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            Chapter One

         
 
         MY BEAUTIFUL LIFE crashed and burned on the evening of my eighteenth birthday. Two days earlier, the world was my oyster, but now the oyster was not something you’d want on your plate. The crashing of my life was completely my own doing. Dumb, stupid and all my own work.
         
 
         The burning, though, that was a different kettle of rotten fish. Two days later I still had no handle on what it was all about, and it scared me rigid.
 
         ‘Bess! Get up, it’s nearly nine o’clock.’ Clodagh put her head around my door. ‘The hierarchy won’t be impressed if you’re late. You want a hand?’ She scanned the sorry sight in front of her. ‘Yes, you do. Jump in the shower. I’ll get your clothes ready.’
 
         I struggled out of my boarding school bed for the final time. ‘Thanks, Clo. And thanks for saving my …’
 
         She pushed me towards the shower. ‘You’re a prize idiot, Bess Grey. It’s not going to be the same next year without you.’
 
         Without you. I stood under the cascade of water and wished I could sluice away the night of my stupidity. I still ached from the crown of my head to my left ankle with its multi-coloured bruise. I had no idea how I’d done that. I knew exactly how the ache in my heart had got there.
         
 
         ‘Bess! Get out! Hurry up!’ Clodagh again.
 
         I got out, put on the clothes she’d set out for me — my plainest mufti skirt and the pale green blouse with the little-girl ruffle down the front. She came back in as I was standing in my skirt and bra, glaring at it. ‘Put it on and don’t argue.’
 
         I did as she said. We didn’t call her Clodagh the Wise for nothing. She dried my hair and pulled it back in a ponytail.
 
         ‘I look all of thirteen,’ I grumbled.
 
         ‘Ten,’ she said. ‘Don’t behave like you’re two.’
 
         I stared at her reflected face in the mirror. ‘Clodagh! Don’t cry! Please!’
 
         ‘You nearly died!’ She was furious now. ‘The whole sixteen of us didn’t sleep till Miss Wilding came up and told us you’d be all right.’
 
         I couldn’t look at her. Three of the girls had had their final NCEA exams the following day. Guilt and sorrow aren’t a heady mix to be raging around in a body battered by alcohol and a stomach pump.
 
         She came with me to the door of the principal’s office, knocked on it, gave me a pat on my shoulder and disappeared back to the dorm.
 
         I walked inside. Miss Wilding sat behind her desk. The assistant principal, Mrs Janes, sat on her right and the deputy, Mrs Bunning, was on her left.
 
         ‘Sit down, Bess.’
 
         Their faces were stern, and it didn’t help that I knew there was disappointment behind their expressions. Disappointment, fury and sadness.
         
 
         ‘Well, Bess?’ It was always Miss Wilding’s way to let the perpetrator speak first, to tell her side of the story.
 
         ‘I was an idiot. A stupid, dumb idiot.’ I gripped my hands together. This was a new experience for me, a star of the school for all the years I’d been there, all seven of them from the time I was ten. If I cried, then so be it, and I would take what was coming. ‘I’m so sorry. I regret what I did. It was all my fault — Maddy and Charlotte had nothing to do with it.’ Other than to smuggle in a bottle of vodka which I’d skulled like there was no tomorrow. I’d nearly taken myself out of all my tomorrows.
 
         ‘I have dealt with Madison and Charlotte,’ said Miss Wilding.
 
         I knew that. She’d sent them home the following day, forbidding them to visit me or even wait behind in the dorm until I was released from hospital.
 
         ‘Why did you do it, Bess?’ The words burst from Mrs Bunning. ‘A drunken binge! It seems so out of character.’
 
         They regarded me, the same question in all three faces.
 
         I’d thought about this, about how I could explain, what I could tell them that wouldn’t land me up in a psychiatrist’s office clutching a prescription for anti-psychotic drugs. ‘I got a fright,’ I said slowly. ‘It was horrible and …’ How to go on? My brain still felt pummelled.
 
         Miss Wilding frowned. ‘Somebody frightened you?’ Her tone said, You, Bess? I can’t imagine you being frightened.
         
 
         ‘No. Not really a person.’ I paused, trying to think how to tell them without going back to the scene that had sickened me. ‘It was a kind of dream. But like a movie that I was acting in. I was lying on my bed but I was awake — I know I was because I could hear Anita playing her cello in her room.’
 
         ‘Had you started drinking at that point?’ Miss Wilding asked.
 
         I shook my head. ‘No. But then I saw this … whatever it was … unfolding in front of my eyes and … It was ghastly, worse than any horror film, and I just wanted to blot it out.’
 
         ‘Hence the alcohol,’ said Miss Wilding, giving me no indication as to what she thought of my story. ‘Did it achieve the desired effect?’
 
         I felt sick all over again, sick in my heart, in my soul. And I could feel myself starting to shake. ‘No.’
 
         ‘Are you going to tell us what this — occurrence — was?’ Mrs Janes asked.
 
         ‘I don’t want to talk about it. It’s still too real, too horrible. I can’t. Please don’t ask me to.’
 
         They were silent, each of them watching me and probably thinking they’d never seen me in such a state and should they call in a mental health professional? At last Miss Wilding said, ‘That is worrying, but at the same time I’m rather relieved there was a reason for your behaviour. You’d better chat to Ms Billinghurst before you go home.’
 
         She was the guidance counsellor. ‘No. Not yet. I can’t, I don’t want to … talk about it, or remember it.’
 
         ‘But have you ever had other episodes of —’ Mrs Janes frowned ‘—altered reality, I guess we can call it?’
         
 
         ‘No. Yes. Maybe. It wasn’t scary, though.’
 
         A different image flashed in my mind, bringing me the comfort I always felt when I saw it. I didn’t want to tell them about that one either, to expose it to their analytical minds.
 
         They watched me, waiting, and so I told them about the first time it happened.
 
         ‘I was ten. Mum was driving me to school.’ She’d never taken me again. After that it was the bus if Dad couldn’t take me. ‘I only saw it for a few seconds. It was completely different from … the last one.’ I stopped, hoping that would be enough. It wasn’t. They did the teacher thing and sat in expectant silence.
 
         ‘This was happy. That’s what I remember. I saw a boy. About sixteen maybe. He was wearing peasant clothing and he was happy.’
 
         Mrs Bunning frowned at me. ‘That’s it? Where was this boy? Did he have a context? A background?’
 
         ‘He was working under some trees. They were old, with gnarled trunks and twisty branches. Small leaves. I thought it was an olive grove. That’s it. That’s all I saw.’
 
         I would not tell them how, in the next few difficult, homesick weeks, I kept recalling the happiness from that image, how I used it as a buffer against the strangeness of my new life. Once I settled in, I forgot about the olive grove boy, but he didn’t seem to want to stay forgotten, for I’d seen him two or three times every year since. He was always joyful, brimming with zest for life, and always he was alone among the olive trees.
         
 
         ‘Hmm,’ said Miss Wilding, treating me to her and what’s the rest of the story expression. ‘It would appear that this phenomenon, if not a pattern, is something you need to have investigated. The one you have just described didn’t upset you, but it would appear that whatever is happening is increasing in severity. Quite frankly, I’m very concerned for you.’
         
 
         Mrs Janes said, ‘Whatever the current episode was, it obviously traumatised you. What will you do if it happens again?’
 
         ‘It won’t happen again.’ But it might. It too might return the way the olive grove boy did. I wanted to vomit.
 
         ‘You don’t know that,’ Miss Wilding said sharply. ‘I want your promise that you’ll see a psychologist if anything of this nature happens again.’
 
         I didn’t want to promise. Promises were binding, especially those made to Miss Wilding. ‘I’ll think about it.’
 
         ‘Not good enough,’ she snapped.
 
         ‘All right. I will. I promise.’
 
         Miss Wilding relaxed, but she sighed too. ‘Good. I’m afraid, though, that none of what you’ve told us alters the outcome for the school. You will still have to appear before the Board of Governors, and you’d best prepare yourself because I can’t see that they’ll have any choice but to exclude you.’
 
         I tugged the band from my hair. I hated having it tied back. ‘I’ve thought about that. I don’t want to be expelled. Can I just leave?’
 
         She consulted the other two with a glance, and got nods from both. ‘Very well. We would certainly prefer not to have to put you through the formal process.’ She dropped the principal persona, propped her elbows on her desk and gave me the quizzical gaze I knew so well. ‘Let this be a lesson to you. Several lessons, including the fact that a girl as slightly built as you are can’t handle much alcohol. Secondly, find another way to deal with distress. Thirdly, I — the whole school — will miss you. But we believe in you too. Keep your head up and keep going.’
         
 
         Tears were rivers down my face by now. I sniffed and said, ‘Thank you. Thank you all so much for everything. I’ve been so lucky to be here.’ I choked up. Next year would have been my final year. I would have been head girl. I dragged my thoughts away from regrets. ‘Is Mum coming to pick me up, do you know?’
 
         A flicker of expression crossed Miss Wilding’s face. ‘She said she would.’
 
         My mother hadn’t rushed up to make sure I would live, though.
 
         Mrs Janes leaned forward. ‘She’s very angry, Bess. You need to know that.’
 
