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  The Pleasure Quartet: Summer




  1. It’s Not You, It’s Me




  





  1




  The Beauty and the Knife




  It begins in darkness.




  A darkness deeper than night.




  The silence has the quality of dread.




  A thin beam of light cuts a steady glow through the gloom, and grows, an expanding cone beneath which a faint play of shapes and shadows soon becomes recognisable.




  One arm emerges. Then another. Blurred movement, like a slowly spreading stain.




  Sleeved in dark material, the arms are in motion, somehow connected to a body still hovering on the perimeter of vision.




  A wall of bricks.




  A man standing tall against it, his face unseen, wearing a shapeless coat wrapped around his elongated body, held together by a length of rough straw-coloured string. Motionless.




  Time stretches and I feel an itch in my right thigh as I stand there waiting for the inevitable. But I dare not move. The deliberate lack of speed in the way the scene is unfolding has something

  of a ceremonial nature that speaks to me deeply. Elongating time.




  The peculiar mood transports me back to the sea in New Zealand, just those few months previously when I had attended the Ball together with Iris, and witnessed the beach littered with bodies.

  There is no comparison of course: this is a strikingly urban setting, and an altogether different example of human passions at play. The brick wall, a faint wisp of fog rising across its height,

  the pattern of the cobblestones, and not a raging wave in sight. A desolate city at night against the vision of nature unleashed. There could be no bigger contrast. But they are unified in feeling.

  With me as the onlooker. Voyeur.




  A thrill of anticipation runs through me.




  A woman appears.




  One moment she wasn’t there and now she is.




  She is small in stature, or maybe it’s a case of the man being exceptionally tall. The background is blurred and indistinct and I am unable to decide on their respective heights.




  She is dressed in an ankle-length brushed velvet skirt in russet shades, her cinched blouse is white. She is small-waisted. Her hair pours over her shoulders in cascades of auburn curls. Her

  face is heavily made up, with her lips aggressively rouged. She has green eyes and a calculated appearance of innocence.




  She walks across.




  Unable to see the man who lurks on her wrong side. He circles her to retain the blind spot, a subtle dance whose movements only observers can discern the pattern of.




  The light illuminating the whole scene has imperceptibly grown, chasing the shadows away as the couple continue their progress over the wet cobblestones.




  He is following her, his bulk threatening and invisible. His hand moves inside his dark coat. Emerges. Holding a deadly steel blade.




  There is a sharp intake of breath.




  He holds the blade high.




  Like a ritual whose successive steps have long been ordained and are now unavoidable.




  He is upon her in a flash.




  Her head turns and she catches sight of the knife, her eyes drawn by the way the light flashes on its sharp metal edges. There is no panic, or surprise.




  ‘It’s you,’ she says calmly.




  His face is finally revealed. He is in his mid-forties, is handsome in a rugged sort of way, cheekbones high enough to suggest wildness, the jagged lines of an old scar bisecting his right side

  from jaw to the folds of his lip. Beyond the danger in his appearance, there is also a note of grief.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I knew you would return,’ the woman continues, deliberately not seeking to defend herself from the weapon or evade its coming trajectory. He holds his arm steady as he gazes at

  her.




  ‘I had to find you again . . .’




  ‘And make me pay?’




  ‘Yes. What you did was truly unforgivable.’




  ‘I know.’ She sighs.




  Her shoulders slump slightly.




  The man with the blade hesitates.




  The couple are like statues, immobile, frozen in time. The light surrounding them has not ceased to intensify. They are like figures in the centre of a blaze of white.




  ‘I am ready,’ the woman says, her body straightening.




  ‘Lulu . . .’




  ‘I will not ask for your forgiveness.‘




  ‘Maybe you should?’ The tone of his voice is regretful.




  ‘Once, I loved you.’




  Hearing her say this, his resolve appears to falter briefly and a shadow races across his eyes, clouding his anger.




  She calmly undoes the top button of her white blouse and exposes the pale skin beneath. I immediately wish to see more. The curve of her breasts. Her nipples.




  Noting his hesitation, the woman raises her left hand and grips the wrist of the hand holding the knife and lowers it to her throat.




  ‘Do it,’ she whispers.




  He is frozen to the spot.




  ‘Now,’ she orders. Pulls on his wrist.




  The serrated edge of the steel blade faintly cuts into her white skin, drawing a thin line of blood.




  She gasps.




  He screams out loud.




  And pulls his weapon-yielding hand above his head before throwing it back at her with rage and violence. This time, the tip of the blade digs deep and wide and the blood flows freely, splashing

  to the ground, soaking her blouse, its deadly pattern spreading like an alien flower across her front before disappearing into the darkness of her velvet skirt where it takes root.




  For just a short moment, the young woman stands, unsteady, her eyes clouding, then stumbles and falls to the ground.




  I was expecting something more melodramatic – as if what I had just witnessed hadn’t been striking enough – more words, action, but its simplicity hit me in the gut.




  Spread across the cobblestones, her body slumped at random angles, a limb quivers in a final involuntary movement. The man, the killer, stands before her, his face a deathly white, tears in his

  eyes. The light slowly fades, until the couple are captured in a final cauldron of white and the city scene fades back into the darkness where it had been born.




  A hesitant clap, then another. The rustle of movement in the audience. Then the applause began in earnest.




  The spell was broken.




