Mum.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Insects have six legs.’




  Katherine stared at her daughter. She wasn’t even seven. ‘Where did you get that from?’ she asked.




  ‘You know – that book we got from the library.’




  Katherine laughed. Of course. Both the children could read beyond their years. How could they not with their father a newspaperman, a purveyor of words, as he liked to say. But it was

  Edie, the youngest, who seemed the most eager, dragging Katherine to the Newtown library each week, bringing her novels by Jane Austen or George Eliot – surely she couldn’t really

  understand them – and non-fiction books with beautiful colour illustrations on any subject – ornithology, Egyptian history, Etruscan architecture. Robbie, on the other hand, seemed to

  thrive on the exploits of Revolver Dick or Jim, the Slayer of the Prairies. If he’d been old enough, one of his favourite pastimes would have been the games evenings at the library. But they

  were shut down for ‘destructiveness and rowdiness’. Katherine smiled grimly. Give him a few years and he’d likely be one of the chief culprits.




  She scraped chunks of beef and kidney into the pot, looked across at Edie. ‘So how many legs do slaters have?’




  ‘Fourteen.’ Edie grinned. ‘I counted.’




  ‘So what do you call slaters if they’re not insects? Did it tell you that in—?’




  The front door slammed and Robbie came running down the hall to the kitchen. Peered into the smoking pot. ‘Steak and kidney . . . Can I have something to eat?’ He reached for the

  biscuit tin.




  Katherine smacked away his hand. ‘Go and chop some wood and bring it in, and then you can help yourself to a slice of bread and dripping.’ She looked at his filthy face, the grass

  stains and dirt on his clothes, his black-edged nails. ‘But wash your hands first. I don’t want dirty marks on the loaf.’




  After he’d gone out, Edie asked, ‘Do you think slaters might like bread?’




  ‘I don’t know, dear. Ants do. And birds.’ She noticed a chunk pulled out of the loaf. ‘And naughty boys.’




  An hour later, Robbie put down his fork after just one mouthful. ‘I’m not hungry,’ he said.




  Katherine sighed. ‘Well, you shouldn’t have eaten so much bread then, should you? I did say one slice.’




  Donald McKechnie spat into his plate. ‘No wonder the boy can’t eat! How long did you cook this for? Five minutes? How many times do I have to tell you?’




  ‘Then perhaps you shouldn’t insist on steak and kidney on Tuesdays. It takes all day to do the ironing and that doesn’t leave much time for cooking.’




  ‘Then put the dinner on in the morning, woman! Haven’t you got anything in that skull of yours?’




  Katherine examined Donald’s red face, his twitching moustache. She had more teeth in that skull of hers than he did, that’s for sure. What did he say? Fed up to the back teeth? It

  was his back teeth, or lack thereof, that was the problem. She imagined his mouth stuffed full of tough, sinewy stew, his jaw working and working, gravy leaking from the corner of his mouth, from

  his ears. She looked down and tried not to smile.




  ‘Eat it tomorrow,’ she muttered without meeting his eyes.




  She took his plate into the kitchen and scraped the stew back into the pot, sliced the last piece of Sunday’s roast, cooked till it fell from the bone (thank goodness on wash days they ate

  leftover roast), and laid it on the remains of Donald’s gravy. She could have told him that Mac had run out of kidneys, that he’d told her to come back in the afternoon. She could have

  told him to wait another hour for dinner instead of always insisting it be on the table at six. She spooned more gravy over the top and took the plate back out.




  Donald was telling Robbie about some incident at work: ‘. . . and then the peabrain . . .’




  Katherine could hear them laughing but she didn’t know, didn’t care why. She felt tired. Very tired.




  She’d met him at her sister’s wedding. She noticed the way people listened to his stories, laughed at his jokes. The way women could not help but flirt with him.

  Even her mother and sister. She watched, fascinated, almost horrified at how he moved through the room, a steamer moving through water, leaving a wake behind him.




  Did he feel her watching? He looked up, directly at her, made some excuse and made his way across the dance floor.




  He told her the radiance of her dress brought out the light in her eyes like the wings of a Doxocopa cherubina. A butterfly, he said. From Venezuela. Peru. Had she heard of those places?

  Its uniqueness, he said, lay in its iridescence. You might look once and see only a plain but lovely green, but look again, down its wings, and it was like gazing into a prism – shimmering

  strips of blue and green.




  ‘What about the whites of my eyes?’ she’d said recklessly. ‘Do they remind you of cabbage butterflies?’




  He’d stared at her, surprised, and she blushed. She turned to leave, but he caught her by the arm – she could feel the tingle of his hand on her skin. He looked deeply into her eyes

  and said, ‘You should come and see my collection. It is but a small affair, but the Doxocopa cherubina is well worth perusing.’




  Within the week he was walking her around his parlour, stopping at each framed, winged body. ‘Katherine,’ he said. ‘Kate . . .’ He placed the palm of his hand upon her

  back as he guided her from one specimen to another, told her butterflies and moths belonged to the same order – only butterflies were the more beautiful. Later she discovered

  he’d bought them from a lepidopterist he’d interviewed for the Post. He’d memorised the Latin names, country of origin, distinguishing features of male and female.




  The Doxocopa cherubina was still pinned and framed on the wall of their parlour. Breathtaking if, as he said, you looked down, not up, its wings. It was very still. It had lost the

  capacity to breathe.