         ‘Yes. She would be.’ That was nothing new, although this time I fully deserved her anger. I seldom seemed to please her, whereas my brother could do no wrong. We figured it was because he took after her side of the family with his sandy curls and blue eyes, while our father’s Samoan heritage had given me my black hair, olive skin and brown eyes. She ignored the fact that Hadleigh and Dad were cut from the same pattern as far as build and temperament went.
 
         ‘Your dad has rung several times,’ Miss Wilding said. ‘How’s that girl of mine, Miss W? He said he’d come up, except that he has a lot on his plate.’
         
 
         And Iris, my stepmother, wouldn’t sit him down and tell him his daughter was more important than his plate. My mind shied away from thoughts of my stepmother.
 
         Miss Wilding stood up, came round the desk and gave me a most un-principally hug. ‘We’ll say no more about this regrettable episode, Bess. Know that we wish you well. We believe in you, and we’re going to miss you more than you can imagine.’
 
         The other two hugged me too, told me they were deeply sorry my time at St Anselm’s had ended this way, but sent me on my way with love and best wishes.
 
         Saying goodbye to the girls left in the dorm was wrenching. Clodagh and Anita helped me strip my room and pack my gear. The rest of them sat on the floor, getting in the way and trying to make wisecracks while all the time sniffing back tears. I wanted to tell them how much I’d miss them, how much St Annie’s meant to me and how sorry I was for the fuss I’d caused, but the words wouldn’t come.
 
         The room was bare. They all came downstairs to keep me company while I waited for Mum to arrive.
 
         Some of them I’d probably never see again. Alice would go back to Rarotonga. Lucy would return to Hong Kong. I’d been such a fool to throw all this away.
 
         A car turned into the drive. ‘Not your mum, I’m guessing,’ Clodagh said.
 
         ‘Hadleigh!’ I took off in a tottering run.
 
         He stopped the car and leaned out the window. ‘Greetings, little drunken one.’
         
 
         Only a couple of the girls had met Hadleigh before. All of them were properly impressed by my tall, built, gorgeous brother who played to the crowd by spreading around charm and smiles as he loaded my gear into the boot. ‘Thirty seconds to say your goodbyes, sis. Then I’m going, ready or not.’
 
         I hugged Clodagh last of all. ‘Thank you again. For everything. Especially for my life.’
 
         I got in the car, waving as they called out, ‘Bye! Love you, Bess.’
 
         As Hadleigh drove out of the school grounds, much too rally-driver-ish for the state of my head, I swivelled to take a last look.
 
         ‘Sad?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Yeah.’
 
         ‘You, my dear little sister, are going to tell me why you did it. No bullshit. No excuses. The whole ugly truth.’ He had Dad’s voice, Dad’s pig-headed determination to get his own way.
 
         Images crashed into my brain.
 
         ‘I can’t.’
 
         He bloody pulled that car to a stop, diving over from the outside lane to do it. ‘Get out then. Get out and find your own way home.’
 
         I gaped at him. ‘You don’t mean that!’
 
         ‘Try me.’ He grabbed hold of my shoulders and shook me, his fingers digging in. ‘You damn near fucking killed yourself. My only sibling nearly takes herself out and you say you can’t tell me why?’ He let me go and blew out a couple of breaths. ‘Talk or walk, girl. Make up your mind.’
         
 
         Rage and fury radiated from him in a burn zone.
         
 
         Burning.
         
 
         ‘All right! I’ll tell you and don’t yell at me if it makes you puke, you great lummox.’
 
         ‘Lummox? Where in hell did you get a word like lummox? Never mind. Keep to the topic.’ But calling him a lummox seemed to bring him back to his normal, equable self.
         
 
         He moved the car back into the traffic. ‘We’ll stop for coffee. Talk then.’
 
         ‘Okay. But how come you’re not at work? Did Dad give you the day off?’
 
         Hadleigh worked for our father during the uni holidays. It was now near the end of November when the factory would be at full stretch, turning out furniture for last-minute Christmas orders.
 
         He gave a bitter laugh. ‘Nope. I walked out.’
 
         ‘Whoa! But you’ll go back?’
 
         ‘After this latest stunt of his, no way.’
 
         We stopped at a traffic light, which would have been a good opportunity for him to elaborate, but he just sat there looking like a lump of old granite — silent as one too.
 
         ‘The latest stunt being what?’ I asked finally.
 
         ‘To inveigle me along to Allan Stubbs’s office under false pretences.’
 
         ‘Who is … oh, the lawyer. Sorry. Keep going.’
 
         The light turned green. Hadleigh crashed the gears and jerked the car — two things he never normally did. ‘Stubbs had the champagne out as per Dad’s orders. Dad shoved a bunch of papers at me, stuck a pen in my hand and said Put your name here, son.’
         
 
         ‘He wanted you to have power of attorney?’
         
 
         ‘Worse than that. It was a partnership agreement. The sign was ready to roll: Grey and Son, Furniture Makers.’
         
 
         ‘But he knows you don’t want to take over the factory! What a sneaky way to go about it. That’s like proposing to your girlfriend in front of a packed stadium so that she can’t say no.’
 
         He snorted. ‘I did say no. I walked out and I haven’t been back.’
 
         ‘You haven’t …? Man! When did this go down?’
 
         That got me an almost-smile. ‘The day of your own disaster, sister mine. Both parents were going ballistic in different directions. Not pretty.’
 
         ‘But that was Tuesday!’
 
         ‘And this is Thursday. Good to know your brain is still as incisive as ever.’ He stopped the car. There was a café about fifty metres ahead. ‘Confession time.’
 
         Hadleigh wrapped an arm around my shoulders as we walked. He often did that, especially when things with either of the parents got particularly toxic. I’d never had to tell him anything this bizarre though. But problems, triumphs, fury at one or other of our three parents — Hadleigh would always listen, and occasionally he’d even come up with a good idea or two. Actually, it would be a relief to tell him the whole weird story.
 
         He ordered a plain toasted tomato sandwich for me and a bottle of ginger beer to go with it. ‘You will eat and drink. Ginger settles the stomach. You need to get food inside you.’
 
         I didn’t argue. In his present mood, it wouldn’t go down well. He bought himself a calzone dripping with cheese and a bun the size of a small cushion. Bitter black coffee to wash it all down.
         
 
         He made me drink half the ginger beer then said, ‘Start talking.’

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Two

         
 
         WE WERE SITTING outside under a jacaranda tree dripping its blue flowers on the table.
         
 
         ‘Talk,’ ordered my brother.
 
         I rattled off the same story I’d given Miss Wilding. ‘I don’t want to go back to that … whatever it was. It was so gross.’
 
         ‘Tough. Talk or walk home.’
 
         There was no escape, he was deadly serious. I gulped, breathed deep and obeyed. ‘All right! But don’t interrupt, because if you do, that’s it. I’ll hitchhike back.’
         
 
         No response.
 
         ‘Okay. All right.’ I paused, but Hadleigh frowned and checked the time. I leapt in, gabbling out the story and trying to make myself remember that the things I’d seen hadn’t really happened, even though I’d felt I was actually there, in that place.
 
         ‘I was lying on my bed, not thinking of anything in particular, and I started seeing images. Kind of like actors on a stage.
 
         ‘A lot of people were milling around, in a market place it looked like. They were wearing old-style clothing — long dresses, tunics, strange footwear. There was a huge pile of wood. They started chanting Burn the witch, burn the witch and they moved to let men come through. They were holding a woman, dragging her. They tied her to a stake in the centre of the woodpile. She tried to get away. She was yelling and struggling and her hair had fallen down round her face, but her hands were tied behind the stake.’
         
 
         I couldn’t go on. I leaned my head on my hands while sickness roiled in my stomach.
 
         Hadleigh pulled one of my hands free, holding it in his comfort-little-sister grip. ‘Keep going.’
 
         ‘A man came with a burning brand. He shoved it into the wood. He shouted, Burn, witch! The woman was nearly mad with terror but she focused on him, and she screamed at him, Curse you! I curse you to burn in hell. I will hate you for ever. The flames got her and … and that’s when I managed to drag myself out of whatever it was. I knew Maddy had the bottle of vodka. I didn’t think, all I wanted to do was escape, so I drank cupfuls of the stuff.’
         
 
         ‘Nutcase,’ said my brother rather absently. ‘But why did it scare you so bad, Bess? Just a little old hallucination brought on by exam stress and an overactive imagination.’
 
         ‘But I haven’t told you the worst.’ The horror was alive and kicking in my head. ‘The woman was Iris. Not Iris like she is now. She was young and she didn’t look anything like she does now. But I knew it was her.’
 
         ‘Well, you’ve never got on with her. I’d say it’s just your subconscious trying to make you see how dumb you are not to like her.’ He patted my back. ‘Calm down, sis. It’s not that bad. You didn’t really burn her up.’
         
 
         ‘But I did!’ My stomach clenched as I fought not to vomit. ‘The man who shoved that burning torch into the woodpile to start the fire … that was me. And it gets worse because she — Iris …’ Oh god, how could I tell him? I shut my eyes and spat the words out. ‘We were married. I was her husband and I burnt her to death.’ I bent over the table, saying again and again in my head: It wasn’t real. It wasn’t real. I tried to bring back into my mind the joy of the boy amongst his olive trees. It didn’t work. The image of my stepmother burning and cursing kept on intruding.
         