  I took a couple of steps back and pulled aside the heavy curtain through which the spectators would now begin to stream towards the foyer and the busy Covent Garden streets. On the other side of

  the stalls, another usherette, Agnetha, a plump girl who wore a red ribbon in her dark hair, was doing the same. I stepped aside to allow the crowd past me as she did likewise on her side of the

  theatre, lines of spectators in a rush to catch a bus or Tube home, filing past in a flurry of hats and coats and gloves and sighs, blank faces pinched in a kind of despair that the magic was over

  and real life resumed. I imagined that I caught a glimpse into their lives as they went by, the lovers identifiable by the smiles that clung to their cupid lips, the tired and the lonely carrying

  the ghost of solitude with them as they walked, shoulders hunched, gait a little slower than the others.




  It wasn’t hard work as it goes, I reasoned, following this initial night in my first London job. But I was unsure how much of the magic of the theatre would sustain itself if I had to

  watch the play over and over again during the course of its run.




  I knew I had been wrapped up in the events on stage, something about the voyeur in me, managing to believe for a short while the events unfolding on the proscenium, forgetting they were actors

  and banishing the artificiality of the circumstances as the drama gripped all along, while hundreds of spectators munched their sweets and sipped their beers or white wine in plastic cups.




  I had always been impressionable, even as a kid, drawn to the dark magic of life in the shadows, real or imagined, that surrounded me. Which was, I reckoned, what had brought me to London. I

  could lose myself here, in the cobbled streets that wound, labyrinthine, beneath grey skies.




  That and Iris, of course. Who would now be waiting for me, in the bedsit we shared by the canal in Hammersmith.




  After I had changed back into my jeans and T-shirt, left the now empty theatre, I watched the London night and sights rush by from the top floor of the night bus and thought of Iris – the

  sea-salt tang of her that I loved to bury myself in, and of the first night that we had properly come together. That first night at the Ball, by the ocean.




  I had always been a child of the sea.




  It was the one and only thing that I had inherited from my parents who had emigrated from London to New Zealand in the winter of 1947. Although I hadn’t yet been born at the time, my

  mother would later tell me that my love of water came from those six weeks aboard the Rangitata, most of it spent on the upper decks navigating the turbulence inside her belly as she endured

  most of the long journey vomiting across the rails, overcome by rolling waves and morning sickness. My father had fallen overboard drunk and drowned on the way.




  We had docked in Auckland and there we had stayed. Having travelled that far, and now husbandless, my mother refused to go any further, and I had been born six months later and, although I

  didn’t have a drop of Maori blood in me, I was named Moana after the ocean and promptly placed into a Catholic boarding school as soon as I was old enough to be enrolled. My mother visited me

  once a week, but each time we set eyes on each other I saw only the woman who had abandoned me and all my mother saw were the waves that had swept my father away.




  I first learned about love through Iris.




  We had met, aged seven, at Holy Communion. After opening my mouth and swallowing the dry husk that had been placed there by the robed priest, who had brushed his thumb against my bottom lip too

  slowly and for too long, I had spied Iris through the curtain of her white veil, trailing her fingers through the Holy Water before an attendant had pulled her away. I had broken from the orderly

  queue of girls from the boarding school waiting to be escorted back to its cloistered walls and run after the little girl who had dared to touch the untouchable and managed to grab her hand before

  I too was whisked off by another adult. As we touched, the water had passed between us. I had carefully held my hand out away from myself so as to keep it damp and not wipe the precious droplets

  away but I could not prevent even Holy Water from drying.




  The next week, we had introduced ourselves, and from that day onward I began to look forward to Sundays and led my tutors to hope that this strange girl who had never before demonstrated a pious

  bone in her body had finally found comfort in God.




  I had not found comfort in God, but I had found a friend in Iris. The moments we shared were snatched between hymns or in the cover of darkened alcoves when we were supposed to be engaged in

  confession.




  I even started reading the Bible, but only the Song of Solomon, lying in bed at night in my dormitory and slipping a wettened finger inside myself until the King’s smooth words and the

  rhythm that I played with my fingertip against the silky hardness of my nub created a roaring commotion inside me that rushed through my body like a storm. I thought of this magical sensation as

  being like a wave. It began with my increasing wetness and gradually gathered pace, waiting for me to catch it at just the right moment, at the crest, and then ride it all the way down again.




  One Sunday, I asked Iris about this feeling.




  ‘That’s an orgasm,’ my friend said knowingly.




  I had no idea what she was talking about.




  ‘You’re meant to have them during sex. With a man.’




  Iris had gleaned this precious information from her very liberal grandmother, Joan, who had once been a circus performer and worked in exotic, faraway places. It was rumoured that she could

  swallow fire and insert a whole sword inside her cunt. The old woman now lived alone in a shack near the black sands of Piha Beach where every morning she walked the rugged paths through the

  Waitakere ranges and then played piano so vigorously that the surfers said they could sometimes hear an eerie lullaby of plonking keys audible over the crashing waves.




  When I was seventeen years old, I was unofficially adopted by Iris’s parents. My own mother had passed away suddenly of a heart attack and left behind neither income nor provision for

  school fees and I became part of their family.




  At the weekends, under the pretext of taking music lessons and keeping an old woman company, Iris and I were driven to visit Joan in Piha by Iris’s father in his new Plymouth Valiant with

  its elaborate chrome trimmed fender and Ray Columbus and The Invaders crackling on the radio for as long as we could pick up reception.