  As Katherine watched her husband eat soft meat and gravy and cauliflower boiled till its grey lumpiness mashed in the mouth like small brains, she saw very clearly – had she not always

  known, if not for a temporary madness? – all of Donald’s women were Lepidoptera: either a moth to the flame or merely part of his silent collection.




  ‘. . . the gravy’s not bad, I suppose, considering . . .’




  Katherine felt Donald’s gaze.




  ‘. . . but put in some more onion, for godsake. Didn’t you learn anything when Mother came to stay? God bless her soul, may she rest in peace.’




  Katherine gathered up the plates and took them into the kitchen – Donald’s and Edie’s eaten clean, hers and Robbie’s barely touched. She could hear Donald getting down

  the dictionary that had passed from McKechnie father to McKechnie son. ‘Procrustean,’ Donald was saying. ‘Robbie, what does procrustean mean?’




  Katherine’s finger stung where a line of blood pooled beneath her nail. She scraped the uneaten food back into the pot. Left the onions to rot in the pantry.




  

     

  




  A FINE EXAMPLE OF A BRITISH GENTLEMAN




  When Donald came home in the wee hours reeking of whisky and tobacco, Katherine pulled the eiderdown over her face and feigned sleep.




  ‘Met a fascinating gentleman tonight,’ he said, his words slurred and slow. Katherine pictured a giant snail, with Donald’s waxed moustache, sliming across the room. But

  snails do not lurch drunkenly into bed, she thought. I’m being unkind to snails.




  ‘. . . Terry’s a splendid specimen of a man,’ he said. ‘And don’t you get any funny ideas about it . . . We had a few drinks with . . .’




  A few?




  Donald rattled off names of prominent Members of Parliament, as he called them.




  Katherine waited, but before he could say more he had slumped over the bed, letting out loud, immelodious snores.




  Katherine smiled. Did Donald know that word? Had he found it in his dictionary? Now, such words came to her only in his absence. Immelodious. The sound of birdsong, even more beautiful

  than melodious. The sound of contradiction. Like waking in the night and seeing for the first time. Like falling out of love.




  For days Donald couldn’t speak of anything but Lionel Terry. Terry, graduate of Eton and Oxford. Terry, descendant of Napoleon Bonaparte. Terry in the Transvaal

  fighting the savage Matabeles. Terry, friend of Cecil Rhodes and Paul Kruger. Terry the poet and painter. How could Donald remember? Hadn’t he been drunk? Was he having lunch with the

  splendid specimen every other day? (And wasn’t that the word you used to describe dead things? Things you collected and pinned under glass?) Katherine swept around Donald’s feet

  with the hearth brush, making him move one foot, then the other. She swept in front of the fireplace and then came back again – and again – imitating the perversions of a small,

  obstinate fly, but nothing could dampen Donald’s enthusiasm.




  ‘He walked all the way from Mangonui to Wellington carrying just a walking stick and a knapsack. Bet you a shilling you have no idea where Mangonui is, eh. Kate, he pretty much walked the

  entire length of the North Island!’




  Katherine swallowed. He hadn’t called her Kate for years.




  ‘Damned fine poet, too,’ Donald continued. ‘Gave me one of his tracts.’ He waved it at her, but she excused herself to empty the dustpan.




  ‘Yes indeed, a fine example of a British gentleman,’ he was saying as she left the room.




  Katherine had a suspicion of British gentlemen. They had the right accent and excellent manners, which concealed any number of vices. Good riddance to bad rubbish, she thought as she watched

  coal dust and ash fall into the bin in a small cloud.




  ‘I’ve invited him for dinner Sunday,’ Donald called from the parlour.




  Katherine examined Mr Terry upon his arrival. He was at least six foot five. Athletic. Handsome. He stood very erect – obviously a man with military experience. She had

  to admit, reluctantly, that he did appear a splendid specimen of a man, though his abundant hair had turned prematurely grey.




  ‘Mrs McKechnie,’ he said, ‘a pleasure.’ He smiled. ‘Is that roast mutton I smell cooking? I’m sure you are an excellent cook, Mrs McKechnie, but regretfully I

  do not eat meat. Our carnivorous tendencies are an unhealthy obsession and play havoc with our constitutions.’




  Katherine was at a loss for words. She had never heard of anyone who did not eat meat. All she could do was summon the children to set the table.




  Terry ruffled Robbie’s hair. ‘Let the boy join us in the parlour,’ he said.




  From the kitchen, Katherine could hear their outbursts of laughter. Edie sniffed.




  ‘Blow your nose, Edie. It does a young lady no favours to sniff like a dog.’ Katherine bit her lip. She could hear her own mother’s voice – the same words, the exact same

  tone. My sakes, she didn’t want to be like her mother!




  She watched Edie wipe her eyes and blow into an embroidered handkerchief. She put her hand lightly on her daughter’s shoulder.




  ‘If you hurry and set the table, then you can call them straight in for dinner.’




  ‘Mrs McKechnie,’ Terry said as he entered the dining room, ‘where may I ask do you buy your vegetables? From an honest Briton or do you buy them from the heathen?




  Katherine stepped back, for Terry towered above her. ‘The Chinaman’s fruit and vegetables are cheaper,’ she said, ‘and fresher.’
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