 
         Hadleigh patted my shoulder. ‘So you toasted Iris? You were happy about it?’
 
         ‘I wanted her to die.’
 
         He stuck his big hand under my chin and made me look at him. ‘No need for all the angst, kid. It’s obvious what all this is about. If you’d used half your brain instead of chucking alcohol down your throat you’d have worked it out too.’
 
         I waited for him to continue, as eager as a chick for crumbs.
 
         ‘Think about it. You’ve never got on with Iris even though she’s a good old stick and she’s always pretty decent to you. So your subconscious mind comes up with this dinky scenario where you take her out in cyberspace. Cunning and very twenty-first century.’ He mopped my face with the paper napkin. ‘Doctor Hadleigh’s prescription is this. Talk to her. Get to know her. Stop holding her at a distance.’ He tipped his head to one side. ‘You’ll do that?’
         
 
         ‘Yes. I guess. Thanks, Hads. I thought I was headed for the psych ward for sure. It doesn’t seem quite so scary now.’
 
         He got up to leave. ‘You were married to Iris! That’s priceless.’
 
         ‘Don’t even go there! Hadleigh, I’m warning you! Don’t say another word!’
 
         He picked me up and swung me over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry.
 
         ‘Put me down! Don’t you dare carry me through the café!’
 
         He laughed and set me on my feet. ‘Feeling better?’
 
         Oddly, even with being tipped upside down, I was. ‘Yeah. Ta.’
 
         He checked the time again. ‘We need to be out of here. Move it, sis.’
 
         ‘Why? I’m in no hurry. You know what Mum will be like—’ But Hadleigh did seem to be in a hurry. He hustled me into the car as if I’d been the one to delay him by forcing him to stop at the café.
 
         ‘Calm down, Hads! What’s up? You’re not going back to work, are you?’
 
         He snorted. ‘No way. Tell you later, but we need to step on it now.’ And, pig-headed just like our father was, he refused to explain why until he was good and ready. A couple of blocks down the road, he said, ‘Seriously, kid — don’t worry too much about toasting Iris. The most likely explanation is that it was a dream. Just your ordinary old nightmare.’
 
         ‘Yeah. I wondered that too.’ I wasn’t convinced, though. This hadn’t had the quality of a dream. It was sharper, clearer, and I hadn’t been able to forget a single detail, whereas my normal vivid dreams faded after a couple of hours. This had seemed like a holographic display. And what I hadn’t told Miss Wilding was that I was in it, acting a part that bore no relation to my life.
         
 
         Even so, Hadleigh’s reassurance was comforting. I wanted to believe it. Several times I was on the brink of telling him about the peasant boy. I wanted him to explain who the boy was, to tell me why I had seen him. I wanted to know why I’d felt that surge of joy each time he’d appeared. But I was too scared to say anything in case this time he had no explanation.
 
         I rubbed my eyes, scrubbed at my face. This was reality, here and now in this car with my brother.
 
         But something was awry here too. This wasn’t the normal route home. I glanced at Hadleigh, hoping like hell my suspicions were wrong. ‘You’re going to the airport? You’re leaving the country?’
 
         He sent me a reckless grin. ‘I am indeed. And no, I haven’t told the honoured parents. I’m not ringing Dad till the plane is scooting down the runway, and then, my dear sis, I intend to bin the sim card. He won’t be able to contact me and don’t you dare show him how to use Facebook.’
 
         He didn’t head for a parking building. He drove straight to the drop-off zone of the overseas terminal and pulled to a stop.
 
         ‘Don’t do this! Please, Hads. Dad’ll come round. You know what he’s like. He’ll calm down.’
 
         ‘He won’t. You know that. Same argument every holidays, but does he listen? I’ve got to get out of the place, Bess. If I stay, he’ll just keep on and on. He’ll either wear me down and I’ll cave and be miserable for the rest of my life. Or I’ll belt him and walk out anyway.’
         
 
         I just shook my head, scrabbling for reasons to make him stay. ‘What about uni? Are you still going to do your Masters next year?’ In computer engineering — not business management, or furniture design, which should have been a clue for our father.
         
 
         Hadleigh just shrugged, then bent over to kiss my cheek. ‘See you, kiddo.’ He got out of the car.
 
         ‘Your luggage! You can’t leave the country with no luggage! They arrest people with no luggage.’
 
         ‘All checked in before I picked you up. Gotta go. Bye, little sis. I’ll send you messages, don’t stress.’ He strode off towards the entrance.
 
         ‘But where? Where are you going? Hadleigh!’
         
 
         He spun around, his arms outstretched. ‘To see the world.’
 
         He was off again, buoyant and laughing. I screamed after him, ‘You’re doing it again! You’re leaving me! Why are you always leaving me?’
 
         He stopped so abruptly it looked as if he’d walked into an invisible wall. He swivelled round and skewered me with a look that I’ll never forget. Then he turned away and went through those doors, although he must have heard me shouting, ‘I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it. It’s so not true. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.’
 
         I raced after him, still shouting, but he’d disappeared into the crowd. I swung around and tore along the footpath, peering through the terminal windows, trying to catch a glimpse of him. People stared at me, moving out of my way as I ran back. The departure boards might give a clue about where he was headed.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Three

         
 
         A MAN IN A UNIFORM was taking an interest in Hadleigh’s car.
         
 
         ‘This your car, miss?’
 
         ‘No. It’s my brother’s. Oh my god, I’ll have to drive it home.’ I only had my Learner’s. Did Hadleigh think of that? Did he even care?
 
         The man frowned. ‘How old are you?’
 
         ‘Eighteen as of Tuesday.’ I looked about twelve, not helped by the tears smearing my face. ‘Would you like to see my licence?’
 
         ‘Just move the car. I’ll have to get it towed otherwise.’
         
 
         No wonder he didn’t want to spend the time checking my licence. I wouldn’t want to have anything more to do with me either. I got in the driver’s seat. It took me a hundred years to work out how to move the stupid seat close enough for my feet to reach the pedals. Eventually I took off with a couple of bunny hops. Trust Hadleigh to have a manual gear change. It’d serve him right if I wrecked the gearbox.
         
 
         I crept out of the airport. So much traffic. Somebody behind me blasted a horn. Suck it up, loser! I had to get this car home even if I ended up taking all day to do it.
         
 
         I felt more in charge once I was on the motorway, but I still drove slowly, following the signs that would lead me south to my mother’s unwelcoming house. Cars kept passing me. Trucks too. Why had I yelled after Hadleigh like that? It was the absolute, total reversal of the truth. He’d never left me. He’d never walked out on me. He was always the one person I could rely on during parental meltdowns. He was the one who wrote to me every single week when I was away at school. He wrote proper letters that arrived in envelopes, and he always put the prettiest stamp he could find on them. They were always a high point in my week even after I’d settled in.
 
         Iris is on the health warpath. Major seismic tremors caused by collision of Dad with tofu curry. 
         
 
         Had to dine with Ma last night. Great food (Iris wouldn’t think so). Ma still majorly pissed about the divorce. 
         
 
         Put large clodhopper in it on Sat. Happened to mention Iris. You have been warned! Do not utter the word Iris. Would you believe — Ma’s ripped all irises from the garden. 
         
 
         Stop press! I’ve got a date with Kimberley Daly! Info classified btw. 
         
 
         He’d never write to me now. This had to be my Year of Stupidity. What the hell else was waiting in my subconscious for precisely the wrong moment to leap out and sabotage me?
 
         Bugger him! With Hadleigh gone, life was going to be bleak and lonely. Dad and I weren’t especially close. Iris I wouldn’t think about. Mum I’d much prefer not to think about, and how I was meant to survive living in her house without a brother on the sideline to protect me I couldn’t imagine.
         
 
         Halfway down the Bombay hills my phone started ringing. I knew it would be Dad. I simply couldn’t cope with him on top of everything else — and anyway it was his fault Hadleigh was right at this moment speeding down a runway bound for the big wide world. Again, the words I’d yelled at him resounded in my head. You’re doing it again. You’re leaving me. Why are you always leaving me?
         
 
         There was no explanation for that, or for the sense of abandonment and betrayal I’d felt. Hadleigh had never left me. He’d never let me down, and I didn’t know how I was going to stay sane without him. Panic fluttered in my gut. He’d gone and left me behind, all on my own with my crazy mind. The horror of flames and burning flesh hovered at the edges of my consciousness.
 
         I drove with fierce concentration on the here and now. I was frightened. My mind was out of control and the spectre of antipsychotic drugs hovered.
 
         The phone went again. It would probably be Mum, and in case it was I ignored it too. She wasn’t going to be happy. I wished he’d told her he was leaving.
 
         I stopped in Ngaruawahia for a coffee. The café’s bathroom mirror showed me I looked as bedraggled as I felt. I scrubbed my face, combed my fingers through my hair, calmed myself with some slow breathing, then went to tackle the coffee. I bought a muffin, but it was too rich for my still delicate stomach. Possibly coffee was a mistake as well. Iris would prescribe something herbal sweetened with manuka honey. Mum would purse her lips and tell me that I’d sown the whirlwind and now I was reaping its consequences. It didn’t help that I knew she was right.
         