  The cream leather upholstery always felt cool against the skin of my thighs as I gripped Iris’s hand and tried to concentrate on not being sick. We’d be swung from side to side as

  the car accelerated around the sharp bends of the tree-lined road that led to the beach with its sand blacker than the night sky and so hot in the sun it was near impossible to walk across without

  scalding the bare skin of my feet.




  Iris’s father would spend the afternoons drinking lager with the boys at the surf club as Iris and I plied Joan with questions about her previous life.




  We girls would listen in fascination as she recounted tales of lewd events that had occurred in the back of hansom cabs when the twenty-two-year-old Joan had allowed herself to be wooed by the

  rich men who watched her.




  She was still able to lift her leg over her head she informed us one day, before nimbly clambering onto the piano stool and demonstrating this remarkable feat by wrapping one slim wrinkled arm

  around her left calf and lifting it over her right shoulder as if her hips were hinged and swung open as easily as any front door.




  The stories we loved to hear most were those that concerned the Ball, a bizarre celebration that occurred just once a year in different locations across the globe. Joan told us that she had been

  recruited as a performer for the event by a tall and handsome woman who had waited for her in the shadows outside the Trocadero Music Hall at Piccadilly Circus. She had hair so long it reached all

  the way to her ankles, Joan said, and it was so flame red that at first glance it appeared she was on fire. The woman had given her an enormous amount of money in advance to secure both her

  discretion and a lifetime of performances just one night per year and from that evening onwards Joan had travelled with the Ball.




  Iris was disbelieving but I listened with rapt attention as the old woman described a party on a riverboat in New Orleans where the walls had been set alight with flames that did not burn and

  half of the guests were disguised as human torches. She described another held in a mansion on Long Island in New York that from dusk to dawn appeared to be underwater and all of the guests swam

  from room to room in the guise of mermaids and tropical fish. And another in a vast underground cave beneath a frozen waterfall in Norway where a group of dancers had been dressed from head to toe

  in diamonds that stuck to their skin and gave them the appearance of glittering snowflakes drifting gracefully from a shimmering ceiling of stalactites.




  Joan had never married, but left the employ of the Ball after conceiving a child under a rosebush with a man whom she had met at a garden party. The life of a travelling performer was not well

  suited to child-rearing, and so, with Iris’s mother growing in her belly, Joan chose a new life with the pioneers who were emigrating to the antipodes and she relocated to New Zealand where

  she gave birth to a child who would inexplicably grow up to be conventional in every way aside from the genetics that had produced her mother and would eventually produce her own daughter,

  Iris.




  She had kept in touch with various other members of the Ball’s staff who continued to travel and perform and so it was, shortly before my eighteenth birthday, that Joan learned that the

  Ball would soon arrive in New Zealand.




  ‘Are the stories true, do you think?’ Iris asked me that evening.




  ‘Every single word,’ I replied, my eyes no doubt shining with the joy of it all.




  When the invitation came, it was on thick white card embossed with gold lettering and sealed with a large glob of candle wax. Joan had asked me to peel it open, complaining that her now

  arthritic fingers were no match for the heavy envelope although just that morning her digits had flown across the ivories with the dexterity of someone half her age.




  I slid my nail along the surface of the paper, peeled off the seal and examined it between my fingertips. It was soft and pliable and smelled of marshmallows.




  ‘Cape Reinga,’ I breathed softly as I pulled out the card and read the invitation aloud. I rolled the words in my mouth as if they were a benediction. I had long wanted to visit the

  point that was often thought to be the Northernmost tip of the North Island, the place that in Maori was called Te Rerenga Wairua, the leaping-off place of the spirits. It was said that from

  the lighthouse that stood watch on the Island’s tip the line of separation could be seen between the Tasman Sea to the west and the Pacific Ocean to the east as the two clashed in a battle of

  the tides. Along the way was a ninety-mile beach, a stretch of coastline so vast it seemed never ending to the naked eye.




  ‘And what is the theme to be?’ asked Joan, her bright eyes glowing with anticipation.




  ‘The Day of the Dead,’ I replied, reading further. ‘A little morbid, don’t you think?’




  ‘Not at all,’ replied the old woman, ‘and I ought to know, because I have one foot in the grave already.’ She lifted a wrinkled hand sternly to wave away our polite

  protestations. ‘Death is just another step on the way of life.’




  That night Iris and I lay side by side in the single bed in Iris’s bedroom in her parents’ ramshackle house on the North Shore. In another life we might have been sisters but in this

  one we had grown to be something more.




  I was in love with Iris. More than in love, I was consumed by her and consumed by the thought of losing her. Now that we had both finished school and Iris had begun working in the office of a

  local motor dealership there were inevitable suitors. Older men, mostly, rich men, those who could afford to drive, and very occasionally I suspected that their wives too admired Iris. With her

  thick bush of untamed dark brown ringlets that framed her face, eyes the colour of melted chocolate and wrists as delicate as a child’s, who wouldn’t?




  Iris had a round doll-like face and a look of perpetual innocence that attracted people to her like bees to a honey pot. I felt myself to be the opposite. I wasn’t fat, but I was stocky,

  my brown hair dull and straight, my eyebrows a little too thick and my features square and unremarkable. At least, that’s how I imagined myself. I rarely looked in mirrors because I found my

  own appearance ordinary, and I often wished that I had been born a boy so that I did not need to worry about whether or not my hair was combed or my waist was becoming too thick. Most of all, I

  wished that I had been born a boy so that I could propose marriage to Iris.