 
         Normally I’d be able to text Hadleigh with a cryptic message about Mum. Stop press. When I a mother I will understand PAIN. She hopes.
         
 
         He’d reply with something oddball like old queen cole is a batty old soul.
         
 
         No such safety valve now. I would contact him on Facebook, but I knew my brother. He wouldn’t look at it until he was good and ready. He might never be ready, not for a long, long time, anyway.
 
         I returned to the car and kept driving, navigating my way through Hamilton and steeling my nerve for the last leg back to Mum’s place. If I drove slowly enough, it would take me over an hour.
 
         But all good things must come to an end, so they tell us. I braked to a stop in her driveway and had a fleeting hope the car might drip oil. That would give her something real to moan about.
 
         My mother came gliding from the house, her welcoming smile aimed squarely at the driver’s side of the car until she saw it was me behind the wheel.
 
         ‘Why are you driving Hadleigh’s car? Doesn’t the law mean anything to you, Bess Grey?’ She folded her arms close to her body. ‘Where is your brother? What are you doing with his car?’
         
 
         I wrestled my bags from the boot before I answered. ‘Hello, Mum. The garden’s looking spectacular.’ Which was true. ‘I don’t know where Hadleigh is. Has Dad rung you?’
         
 
         ‘You know full well I do not speak to That Man. Don’t be obstructive. You must know where your brother is.’ She looked pointedly at his car.
 
         ‘Ring Dad. He’ll tell you all about it.’ I pulled my cases behind me, bumped them up the steps and took myself off to my room, shutting the door behind me.
 
         It opened almost immediately.
 
         ‘Tell me! Where is your brother?’
 
         ‘Mum. You’ve got to ring Dad. He knows more than I do. Thank you for making my bed.’ I unzipped one of my cases.
 
         She stomped off, shutting my door with a firm click. She wasn’t into demonstrations of violent temper, but I much preferred the slamming of a door and the utterance of the occasional swear word to her permanent state of the-world-is-against-me-ness. I eased the door open a crack, listening to see if she would ring Dad.
 
         She did. Her side of the conversation was quintessential Mum.
         
 
         ‘Charles, where is my son?’
 
         ‘Explain yourself. Of course you must know where he is.’
 
         ‘Don’t be ridiculous. He wouldn’t fly off without telling me.’
         
 
         ‘I don’t believe you. You’re doing this to punish me.’
 
         I snuck my door shut again. With a bit of luck, she’d take a few minutes to rage at Dad.
 
         Nope. My door opened.
         
 
         ‘Bess, this ridiculous tale of your father’s. He’s determined to keep upsetting me. That Woman will know where my son is. I, his mother, do not.’ She eyeballed me. ‘Tell me the truth. Where is my son?’
         
 
         I sat on my heels, wondering if she ever referred to me as my daughter. ‘Hadleigh drove to the airport. He told me he was going to see the big wide world. I don’t know anything else.’ That I’m willing to tell you, anyway.
         
 
         She left me alone till dinner when I did my best to play the concerned daughter. I apologised for my drunken binge. She spent the meal telling me I’d ruined my life, her life and her reputation in the town, whose entire population she appeared to have told. I shut up and took it, figuring she was entitled to be enraged.
 
         So ended Thursday. On Friday she did one of her disconcerting changes of direction.
 
         ‘Why won’t you tell me where Hadleigh is, Bess? It’s not like you to be so hurtful.’
 
         It got me every time. She only had to say something approaching nice and I was a goner, putty in her hands. ‘Didn’t Dad tell you why he ran away?’
         
 
         She went still, all antennae on high alert. ‘No, he did not.’
 
         Normally I never told her anything about him — it made life a lot easier never to mention him. ‘Dad wanted him to be his partner in the business.’ All sorts of expressions darted across her face, then after about a minute she squared her shoulders. ‘So my son was forced to leave the country. I’m proud of him for standing up against That Man.’
         
 
         And that was it. She went about the place with a small smile on her face. She also put me to work with her in the garden. She’d never trusted me to do so much as pull up a weed before this. It seemed nothing had changed. She pointed me at the compost bins. I had to shovel the contents of one into the empty bin three metres away. That looked to me like bad planning, unless she did it deliberately with A Good Punishment for Bess in her head.
         
 
         I worked hard, trying to keep my mind clear and the horror of burning flesh out of my consciousness by focusing on my happy image of the boy in the olive grove. He worked outside and he was happy. If I worked my fingers to the bone, would they turn green and make me happy? I hoped, too, that thinking about him would make him reappear.
 
         He didn’t come back, and my fingers turned grubby, not green. Mum, though, said, ‘That was a big job. I’m pleased to have it done.’
 
         The day was looking up.
 
         My next task was to put barrowloads of bark around the shrubs. I tried chatting to her as I zapped to and fro, but she kept on with planting a row of things. ‘What are they, Mum?’
 
         ‘Flowers.’
 
         Yeah? It looked like I’d had my quota of chat for the day, and my heart ached for the mother I’d always longed for, and for the brother I’d lost through my own stupidity.
 
         I tried to remember what she’d been like before Dad up and walked out. I couldn’t recall her ever laughing. Maybe life had never been how she wanted it to be. I remembered her nagging at Dad. She hated that he called himself Charlie. ‘Charles,’ she would say. ‘Your name is Charles.’
         
 
         ‘True enough,’ he’d tell her, ‘but I’m Charlie.’
 
         I doubted that she’d ever been happy, that she’d ever felt the flaring delight of the olive grove boy. Maybe that was what had soured her. I was deeply glad she’d sent me away to boarding school.
 
         Late in the afternoon, she promoted me to weeding a bed of bright flowers. Ah ha! I knew what these fellows were — lilies. And they smelt glorious. I crawled in amongst them, being careful not to break a stalk or squash a plant.
 
         Dad sent me a text as I was finishing. Dinner here sunday. 6.
         
 
         The images of Iris who wasn’t Iris blazed across my mind. Oh god, I would have to face her over the dinner table. I hoped Dad wasn’t intending to fire up the barbecue. The glowing orange petals around me now looked like flames.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Four

         
 
         MUM HAD A BRIDGE TOURNAMENT all day Sunday. I waved her goodbye and wished her good luck. She drove off without acknowledging that I was there.
         
 
         Ah well, so far, so normal.
 
         Facebook time. I took the tablet out to the veranda and prepared to catch up with my life. There was nothing from Hadleigh. But there was news from every one of my school friends. Alice had posted a photo of herself in a blue Rarotongan lagoon. Anita had a job till Christmas in a chocolate factory. Clodagh’s grandmother was teaching her how to make real lace. Charlotte and Maddy were dripping with guilt over the vodka.
 
         My fault and my arm that tipped it down my throat. Chill! 
         
 
         I missed them all so much.
 
         My bro absconded by plane to see the big wide world. Specific location unknown. Things here much as usual. I may take up gardening. Not that Mum thinks much of my horticultural abilities. Love you guys. 
         
 
         The rest of the day stretched emptily ahead. Dinner with Dad and Iris would be an ordeal. Dad would yell at me for getting drunk, then he’d grill me about Hadleigh. As for Iris, I was terrified of what images might leap out the moment I clapped eyes on her.
         
 
         To fill in the day, I pumped up the tyres on Mum’s old bike and rode out to reacquaint myself with the town. I had lunch in a café, walked around the rose gardens. Mum didn’t grow roses. A couple of years ago I’d asked her why she didn’t, but in typical fashion she wouldn’t tell me. A bunch of grey-haired people were fussing around with cameras. An old man sitting on a bench told me the story of the Peace rose.
 
         Maybe there’s a time lag between trying to rekindle a subconscious image and it reappearing, because as the old guy talked I became aware that the world around me was fading to sepia, and instead of looking at roses I was looking at the olive grove boy. He was older, nineteen or twenty. I watched as he ran through the trees, his arms outstretched.
 
         Seeing him again, older and taller than when I’d last glimpsed him about eight months earlier, shocked me back to the present, where I was sitting in the sun beside an old man still talking about the Peace rose.
 
         That scene — it was full of the same emotion as always. The boy was happy, full of joy. But he no longer brought me comfort, because if thinking about an image made it reappear, then the other image — the one of Iris burning — could come back too if I relaxed my guard even for a second.
 
         I remembered my promise to Miss Wilding, but I knew I would not speak of this, not to anyone. Whatever was happening, it seemed now to be benign. I could live with glimpses of some other reality where there was true happiness, but I vowed never again to try bringing images of that boy back.
         
 
         I said goodbye to the old man, who smiled vaguely at me.
 
         I needed to keep moving. The day was hot. I bought an ice cream, eating it just fast enough to stop it melting in the heat. I longed for Charlotte and Maddy — or anyone at all to talk to.
 
         I rode around parts of the town I’d never been to before. Many of the places had lovely gardens, but I saw nothing to equal Mum’s. At 5.30 I returned to the house. Iris had to be faced. I picked up Hadleigh’s car keys, only to realise that driving there without the proper licence might not be the best way of kicking things off. I put them down and walked.
 
         Dad was watching the news when I arrived. The sight of him was yet another shock to my multi-shocked system. He’d changed during the few weeks since I’d last seen him. Now he seemed old and weary and gaunt. I kissed him, then left him to the TV while I went through to the kitchen, bracing for the onslaught of terror in my head.
         
 
         Iris’s face lit up when she saw me, but no flames appeared even when she rushed over to hug me. ‘Good to see you, Bess.’
 
         I leaned against the sink, watching her rip up lettuce to go with the selection of herbs and flowers already in the salad bowl. Even seeing the herbs didn’t trigger the images, although I couldn’t help thinking she was still dabbling with witchy plants.
 
         ‘Iris, is Dad sick?’
 
         To my horror, tears welled in her eyes. ‘Yes, of course he’s sick, the stubborn old goat. But try and get him to a doctor! I make the appointments. He just doesn’t turn up.’ She put a hand, speckled with green, on mine. ‘Bess, I’m sure he thinks it’s cancer. He won’t talk about it, though. Just walks out if I try.’
         
 
         ‘Is it all the grief about Hadleigh?’
 
         She shook her head. ‘No, although that didn’t help. He’s not been good for a couple of months. Just says he’s tired, stressed by the business. He’ll be fine after Christmas. A break, he reckons. That’s all he needs.’ She slapped the salad bowl down on the bench. ‘He won’t touch this either. Too healthy for him.’
 
         We sat down to eat. Iris was right about him ignoring the salad. He pushed it away, then glared at me and addressed the subject of my alcoholic binge. Unlike Mum, he kept his lecture short and brutal. ‘You try a stunt like that again, my girl, and I’ll beat the living daylights out of you.’
 
         ‘I believe there’s a law against that,’ Iris said.
 
         ‘Bugger the law,’ said my father. ‘I want my daughter alive, not pickled in cheap booze.’
 
         I repeated the promise I’d made to the staff in the hospital. ‘I’m never going to binge again. I’m not even going to get drunk.’
 
         ‘Make sure you don’t,’ he said. ‘Now tell me about your brother. How did he seem? He left you at the airport? What did he say?’
 
         ‘Didn’t he ring you? He said he would.’ Once he was safely on board and couldn’t be told to come back.
 
         ‘All he said was, “Goodbye Dad. I’m leaving the country.” Then the phone went dead.’ He frowned at me. ‘He would’ve told you more. Don’t hold back, my girl. I can take it.’
         
 
         I shook my head but recited our conversation. I’d gone over it so many times in my head, I was word perfect by now. He winced when I got to the part about Hadleigh either belting him or living a miserable life. You’re always leaving me. I left that out of my account.
         
 
         Iris looked from one to the other of us and kept her witchy thoughts to herself. I tried not to see her burning and cursing me, instead turning my mind to Dad and the problem of how to make him see a doctor. Short of kidnapping him, I came up with no useful answers.
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         ‘I REQUIRE YOUR HELP today, Bess.’ It was Mum dragging me out of bed. ‘Don’t argue. After everything I’ve done for you, it’s the least you can do.’
         
 
         I wasn’t arguing. She was right, I did owe her. But I could see it was going to be one of those days where nothing I did would be right. Mulch, compost, manure — I was going to get right in amongst the excitement. Before I passed out from the thrill, though, I phoned for an appointment to sit my Restricted. Hadleigh’s car was there, desperate for a driver.
 
         Miraculously, there was a slot the next day for my driving test. I booked it, then, with gritted teeth, went out to work as directed in the garden. I tried to show an interest in the plants, tried to be the ideal daughter. Didn’t work, though. I’d known it wouldn’t, but I was damned if I’d be a sulky grump just because she was.
 
         Damned. Iris who was not Iris had cursed me to burn in hell.
         
 
         I worked frenetically, digging the spade into the compost heap, loading the barrow, running with it, flinging it out in spadefuls on the garden. Those fiery images, would I never be free of them?
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         TUESDAY I PASSED my driving test. Wednesday and Thursday were toxic even by current standards.
         
 
         Wednesday had got off to a bad start when I picked up the tablet without asking permission to use it.
 
         ‘Really, Bess, didn’t that school teach you any manners at all?’
 
         ‘Sorry, Mum. Please may I use your tablet?’
 
         ‘Not now. You can put yourself out for a change and help me.’
 
         ‘Sure. But is it okay if I just use this for five minutes?’ I tapped the tablet.
 
         ‘No, Bess. It is not okay. I want your help now, not when — or more likely if — it pleases you. You can’t expect the world to revolve around you. At eighteen I would have expected you to be more thoughtful.’
         
 
         And that set the tone for the day. I worked my butt to the bone, but apparently I didn’t put the compost into the wheelbarrow properly, I didn’t put the weeds in the correct compost bin, I tied up the delphiniums with bows instead of knots. But I didn’t yell at her either, a fact which didn’t feature in her inventory of my faults.
 
         Thursday was a repeat of Wednesday. Hadleigh, come back, I need you. He had always been around to take the heat out of my dealings with our mother. I could moan to him, we’d laugh and things wouldn’t seem so bad. Now there was no refuge, unless I went to Dad’s. But that would mean being with Iris. I sighed — no brother to shelter behind now, whichever house I was at. The ache from missing him was constant.
         
 
         I pulled at minuscule weeds and, with Mum safely out of earshot, chatted to the gladioli. ‘Have you ever been stuck between a rock and hard place, Mr Glad?’
 
         White gladioli don’t even give you a nod. I moved on to the purple fellow next to it. ‘It’s no fun, I’ll tell you that for free. Do I put up with Mum, or do I go to Dad’s where Iris will be lurking?’
 
         I shut up as Mum emerged from the rhododendron grove. ‘Are you being deliberately slow, Bess? You should have finished that weeding an hour ago.’
 
         An hour ago I’d been collecting up the dead heads she’d cut off an entire border of flowers. I’d been weeding for all of about ten minutes. Since it was one of the days where nothing I did was right, I decided to risk a return of the flames and go to Dad’s for the evening. Mum responded to that by turning her back on me.
 
         I went inside to shower and change, hoping Iris wouldn’t mind me driving over unannounced, praying that she wouldn’t pop up on a pile of sticks with her dress on fire.
 
         But, as usual, she welcomed me with a hug. ‘Bess dear, it’s lovely to see you! Can you stay for dinner? Your dad’s not home yet and I’ve got one more client, but then I’m done. Make yourself at home.’
 
         ‘Thanks. Would you like me to start dinner?’ I was on edge, tensing for a possible blast of fire and cursing to zoom in from cyberspace, but so far all was calm.
         
 
         Her shoulders relaxed. ‘Would you? That would be lovely. I thought we’d have spaghetti bolognese and I’m going to sneak every vegetable I can into the sauce. Make a salad too — you and I will appreciate it.’
 
         ‘He’s no better?’
 
         ‘He’s a stubborn lump of concrete,’ she said and marched off to her treatment room. I wondered if she’d ever tried to do a reiki session on Dad. Probably not. He wasn’t into any of that new-age witchy stuff.
 
         I will not think of witches.
         
 
         No uninvited images beset me as I raided Iris’s garden. I chopped the vegetables, stirred the sauce, and kept my thoughts on the here and now.
 
         Iris, when she came back, sniffed the air. ‘Mmm, that smells so good. You’re wonderful, Bess. This is such a treat, having somebody else do the cooking.’
 
         I muttered thanks and hoped she didn’t see I was struggling not to cry. She hadn’t yelled, she hadn’t criticised, she was grateful. Best of all, though, the sight of her hadn’t filled my mind with flames and curses. She made us each a drink, then we chatted about the safe topic of Hadleigh until Dad came home.
 
         He hardly noticed what he ate, although he was with it enough to avoid the salad. He finished the meal, pushed his plate away and eyeballed me. ‘Bess, I will not have you driving until you get your Restricted.’
 
         I laid my temporary licence on the table in front of him. ‘Fully legal as of Tuesday.’
 
         He picked it up and gave it a good look.
         
 
         ‘It’s the genuine article,’ I said.
 
         ‘Good. Come to the factory tomorrow. You can run errands for me.’
 
         Iris mouthed please at me, but I didn’t need persuading. ‘Sure thing. I’d like that.’
         
 
         Mum wouldn’t, but since she wasn’t liking anything I did, I couldn’t see that it mattered.
 
         I was right. She got in a mega strop about it. ‘Typical of you, Bess. Always choosing That Man over me.’
 
         She was no happier by the morning.
 
         ‘Mum, I’m sorry you’re upset. But you divorced Dad, I didn’t.’
 
         That wasn’t the smartest comment either, because it let her point out with wounded dignity that Charles had divorced her. How much wounding could her dignity take? It must be beaten to a mush already.
 
         I escaped to the factory, parking beside Dad’s car at the side of the building. The place was a mess. I went over to the heap of discarded junk in the far corner. An old fridge, half a washing machine and a kitchen sink, would you believe. Chucked in behind it was a dead Christmas tree along with decaying cardboard boxes and a heap of broken concrete blocks.
 
         This land had been in lawn last time I was here, with a low wall along the edge of the footpath. Now the wall had migrated to the rubbish heap and, judging by the potholes and tyre tracks, the place had turned into a venue for boy-racer stunts. If the outside neglect was any indication, I began to suspect that Dad might have good reason to be worried about the business.
 