  As soon as I heard about the Ball, I had wanted to be a part of it, and take Iris with me. There was something magical about the way Joan described it. I felt it in my bones as surely as I felt

  that perpetual longing to be near the ocean and when I discovered that the Ball was to be held in Cape Reinga, the place where one sea laps over another, I knew that we must go.




  We had no way to secure an invitation, or so I believed before another thick white envelope appeared through Joan’s letterbox this time addressed to Moana Irving and Iris Lark. I tore it

  open with shaking hands to find that the old woman had written to the Ball’s organisers and recommended that both us girls be offered positions in the kitchens. Neither of us could cook

  particularly well, but that, Joan said when we next saw her, was of little consequence.




  All of the food and drink created at the Ball was unlike anything else that we might ever have tasted or would ever taste and consequently the recipes were exotic and heavily guarded. All we

  would need to do is supply the labour, peeling, cutting, chopping and stirring. It was believed that each dish would be imbued with the particular flavour of the person who prepared it and so the

  Ball selected only a few trained chefs to supervise the catering. All the other kitchen staff were chosen based on the vibe that they would be likely to pass on to the diners. A combination of

  personality, enthusiasm for the event and sexual libido. All things which Joan had advised the organisers Iris and I both intuitively possessed in abundance, each in our own way.




  With the invitations secured, there was nothing else to do besides find our way there. Joan had declined to attend, stating that she preferred the memories of her youth to whatever inferior

  adventures her worn-out body might now be capable of.




  Iris had convinced her father to loan her the car. She had little experience of the open road but had learned to drive as part and parcel of her employment at the motor dealership and the

  necessity of opening up and closing down the shop and bringing the vehicles in from display outside to the secure workshop indoors.




  We had little idea of what might be required in the way of costumes, but from everything we had heard about the ball I guessed that any of the daringly short, brightly coloured shift dresses

  that Iris and I usually wore to parties wouldn’t do. A brief note that had accompanied the formal invitation advised us that we would be provided with clothing appropriate for our work in the

  kitchen and would then be expected to change into something more suitable once our duties had been completed and were free to enjoy the rest of the evening’s entertainment and would also be

  expected to attend a ceremony which would occur at dawn.




  The drive was long and slow. Iris was cautious behind the wheel and well aware of the eruption there would be at home if she caused any damage to her father’s prized

  Valiant. The vehicle was so roomy and she so petite that she could barely see over the steering wheel and anyone coming the other way might have suspected that the car was somehow driving

  itself.




  At my insistence, we stopped just west of Kaitaia to swim in the sea.




  I had never been able to understand the concept of a bathing suit. I always wanted to feel the lapping of salt water all over my body and particularly on the parts of my skin that a bathing suit

  usually covered. So, as soon as we had traversed the desert-like dunes that led to the ocean, I tugged my blouse straight over my head without even bothering to undo the buttons and slipped my

  skirt and undergarments down and over my ankles, tossed them aside and ran straight for the waves, not the slightest bit concerned whether my naked form was or was not visible to any bystander.

  Iris followed soon after me, though she stopped to carefully fold her dress and place it neatly over a bit of driftwood so that it would not crease or be covered in too much sand.




  My heart drummed in my chest as I watched my friend walk nude into the water. She had small breasts, her hips jutted out only slightly from her waist, and she had the long slim legs of a wading

  bird. She was different from the majority of New Zealand pioneering stock who were mostly a hardy and rugged lot, accustomed to physical labour and rude good health. My friend’s slightness

  evoked a protective urge in me as well as a lustful one and when she entered the water and was close enough to touch, I took her hand and pulled her into an embrace and our naked bodies tangled

  together in the waves. We laughed and splashed and kissed beneath the salty waves until the cold forced us to swim back to the shore.




  By the time we reached the Cape it was just beginning to grow dark. There were no buildings besides the lighthouse, and we had expected no formal venue as such. Joan had told us that we would

  easily find the Ball once we arrived. The venues were always designed or located in such a way that the uninvited might walk right by them, but to anyone who was destined to be a part of it, the

  Ball would prove unmissable.




  I heard the Ball before I saw it. We had left the car parked on a grass verge near the point and as soon as we stepped out of it and my bare feet touched the grass I knew where we were headed.

  The sound was a strange keening, like whale song. I took the lead, and together we picked our way carefully down the steep embankment to the sea that stretched out on all sides of us.




  My mind leapt – it was exactly as I had imagined. Like standing on the end of the world. And there, by the headland where it was said that the dead begin their journey to the afterlife, a

  hundred or more large white birds flew, their wings beating in unison, diving off the edge of the cliff and then reappearing moments later, twisting, turning, joining with one another in mid-air,

  frolicking on the strong wind that blew across the Cape. But they were not birds, I realised, and I brought my hand to my mouth in shock. They were people dressed in elaborate feathered costumes.

  Both men and women and all of them naked besides the luminous paint that covered their bodies and reflected the light of the setting sun in a million coloured shards so that they were almost too

  bright to look at.




  I could have watched these creatures endlessly, knowing that they appeared to be floating free from the burden of any kind of harness or suspension device, but I was aware that Iris and I were

  expected in the kitchens so we continued onward, still following the whale song down to the shore line.




  At first, the beach appeared to be empty. But as my eyes adjusted to the rapidly dimming light I realised that what I had at first thought were rocks were in fact people clad in a skin-tight,

  silvery grey and glistening fabric and curled up on the sand as still as corpses so that they resembled sleeping seals. As we approached, two of the grey creatures unfurled and stood to greet us.