         At the front of the factory the sign above the entrance nearly made me cry: Grey and Son, Furniture Makers. No wonder Hadleigh left the country.
         
 
         The small side door squeaked as I opened it. You’d think a bunch of guys — practical, hands-on guys — would know how to oil a squeaky door. Or maybe they used it as an early-warning system. Dad certainly heard it, and poked his head out from his office to see who had come in half an hour early.
 
         ‘Bess! Good girl. I’ll show you around.’
 
         There didn’t seem much point in reminding him that I’d been here hundreds of times before, so I humoured him, hoping he’d break the habit of centuries and talk to me about what was bothering him.
         
 
         He gave me the conducted tour from the front to the back, running his hand across each of the machines as he named it. ‘This is the planer. The lads put the roughsawn boards through. Takes off one side and one edge.’
 
         Yes, I knew. I’d seen them use it often, always with Dad’s big hand on my shoulder to haul me back if I looked like getting too curious.
 
         ‘Then they go to the thicknesser,’ I said. ‘Then on to the ripsaw to take off the other edge.’
 
         Dad stared at me, light in his eyes for the first time since I’d got home. ‘You remember? You took all this in?’
 
         I grinned at him. ‘And over there is the router. For moulded edges. Rebating grooves.’
 
         ‘Want to have a go?’ Before Hadleigh’s defection, he wouldn’t have asked, and certainly not in such a tentative, hopeful tone.
 
         ‘Love to.’ I tucked my arm through his to lead him away from the router and the jigsaw beside it. ‘Let’s finish the tour first.’ Because something was badly wrong with the factory. The run-up to Christmas was usually frantic, with the men working overtime to get orders delivered before the holidays. Now their work stations were empty. There could be stuff in the finishing room being stained and polished, I guessed, but that didn’t explain why there was no sign of work anywhere.
         
 
         We went through to the woodroom where the roughcut boards were stored after delivery. Shelves stacked with timber lined one wall. Across from that was the big bin for docked ends too short to be used. Beside that was the lathe that was Bernie’s specialty.
 
         ‘Is Bernie still going strong?’ I asked. Dear old Bernie — he’d seemed ancient the first time I saw him when I was about five.
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Dad. ‘There’s no stopping Bernie.’
 
         He sounded almost sorry — no, he sounded really sorry, and that was another discordant note, because Dad adored the old guy. Bernie had been like a father to him — in fact, had just about given Dad the factory when he decided to retire, though he was happy to stay on as one of the boys. Dad must have imagined the pattern repeating, with him handing Hadleigh the business.
 
         I decided not to probe, not yet. I walked to the four tables stacked in the centre of the space, waiting for pick-up. ‘Where are these going? Shall I get some of the dust off first?’
 
         He didn’t answer, so I turned round to repeat the question. ‘Dad!’ He was hunched over and looked as if all the stuffing had been sucked out of him. ‘You’ve gone really pale. You’re sick. Let’s get you to a doctor.’
         
 
         That straightened him up. ‘No bloody doctor. You’re as bad as Iris. I’m fine. Just a bit of a twinge. Get them sometimes. Make me a cuppa, then come to the office. Need to talk to you.’
 
         I clamped my mouth shut on a million questions and went to the kitchen, another showcase of neglect. Couldn’t men wash a cup, wipe down a bench or, for god’s sake, clean up spilt sugar? I scoured a mug while the kettle boiled, then made the tea strong, with two sugars, the way he liked it.
 
         ‘Thanks, Bess. You’re a good kid.’
 
         No, I was a bolshy, determined kid, as he could well be about to discover. Serve him right — I’d learnt pig-headedness from him.
 
         ‘What do you want to talk to me about?’ I strove for a friendly tone, without undertones. No small feat with him in front of me looking pale and ancient, and the factory around us at a standstill.
 
         He fiddled with the tea so he could look at that and not me. ‘The place is in trouble, Bess. Bad trouble. Those tables out there. We haven’t got a buyer for them.’
 
         ‘But they’re terrific work! Why can’t you sell them?’
 
         He sighed, gathering a few more years along the way. ‘It’s not the workmanship that’s the problem. It’s the design.’
 
         He clammed up. But things were clicking together in my brain.
 
         ‘It’s something to do with Bernie, isn’t it? I didn’t have a close look, but the lathe work on those table legs looked perfect. So what’s the problem?’
         
 
         He heaved another sigh. ‘His work’s as good as ever. The trouble is — there’s no market now for furniture with turned legs. It looks old-fashioned. We’ll only sell it if we price it down to the same as the bulk import stuff.’
 
         He didn’t need to spell out the rest. His factory wasn’t a production line. He kept his workers for ever because they were men who loved making a piece from start to finish, and that of course was expensive. They were useless at basic tasks such as dish washing or rubbish clearing, but they were genuine craftsmen.
 
         ‘What are you going to do? Does Bernie realise you can’t keep him on?’
 
         Dad got decisive, a.k.a. stubborn. ‘I won’t sack him. Never. It’s not an option.’
 
         ‘What are you going to do then?’
 
         He straightened himself up. ‘It’s all in hand. Don’t worry.’
 
         Don’t worry? How could I not, pray tell? But I recognised the signs. There’d be no more information from him. I headed down a different route. ‘What did you want to talk to me about?’
         
 
         That produced a long silence, one that I was determined not to break. I could out-silence him any day. He cleared his throat four times, coughed once and wriggled in his chair before he managed to find his voice. ‘I want to … sorry, I mean, would you … um … sign a power of attorney? For the business. Just a safeguard. Can’t see that I’d ever need you to use it. But it’s a sort of insurance, I guess. Just in case.’
 
         And what is it that you’re not telling me, you stubborn old chunk of teak? ‘Am I old enough? Legally, I mean.’
         
 
         He frowned. ‘You’re eighteen, aren’t you?’
 
         Yes, I was and still with a year of school to do, thanks to missing almost a whole year when I was eight because of a long bout of glandular fever not helped by him walking out on Mum.
 
         The side-door squeak-alarm sounded. Dad hauled himself upright. ‘Think about it, will you, Bess? Tell me later. No hurry.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Five

         
 
         THE DOOR CONTINUED to squeak as each of the men arrived. Dad called them all into the tearoom for a cuppa. That wasn’t the normal pattern of the day. Smoko was at ten. They never had a drink before they started work.
         
 
         I shot out the office door. ‘Tea? Now?’
 
         He slumped in on himself again. ‘Gotta talk to them. It won’t be pretty. Has to be done, though.’
 
         He couldn’t be going to close the place. Surely not. These men were more than just his workers, they were his friends. Clint had been with him the longest — Clint the Flint, Hadleigh and I called him. He had five sons and a cheerful wife, but he himself was taciturn, dour, and if there was a dark side to any situation then you could be sure Clint would point it out. If I were a movie director, I’d cast him as a grizzled, tough old thane in something historical and Scottish.
 
         Maurice had started working for Dad just after I went away to school. He had a wife and a couple of kids, but he wasn’t one to share details either. Alton was quiet too, except on the subject of his three kids, and sport of any kind. Eddy was a contrast to all of them: in his early twenties and ambitious, I thought. I was surprised he was still here. When I’d seen him in October he’d had a hint of restlessness about him.
         
 
         I stayed where I was in the doorway once the men had gone in, uncertain if Dad would want me present while he broke the bad news. I needed to be there if I was to have power of attorney, but I didn’t want to intrude on their misery.
 
         The men clearly knew what was coming. Clint’s shoulders were slumped, Alton kept his eyes on the table, Maurice leaned back in his chair and pretended to be asleep. Eddy set his mouth in a hard line. There was no sign of the guy who did the finishing.
 
         ‘Is Lew coming?’
 
         ‘He left last week,’ Dad said. Then he set about delivering the bad news executioner-style — short, sharp and fast. ‘Men, I’m sorry but it looks like I’m going to have to shut the place down. The shop’s cancelled the order for those tables. Can’t sell them, they reckon. No more orders on the books.’ He stopped and joined Alton in staring at the table.
 
         ‘That’s it? We just give up?’
 
         Dad lifted his head so that he could look Eddy in the eye. ‘I’m sorry, mate. It’s been tough for a while. You’ll all get paid till Christmas and you’ll get your holiday pay.’
 
         Maurice rubbed his fingers together over and over again. ‘Does Bernie know?’
 
         Dad nodded. ‘Told him yesterday.’ He scrubbed his eyes and sniffed. ‘I hoped Hadleigh … well, no use dwelling on that. You might as well call it a day. Go home.’
         
 
         Somewhere I registered that it was good to feel anger instead of fear. I was not going to have power of attorney for a dead business. I stepped away from the doorway. ‘No, Dad, wait. Why are you giving up without even trying? If you can keep going till Christmas, that gives you three weeks to try and turn things around. You’ve got damned good workers! You can’t just give up on them.’
 
         There was a weird quality to the silence round the table — hope mixed with a splash of what-would-she-know.
         
 
         Dad just shook his head and got back to looking tired and ill, but Eddy said, ‘It’s Bernie, isn’t it, boss? If we make what the market wants, then Bernie’s out of a job.’
 
         Dad didn’t answer, which to my mind looked like a big fat yes.
         