  They were women, or at any rate they both had large breasts and erect nipples that were so prominent I found it difficult to meet their eyes as they spoke rather than staring at their chests.




  ‘Welcome,’ the women said in unison, before taking both Iris and me by the hand and leading us a hundred yards further down the beach to a screen of ferns which appeared from the

  outside to be a flat covering over a cliffside. But as we all approached, the canopy of plants parted like a pair of curtains, revealing a high-ceilinged tunnel, as wide as a roadway. The sides of

  the tunnel were lined with lit candles which stood in hollowed-out skulls set into the rock. Whether human, or animal, or realistic fakes, I wasn’t sure, but the effect was more restful than

  ominous. It made me feel as though we were stepping into another world as we followed the dimly lit pathway.




  Music reverberated so loudly through the rock walls that when I ran my fingertips along the damp stone I could feel vibrations as if I were inside a giant beating heart. I caught only fleeting

  glimpses of the Ball’s guests through openings that we bypassed on our way to the kitchen and the sights that caught my eyes were so bizarre I could not be sure whether I was here at all or

  if this was all part of some elaborate and mad dream.




  Like the two attendants who escorted us and the acrobats who flew over the clifftops outside, the revellers were not properly garbed but seemed to be painted in such a way that their skin

  appeared almost transparent, as if they were ghosts, travellers who had already been to the afterlife and returned. They were unashamedly naked and some of them were joined in passionate embrace, a

  tangle of arms and legs and a corresponding cacophony of moans that were sometimes an utterly human expression of pleasure and at other times like the otherworldly cries of angels or demons.




  Iris caught my hand and pulled me into an embrace, kissing me briefly on the lips. ‘It’s incredible,’ she whispered. ‘I’m so glad we came.’




  We were ushered into the kitchens and were unceremoniously undressed before being ordered to bathe – not just our hands were to be washed but our entire bodies – and we did so in a

  shower area that resembled an underground waterfall set into the rock wall. Then we were provided with filmy dresses that served as aprons and were shown to our work stations.




  I was given the task of assembling brightly coloured sugar flowers. I was assigned a mountain of pre-made petals in every hue of the rainbow and shades unknown and required to turn them into

  sprays of blossoms. The recipe card that served as an instruction manual did not contain the necessary steps to accomplish such a feat but rather advised me that I should concentrate on evoking a

  mood of longing in order to fill the dessert and all who ate it with desire. With Iris squeezing cut mango, strawberries and banana between her bare hands on a bench in front of me and the curve of

  her buttocks and small of her back visible beneath the sheer smock that she wore this was no difficult task.




  The hours passed quickly and hypnotically, leaving me with no idea as to how many blooms I had actually created because as soon as I had finished a bunch a white-gloved attendant would appear

  and whip my handiwork away on a silver tray to be consumed by the hungry guests. Eventually we were relieved of our duties and instructed to bathe and change again in preparation for the ceremony.

  We had been working all night and it was now nearly dawn. Before bathing we were given a plate of food. There were perfumed jellies in the shape of skeletons and flavoured with coconut, jam-filled

  pastries so light that they crumbled to pieces if I squeezed them too hard between my thumb and forefinger, a thin and bright purple soup that was supposedly carrot but tasted of blueberry, and for

  each of us a bunch of the crimson flowers that bloomed on the Pohutukawa tree which I had fashioned with my own hands and a glass of the juice that Iris had squeezed.




  The strange supper fed the hunger pangs that had arisen in our stomachs but left us with a new type of hunger, a longing for each other that raged so fiercely we barely made it back beneath the

  water spout of the shower before we set upon each other. I carried Iris to the bathing area and in front of half a dozen other kitchen attendants I lifted my friend’s skirts up to her waist,

  fell down to my knees on the wet floor and buried my face between her legs, lapping at her now engorged lips as reverently as if the juices that flowed there were a nectar fit for gods.




  The sound of Iris’s moans were not dulled by the heavy trickle of the water that surrounded us and served only to urge me on. My arms began to ache from the effort that it took to hold

  them and Iris’s dress up around her hips and my knees were now hurting on the rock floor but I ignored every discomfort. It was nothing in comparison to the joy that I took from orchestrating

  my friend’s pleasure, running my tongue over Iris’s sensitive flesh, flicking the tip over her nub, worshipping each crevice and fold as if she were a chalice that held the sweetest

  wine.




  I could barely breathe as Iris wound her fingers through my hair and held me firmly against her, pushing my nose into her entrance and riding my face until she shuddered in orgasm and collapsed

  into my arms.




  Immediately we were both lifted and carried by a dozen hands who took us to one side, dried us with fluffy towels and with deft strokes painted every inch of our bodies in glittering silver so

  that we each resembled slivers of moonbeam or spirits.




  Iris was smiling and laughing as gleefully as a child and I felt as though I was drunk, intoxicated on the fluids that I had just licked from her entrance.




  ‘Dawn is coming . . . the ceremony . . .’ whispered voices who urged us on and we blended into a flow of shining bodies exiting from the underground caverns and moving through the

  tunnels towards the beach and the growing light of day.




  The sand was cool and soft beneath my feet and I nearly stumbled, thrown off balance by the change of texture underfoot. We had emerged from the curtain of ferns and joined the congregation of

  revellers who gathered by the shoreline, all of them naked and all of them shining like a school of fish that had inadvertently slipped out of the sea and onto dry land.




  They were staring in the same direction and some were cheering and crying out, ‘Mistress, Mistress . . .’ and I turned my head and gasped when I saw the carriage moving towards us. A

  woman was sitting upright on a chair that had been made from the bones of a whale and was being carried on the shoulders of six men who were a head taller and twice as muscular as any man I had

  ever seen before. They were practically giants, and each of them was nude and possessed a cock that looked a foot long and slapped against his thighs as they ran up the beach with their precious

  cargo.




  She was painted, but pure white rather than silver and in such a way that every bone beneath her skin was highlighted so that she appeared half angel and half flesh. Besides the paint, she wore

  an elaborate costume of feathered wings that moved in and out from the centre of her spine as if it were not a costume at all but a part of her.




  The crowd stepped back, formed a circle, and the woman was laid down in their centre. She spread her arms and legs like a crucifixion and for a moment I felt I might laugh as the pose reminded

  my of afternoons spent on the beach as a child laying on my back and moving my limbs up and down to create the impression of a flying creature in the sand. An eerie silence fell over the

  congregation and the only sound was the steady lapping and crashing of the waves behind us.




  A man stepped from the audience. His hair was jet black and his body fit. Between his legs his cock stood erect, proud, aloft, like a compass pointing North.




  Just as the sun began to rise over the sea the man fell to his knees in front of the woman and she rose again and pushed him onto his back and then lowered herself onto his hardened flesh. As

  they were joined her wings began to beat and the crowd began to cheer.




  I cried out in astonishment as something moved over the woman’s body. Her flesh was no longer pale but now covered with images that flashed as brightly as the sun’s rays roving over

  the sea. A landscape of spirals, hieroglyphs, creatures winged and land bound, fishes and reptiles etched across her flesh and all of them joined by a pulsing vine that wound around her entire body

  like a thin net crowding them all together.




  ‘The inking,’ said voices alongside her reverently. ‘It is done.’




  Dawn broke that morning in the same way that it did every other day, but I knew nothing would ever be the same again.




  The shore resembled a scene after battle. Bodies were scattered haphazardly across the sand, nude, lithe, breathing in unison as if the scene which we had all witnessed had unified the crowd in

  some unearthly way.




  I turned to look at Iris. She was laughing, as if the events of the previous night had filled her with giddy amazement. The wind pressed a long lock of her brown hair against her lips and into

  her mouth and she did not bother to push it away.




  She turned, and kissed me.




  I kissed her back, aware all the time that the taste of her still lingered on my lips. Kissing Iris was like biting into a fig. She was at once both firm and soft and the shape of her mouth

  caused inevitable associations to rise up in my mind. I wanted to spread open her thighs again and drink from her well. I would have died for one more moment of her lips pressed against mine.




  ‘I love you,’ I told her, but she just laughed again and pushed herself to her feet and took my hand. Her fingers were slim and slipped through mine like silk. It was like being in

  love with a china doll, caught between wanting to embrace her savagely and fear that I might break something.




  She pulled me up.




  ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Or we’ll get caught in a long line of cars behind everyone else getting back.’




  It occurred to me then that all of the things that we had seen had been a performance. Already, the beach was littered with bits of costume, a solitary wing that had come off an angel’s

  back poking up out of the sand, a set of false eyelashes that had peeled away sitting on a piece of driftwood, spider-like, still with the glue attached. A clean-up crew was moving slowly towards

  us packing the debris of the previous night away into rubbish bags.




  Had our lovemaking been a performance? I wondered. The thought cut a valley through my heart. It had not been that, to me. If I had been drunk on anything, I had been drunk on Iris, her private

  river seeping over my tongue, leaving an indelible mark on the inner landscape of my flesh.




  It took us nearly a whole day to drive back to Auckland. There was a slip on the road and we’d had to wait as the workers cleared it. Iris had been given a short summer dress by one of the

  Ball staff, since her own garments had evidently been picked up by someone else or lost. It was shorter than the length that she normally favoured and bunched up almost all of the way to the top of

  her legs. The pale expanse of her thighs was a vision that engrossed me for the full hour that we sat stationary. It was unusually hot and the tar seal was tacky, visibly slowing the steps of the

  road worker who eventually waved us through. I watched Iris watching him, her gaze transfixed on the pattern of muscles rippling on his chest, shirtless beneath his bright orange hi-vis vest. He

  was young like us, maybe eighteen or twenty, tanned and hairless. I imagined him navigating the waves that we drove alongside, cutting through the sea like a snapper. I wondered how big his cock

  was.




  The puzzle of my love for Iris caught me momentarily, like a prison of mirrors, each door supposedly leading to an exit but only reflecting another trap back. I could not ban from my mind the

  vision of her making love to another, being made love to. I could not decide whether the reality of such a thing was something that I wanted or not.




  Finally the man in orange turned his sign from red to green and we continued, stopping only once more, at a chip shop on the outskirts of Whangarei for our supper. We ate in the car, from the

  newspaper that our dinner came wrapped in. Iris ordered a battered sausage and tore into it lustily. It was our first meal since the strange buffet at the Ball the night before. I watched her lick

  the salt from her fingertips.




  When we arrived back, we learned that Joan had died, the night of the Ball. Somehow, I wasn’t surprised.




  Iris and I shared her single bed that night, like we had when we were children, and I held her head to my breast and stroked her hair as she cried. We found a mutual comfort in each

  other’s nudity. There was a closeness in the touching of our skin, unbroken by the barrier of clothing. She was open against me, like a flower blooming. I woke to find Iris’s lips

  around my breast, her tongue flicking my nipple. Her fingers delved inside me, spreading my folds gently as though she was searching for the right path on a map she hadn’t seen before.