 
         ‘So you’re prepared,’ I said, ‘to let the whole factory die rather than tell Bernie there’s no call for lathe work now?’
 
         It was Eddy who provided the answer to that by pulling a newspaper cutting from a drawer. He handed it to me without comment. It was dated mid-September and showed a beaming Bernie with Dad’s arm around his shoulders. The quote from Dad was: My right-hand man. Bernie’s comment was: It’s a wonderful thing to still be useful when you’re 83.
         
 
         I said, ‘Dad, I know what he means to you. I know how he helped you get started. But won’t he be gutted if he finds out he’s the reason you’re closing down?’
 
         The men all watched my father now — and sagged in their seats when he just shook his head.
         
 
         ‘We’ll be off then,’ Clint said, getting to his feet.
 
         I slammed a hand against the wall. ‘No! Don’t give up. Not yet. Okay, there’s no work today. But there’s still a hell of a lot that needs doing.’ They were all frowning at me now, but no way was I going to shut up. ‘That so-called lawn out there. That needs clearing up. The place needs a new fence. One that’ll repel boy racers. The woodroom could do with being sorted out, and if the shops won’t buy those tables I’ll put them on Trade Me for you.’ I turned to Dad. ‘What reserve do you want on them?’
 
         He pushed himself up from his chair. ‘Leave it, Bess. It’s all too late.’ He shuffled — there is no other way of describing it — away to his office.
 
         Eddy shrugged. ‘I guess we could clear the lawn. Alton, could we use your trailer?’
 
         I held my breath, wondering if the others would follow him or if they’d do what Dad had told them, give up and go home. ‘Okay,’ said Alton.
 
         ‘Better than twiddling my thumbs at home,’ said Maurice.
 
         ‘And what will you do, bossy Bessy?’ Clint asked.
 
         I sat myself down beside him, drew my chair in close and leaned towards him all friendly and conversational. ‘Clint, tell me — do you put any value on your nuts?’
 
         He gaped at me. I heard smothered guffaws from the men behind me.
 
         ‘Because,’ I went on, still with great affability, ‘if you want to keep them, you won’t mess around with my name. Ever.’ I got up to follow the others from the room. ‘Just a friendly warning,’ I said, and smiled at him.
         
 
         He was still looking like a newly landed fish, but then he slapped the table and roared, ‘Well dang me! Who’d have thought it! Come on, lads. If she’s like this with Charlie, we might just have half a chance of saving the ship after all.’
 
         Eddy winked at me, but repeated Clint’s question. ‘What are you going to do, Bess?’
         
 
         ‘Try and drag my stupid father to a doctor.’ And I had a plan that just might work a whole lot better than kidnapping.
 
         They took themselves off to deal to the outside and I went to do battle with my father in his office.
 
         ‘The men gone home, have they, Bess?’
 
         I sat down. ‘No. They’re cleaning up the lawn and building a new fence.’
 
         He patted my hand. ‘You’re a good kid. But it’s too late. I haven’t got the heart for it any longer. Even without worrying about Bernie, it’s all too much.’
 
         Neither of us mentioned Hadleigh. I needed him. Fear kicked right back in. Dad was being so unlike his usual energetic self.
 
         ‘Have you thought about the power of attorney?’ he asked.
 
         ‘Yes I have, and yes I will, but on one condition.’
 
         He almost smiled at that. ‘And that would be?’
 
         ‘You have to see a doctor. Today. If you refuse, I won’t sign.’ I held my breath, praying to the universe to knock sense into him.
 
         ‘Damn it, girl! You’ve let Iris get to you! It’s all worry, worry, worry with that woman. I’m fine. Just a bit tired.’ His eyes spat sparks at me.
         
 
         I stood up, wanting to howl. ‘Then see you, Dad.’ I’d really thought he’d agree. It was obvious to a blind donkey that he was desperate for me to have power of attorney.
 
         I was out the door by a couple of strides when he bellowed, ‘All right! You win. But we go to the lawyer first and then the bloody doctor. If you can get an appointment at this time on a Friday.’
         
 
         I came back, relief making my knees wobbly. ‘You’d better hope we do, because it’s today or never.’
 
         ‘Bloody stubborn, that’s what you are, Bess Rosamund Grey.’
 
         ‘Guess who I learnt that from, Charlie Archibald Grey?’
 
         That made him smile. He pushed his address book at me. ‘Make the appointments.’
 
         I rang the clinic first, but they were very sorry there was nothing till Monday.
 
         ‘Can I speak to Dr Furness, then. Tell him it’s Bess Grey, Charlie’s daughter, and I need to talk to him about Dad.’
 
         Dad glowered for the whole five minutes I had to wait before Bob Furness got to the phone.
 
         ‘Dad’s lost weight,’ I told him, ‘he’s got no energy and he’s having twinges that make him lose all colour from his face.’
 
         ‘All right, I’ll squeeze him in at five.’
 
         I rang Alan Stubbs’s office, and once again had to speak to the man himself to wangle an appointment. ‘I’ll have to see him over lunchtime. Wouldn’t do it for anyone. Tell him one o’clock.’
 
         Dad got busy on the computer. I suspected he was just pretending so that I’d go away. To give myself something to do I cleaned up the disaster in the kitchen — though every ten minutes or so I’d walk past the office, checking to make sure he was okay.
         
 
         At midday I poked my head around his door. He was just sitting there, staring at the wall.
 
         ‘Want me to pick you up some lunch?’
 
         I brought him the pie he asked for, but he didn’t even eat it. He’d never normally leave a pie untouched. That doctor’s appointment couldn’t arrive fast enough.
 
         At 12.45 I had to help him out of the chair. He leaned on me as we walked outside. The sight of the cleared lawn brought a glimmer of a smile to his face but he didn’t say anything. The guys were there measuring up for the fence and watched in silence as I helped him into Hadleigh’s car.
 
         ‘Clint, can you lock up?’ I called. ‘He’s really sick. I’m taking him home.’
 
         ‘The doctor? Will he go?’
 
         I nodded. ‘Not till five, though.’
 
         ‘We’ll see to things here. Tell him not to fret,’ Clint said.
 
         I was sorely tempted to go straight to the clinic and yell for help, rather than keeping the appointment with the lawyer. Only the knowledge that Dad would stress if nobody had power of attorney prevented me.
 
         When we got there, I said, ‘Stay here. I’ll see if Alan can bring the papers out to you.’
 
         In answer, Dad opened his door and struggled to get out. Bloody pig-headed man. I ran over to him, and again he leaned on me the whole way. Whatever was wrong with him was much more acute than cancer would be.
         
 
         Mrs Henwood, the receptionist who’d been there for ever, took one glance at him and led us straight into Alan’s office. ‘Best see him straight away,’ she told him. ‘The man’s ill.’
 
         Alan pursed his lips but unpursed them again immediately. He looked at me, eyebrows raised. ‘Doctor’s appointment at five,’ I said. ‘He wants me to have power of attorney for the business. Will it take long?’
 
         Alan looked grim. ‘Longer than I think you should wait around, Charlie.’
 
         ‘Thought of that,’ said Dad in a harsh whisper. ‘The partnership papers. They still on the computer?’
 
         ‘Yes, but …’
 
         ‘Change them to Bess’s name.’
 
         ‘Bess?’
 
         ‘Do it. Anything. Hurry. Please.’
 
         His lips went back to being thin, but in a few minutes I was signing the document designed for Hadleigh. Dad’s signature wavered, and didn’t at all resemble his usual confident scrawl.
 
         Without asking, Alan helped me get him back into the car. He closed the door, then grabbed my arm. ‘Go to the doctor right now, Bess. I’ll ring and tell them you’re on your way. And I’ll talk to you on Monday about all this.’ He hurried off, muttering something about duress.
 
         I did as he said. Dad shut his eyes and looked terrible.
         
 
         Bob was waiting when I pulled up outside the clinic. He ripped the car door open. ‘Charlie? Let me have your wrist.’ He felt for the pulse, frowned and asked, ‘Any pain?’
 
         ‘Chest. Arm.’
 
         I listened, my own heart thumping as if it would help Dad’s. Bob kept asking more questions and I couldn’t hear the whispered answers.
 
         I rang Iris and told her where we were, thankful I wasn’t alone in all this, despite my wariness at being around her. ‘I think it’s a heart attack. The questions Bob’s asking …’
 
         ‘I’m on my way.’
 
         Bob’s voice reached me, calm and calming. ‘Bess, ring for an ambulance. Tell them he’s conscious but with an undetectable radial pulse. Vital signs unacceptable.’
 
         His manner steadied me. I repeated the information for the dispatcher and told her where we were.
         
 
         A nurse carrying an oxygen cylinder came hurrying from the clinic. While Bob fitted the mask over Dad’s face, she ran back, returning in seconds with an IV bag. All I could do was watch and feel useless.
 
         Iris and the ambulance arrived at the same time. She wasn’t able to do anything either, just watch as Dad was lifted onto a stretcher. The men talked to him, telling him what they were doing, where they were taking him.
 
         ‘I want to go with him,’ Iris said.
 
         The paramedics showed her where to sit. She climbed in and they were gone, lights flashing. They only used the lights when it was urgent. I knew that much.
         