  ‘I love you,’ she said softly, and slid up my body, making a sandwich of our flesh and pressing her lips to mine.




  It was a revelation.




  I still did not always believe her. I guessed that by making love with me she was exorcising her grief. Or was she? Iris was the flitting bird that I could never keep in the palm of my hand. I

  must watch her fly.




  If Joan had a vast fortune buried away somewhere as was rumoured, then it was either lost, or forgotten. Her will was sparse. She left Iris and me no money – not that

  either of us had even thought of it – but an envelope that contained two one-way tickets and a note of white paper, folded twice, that contained one line of writing in black ink: Go to

  London, and find the ghost of me there.




  And so we went.




  Iris’s parents were sad to see us off but did not fight the move. Our entire country was made up of immigrants. The urge to roam was strong in our genes and a desire to travel overseas,

  therefore, unremarkable. We promised to write, but knew that we probably wouldn’t do so often enough.




  When we arrived in London the city seemed to me a thrumming, caterwauling mess, a hotchpotch of traffic roaring and grime that clung to walls like cement and people who stared right through you

  as though you weren’t there at all. I fell in love with her immediately. Living in London was like living at the centre of a beating heart. I thought of her as a woman, alive and full of

  contradictions, of light and dark corners waiting to be explored, straight rows of red-bricked houses standing in perfect uniformity alongside crumbling squats and derelict warehouses, parks filled

  with neat hedgerows and populated by swans or with murky shadows and things unknown lurking in them and best left alone, depending on your postcode.




  We had saved enough money between us to put down a bond and the first six week’s rent to secure a ground-floor, semi-furnished bedsit. One room that contained a small double bed we planned

  to share, a kitchenette and bathroom. An old sofa that might have once been white ran along one wall. A too-small window above the sink, with a sill that wouldn’t come clean no matter what we

  scrubbed it with, overlooking a lemon tree. We pooled the last of our cash to buy a dining table, a stamp-sized, square of a thing that was barely large enough for us both to sit and eat at, a

  green glass jug to fill with flowers, a set of new sheets and a bed cover, all in white.




  At night we made love. Even though I knew that we were alone and the door was locked, I always waited until we were under the cover of darkness before I reached beneath the sheet and curved my

  palm over the silk of Iris’s ankle, or cupped the slight hillock of her breasts. Her nipples jutted out, but I never pinched them, only brushed them lightly with the very tips of my fingers,

  or blew on them softly until she shuddered and they turned even harder. Almost invariably, I took the lead role, beginning by her side and arranging her limbs as the mood took me, letting her

  chorus of soft sighs and moans be my guide. Sometimes I rode her, grinding my mound against hers and even, once, pressing the C-shape of my thumb and forefinger against her throat until she

  gasped.




  Yet, I was possessed by the idea that something would go wrong, that by living with Iris I was trying to keep a handful of quicksilver from vanishing between my fingers.




  She found a job quickly, temping as a secretary in a law firm in the West End. I knocked on the doors of every theatre that I passed and was rejected from most until finally the Princess Empire

  Theatre offered me a week’s trial as an usher, leaving me under no uncertainty that if I was clumsy, slow or loud I would be out of the door as quick as I’d come through it.




  The bus pulled into my stop and I leapt off my seat and down the stairs in the nick of time, thankful that another passenger had pulled the cord. There was still a ten-minute

  walk to the bedsit, along dimly lit streets, and I huddled into my jacket, seeking protection from the dark as well as the cold. It had rained earlier and my shoes slid along the slippery street. I

  concentrated on navigating my way around the puddles that filled the uneven footpath, trying not to notice the similarities between the scene around me and the one that I had witnessed earlier that

  night unfolding on the stage. A cloud had covered the moon and what remained of the light filtered over trees and buildings in eerie long fingers of blue and grey, cold and ominous.




  When I turned onto our street the light from the kitchen window over the lemon tree shone like a beacon and I hurried towards it.




  I turned my key in the lock and heard voices.




  A man’s voice, and Iris’s, but hers was full of high notes, tinkling like water running over broken glass. I hadn’t heard her sound so excited since the night of the Ball and

  the morning afterwards, when we’d still been drunk on each other.




  I pushed open the door.




  Iris was wearing my favourite dress, a canary yellow shift adorned with rivers of gold braid that swam and danced over her body as she moved. She wore white high heels on her feet, the only

  party shoes she owned, and her left hand was encased in a short ivory glove that closed with a button at her wrist. Her hair was pulled up into a bun at the back and a pink feather perched gaily

  behind her hair. It looked suspiciously as though it had recently adorned a feather duster. In her right hand she held a champagne flute, half full of bubbling amber liquid. She threw back her

  head, exposing her long, bare throat, and took a sip. Then she saw me.




  ‘Moana!’ she cried, as though she hadn’t just seen me as recently as that same morning. ‘You must meet Thomas. His father works at my law firm,’ she added, by way

  of explanation, and perhaps to mitigate the fact that a man whom I had never met was draped over the double bed that we shared together. ‘And it’s his birthday tomorrow. He’ll be

  twenty-two. Twenty-two, can you imagine!’




  Since we were both now nineteen, I could easily imagine, but I refrained from pointing out that he was not so much older than we were.




  I nodded politely towards Thomas, put my bag down, and walked in the direction of the stove top to turn the kettle on.




  ‘Oh no,’ Iris cried, grabbing my hand with her gloved one. ‘You must have a drink with us, mustn’t she, Thomas?’




  ‘Oh yes, of course,’ he said with exaggerated politeness. ‘Do forgive me.’ His voice was all plums and honey, as smooth and silky as a hot chocolate with a rich lilt that

  sounded like someone from the television. When he sat up I noticed that his clothing was as bright as the dress that Iris had borrowed from me, a look that I wasn’t used to seeing on a man,

  although I knew that I was still adjusting to the different fashions here. New Zealanders typically wore sombre tones, black and grey and navy and olive green, colours that would meld into the

  native bush that covered the country as easily as a sparrow’s wing disappearing on the backdrop of a tree branch. His trousers were tight and the vivid red of a post box and his collared

  shirt was the watery, lake-like blue of a cloudless sky. His top two buttons were opened and revealed just enough of his bare chest to indicate informality. He reached towards the bedside table and

  picked up a tan corduroy flat cap, tossing it over the bed to reveal the champagne bottle in a bucket of ice beneath. A flash of gold lining revealed itself as the cap streaked through the air. On

  the ice bucket was Iris’s other glove, hanging limply over the side. I imagined Thomas pulling it from her hand, bringing her bare fingertips to his lips.




  ‘Do you have another glass?’ he asked.




  ‘No,’ I replied curtly.




  ‘Oh, we can share, darling,’ Iris piped in. She never called me that. ‘So how was the play?’ she asked me as an afterthought.




  ‘’Twas Jack the Ripper that did it.’




  I tried to mimic an East End accent but knew I was making a poor job of it. Thomas was too polite to mention the fact, and Iris too tipsy.




  ‘Wow!’ she exclaimed. It was the first time that either of us had ever been to the theatre, and I realised then how much I had been looking forward to coming home and telling her

  about it. All of the exciting things that happened to us always seemed to begin with Iris. It was rare that I had a note of glamour to add and Thomas’s unexpected presence had cast a shadow

  of dullness around my night’s adventures.




  I tried not to show it, but could feel my lips pinching together into a frown.




  Iris threw her arm around my shoulders and pulled me against her side. She pressed her glass to my mouth and I took a sip, coughing as the bubbles tickled my throat.




  ‘Thomas is having a dinner party,’ she said, ‘and we’ve been invited.’




  ‘Yes, you must come,’ he said. ‘Both of you.’ He looked at me as he said it. His eyes were blue and his hair dark only just brown, as though he’d been blond as a

  child but grown out of it. Long locks hung over his forehead and he occasionally scooped them back. He was slim, in an elegant, nonchalant sort of a way. His smile was wide and his lips so full and

  red they almost looked unnatural. He had an easy-going air of sensuality, and was utterly aware of it.




  I wasn’t sure whether I liked him or not.




  Thomas left shortly after issuing the invitation, offering a need to study for his upcoming university exams as an excuse, but in truth, he looked faintly embarrassed at having been

  interrupted.




  At the door, he handed me Iris’s glove, as though he’d picked it up without thinking.




  ‘I could easily fall in love with your friend, you know,’ he said jokingly.




  ‘I am already, Tom,’ I replied.




  ‘Never Tom,’ he said, ‘or Tommy. Just Thomas. Please . . .’




  He put on his hat, tucked his jacket under his arm, turned and walked into the night.
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  The Watcher and the Watched




  I heard the downstairs front door slam shut, and turned towards Iris.




  ‘What was that all about?’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘This guy, Thomas . . .’




  Iris’s cheeks were as pink as the feather that remained in her hair, now at a lopsided rather than jaunty angle that lent a touch of madness to her expression. She was uneasy on her feet.

  Her smile was forced.




  ‘He’s the son of one of the partners. Came to the office, we chatted and he invited me out for a drink. I thought he was amusing . . .’




  I interrupted her.




  ‘But you thought enough of him to pop home first and put on my favourite dress.’




  ‘I didn’t think you would mind. We always borrow each other’s clothes. And I slipped into this afterwards, anyway, just for fun. I’ve barely had it on for two hours . .

  .’




  I swallowed. I couldn’t help thinking of Iris shedding her plain office attire in front of him and walking around the flat in the chemise she always wore under her blouse as she searched

  for a party frock to put on. Jealous as I was, I knew she wouldn’t have been that bold. She’d have taken the outfit into our box of a bathroom, and left Thomas to lie on the bed and

  listen to the rustle of her skirt’s modesty lining sliding over her skin, the almost inaudible pop of buttons as she removed her shirt. Sounds that I knew from experience might go unnoticed

  by any ordinary casual observer, but to the desirous were like a choir of temptation.




  The zip on that yellow dress was impossible to pull right to the top unaided. She would have asked for his help to cover the last few inches and close the hook and eye at the neckline. His

  fingertips trailing over the gossamer velvet of her shoulder blades, hesitating at the nape of her neck. Drawing the clasp closed, standing with his chest nearer to her back than was necessary. The

  gentle wind of his breath caressing her earlobe. The awkward pause when he’d finished and one of them broke away. Iris of course, she’d have thanked him and laughed gaily, stepped to

  the side and spun around like a wind-up toy on a child’s music box.




  Was it possible, I wondered, to hate someone and love them at the same time?




  ‘And those?’ I pointed to her gloved hand and the matching glove Thomas had handed over to me as he left. I knew the pair had not travelled with her all the way from New Zealand. I

  knew every single item of clothing that belonged to her.
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