 
         Bob steered me into the clinic and into his office. He sat me down and told me as much as he knew. ‘Your dad’s a sick man. He’s damn lucky you’ve got a good head on your shoulders or he’d be dead by now.’
 
         ‘Will he …’
 
         ‘Truthfully, it’s hard to say. I think he’ll come through, but I can’t guarantee it.’
 
         The nurse came in with a cup of something and a couple of biscuits. She put the cup in my hands. ‘Drink it, Bess. It’s chocolate with sugar. You’ve had a shock, and this’ll do you good.’ She watched me for a while, then squeezed my shoulder. ‘Iris has left her car here. Can you drive it back for her?’
 
         ‘Yes, I guess so. I’ll have to walk back for Hadleigh’s — for mine. It’ll take a while.’ I couldn’t think.
 
         She led me out to the waiting room and made me sit down. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll get my nephew to drive her car, then you can deliver him back here.’
 
         ‘Will you ring the hospital for me?’
 
         ‘Bess, dear — they won’t be there yet. They’re taking him through to Waikato. It’s no use ringing for a while yet.’
 
         I rubbed my head. ‘No. Of course.’
 
         I wanted Hadleigh. I needed him. I couldn’t even ring him to tell him what had happened. My thoughts dived all over the place, shying away from the memory of Dad on a gurney. What was happening to my world? It had been so settled, so secure two weeks ago. But now Dad was seriously ill, school was gone, Hadleigh had vanished into thin air, all my friends were far away, and my mind — oh god, my mind. I dragged it away from dangerous images, trying to anchor myself in the present.
         
 
         If Hadleigh had stayed, he’d have been caught by the factory. It was just as well he wasn’t here. He’d have had no choice but to take charge and run the place. Who would do it now? Nobody. It wouldn’t even keep going till Christmas. What a waste. The men, they needed their jobs. Clint still had three of his boys at home. Alton’s kids weren’t even at high school yet.
 
         It took more minutes of whirling thoughts before it hit me: I could run the factory. I was a partner as of an hour ago.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Six

         
 
         IT SEEMED TO TAKE AN age for the nurse’s nephew to arrive. I sat on the edge of the chair, watching the door, willing him to hurry and get here. People came and went. It was a busy clinic. A baby cried.
         
 
         A tall girl strode through the door. She was striking rather than beautiful, all dark hair and grooming. A man walked quickly behind her. For a second, I thought it was Clint. But this man was younger, more vital. Nick. Clint’s eldest son.
 
         I stood up, stumbling towards him. ‘Dad, he’s … I need to …’
 
         ‘It’s all right,’ the girl said. ‘Don’t worry. We’ll help you with Iris’s car, then you can go to the hospital.’ Nick took my arm. ‘Come on, Small Stuff. Let’s hit the road.’
 
         Between them, they steered me out of the building. The girl said, ‘I’m Lulu. Just so you don’t start to wonder halfway to Hamilton and drive off the road, Nick’s auntie is the nurse at the clinic.’
         
 
         ‘Oh. Thanks. Small towns.’ I felt surreal, outside myself and somewhere different from a clinic car park.
 
         Lulu chatted as we walked, a soothing, undemanding flow of words, but it was Nick’s quiet presence beside me that gave me hope. She spoke to him when we reached Iris’s car. ‘I’ll drive this. You go with Bess.’
         
 
         He took the keys from my hand. I got into the passenger seat. ‘You okay, kid?’
 
         Much better for seeing him. I no longer felt alone. ‘I’ll be all right. It’s been a shock, is all.’
 
         ‘Want us to come with you to the hospital?’
 
         I shook my head. ‘No. Thanks. I’ll be fine. Iris is there.’
 
         He didn’t argue, and I was grateful. He just drove in a silence that spoke of dependability, of a solid support all the stronger for being unspoken.
 
         As we turned into Iris’s street, I said, ‘You’re all grown up.’
 
         That got me a wry grin. ‘I was a horrible kid. Mega apologies, Bess. You were a fighter, though. If you’d run off bawling, the fun would have gone out of it.’
 
         He was a year older than Hadleigh and had led him into so much trouble when they were young. I’d tagged along, often getting into some sticky situations as a result. I hadn’t seen much of him since he finished school and left town.
 
         Lulu took over when we got to the house. ‘We need to lock the place up. Nick, can you close the windows and I’ll help Bess pack a few things for Iris and her dad.’ She did the packing. My brain — and hands — seemed frozen. ‘Something warm,’ she said. ‘Iris might want to stay the night.’
 
         ‘She’s got a wrap somewhere. It’s wool. Pinks and purples.’
 
         Lulu added it to the toilet bags, pyjamas for Dad, and the phone Nick found on the floor of Iris’s treatment room.
         
 
         I assumed he would drive us back to the clinic for their car, but he said, ‘You drive. I want to make sure you’re not too wobbly.’ He picked up my phone. ‘I’ll give you my number. Call any time if I can help. I reckon I owe you.’
 
         I got in the driver’s seat and sat for a moment.
 
         ‘It’s okay,’ Nick said. ‘Take your time.’
 
         Drive back to the clinic. Drop Nick and his girlfriend. Drive to the hospital. Find Dad.
         
 
         I started the engine and moved off. Lulu kept up a soothing flow of chat from the back seat. Nick sat beside me, relaxed but watchful. I must have done well enough for him to decide it was safe to let me go by myself to the hospital.
 
         After I left them at their car I caught a glimpse of them in the rear-view mirror as I turned out onto the road. They were standing with their arms around each other, watching my progress.
 
         Nick had a girlfriend and I wished he didn’t.
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         IT FELT LIKE A MILLION miles to the hospital in Hamilton, and when I got there it was a mission finding a parking space. I ran all the way to the E.D., uncertain whether they’d know where Dad and Iris were, but not knowing where else to start. Dad, they told me, was in theatre.
         
 
         Iris was standing in a waiting room, staring out the window.
 
         ‘Iris?’
         
 
         ‘He’s still alive, Bess. He’s got a chance as long as he’s still alive.’ Her arms felt good around me. Strange, comforting, and free from nasty images.
 
         She let me go and snatched up the cape from the top of the bag. ‘Bless you! I’m so cold. Shock, I suppose.’
 
         I got her a cup of tea but left the sugar out. I knew her opinion of sugar. ‘Drink that. I’ll get us something to eat.’ I’d been with it enough to note the location of a snack machine on the way to find her.
 
         Me, looking out for Iris. Too many ironies there. I bought us a bar of chocolate each, and she ate hers without protest. We sat together but didn’t talk, tried not to think. People came and went from the room. Some of them cried. We looked up each time a new person appeared, hoping for news of Dad.
 
         Iris leaned back in her chair and, without looking at me, said, ‘We’ve never got close, have we, Bess? I’ve always been sorry about that.’
 
         A flurry of possible replies jostled in my brain, along with a memory of flames blazing. In the end I nodded, shook my head, then shrugged.
 
         She kept her gaze on the windows, and in a faraway voice said, ‘From what I’ve read, it seems that if you experience a strong emotion as you’re dying, then that same emotion can crop up in subsequent lives.’
 
         It was as if she’d stung me.
 
         ‘What are you saying, Iris? What the hell are you talking about?’
         
 
         She didn’t look at me. ‘For instance, if you’re being burned alive, you might hate the person you blame for putting you there.’
 
         I choked. ‘Stop! Shut up. Just shut it.’
         
 
         She ignored me. ‘You might call out I curse you to burn in hell. I will hate you for ever.’
         
 
         I bent over, my arms pressed into my stomach. Tears blobbed onto my knees. ‘You’re crazy, a raving witch. How …? I don’t want to think about …’
 
         She rubbed my back, and god help me I let her. It was soothing, comforting. I couldn’t think, couldn’t begin to process what she’d hit me with. How did she know the madness inside my head? Dying? Subsequent lives? My father might be dying at this very moment.
         
 
         I straightened up, shucking her hand away. ‘Why bring all this up right now? You sure do pick your moments.’
 
         ‘What moment should I have picked?’ She eyeballed me, right when I didn’t want her to. ‘When you came to dinner after you got back from school? No? Last night?’ Her eyes drilled me. ‘Well?’
         
 
         ‘And now is better? In a hospital waiting room, for chrissakes?’
 
         ‘Tragedy brings people closer,’ she said. ‘Takes down the normal barriers.’
 
         ‘This isn’t a tragedy. He’s going to come through. Don’t talk like he’s going to die.’
 
         I didn’t want to be near her, but when I tried to get up, she pulled me down again.
 
         ‘I didn’t mean that and you know it.’
 
         I sniffed, not willing to admit I did know it. I didn’t want to think about Dad, it was too frightening. Oh god, the rock and hard place again.
 
         I strove to collect my thoughts, but I was too furious — too confused — to be calm and reasoned. ‘Are you saying you always knew about … that? You always knew why I kept my distance from you? You had a handy little screening of you and me in some movie scenario, and wham — there’s your answer?’
         
 
         ‘No, Bess. I’m not saying that.’ Her eyes were spitting fury — I’d never seen her riled up before. She leaned in, almost hissing at me. ‘I’m not talking any more about it right now. You’re far too hostile. My husband’s on an operating table, fighting for his life. I do not want to deal with your negativity right now.’
 
         ‘Your husband. My father. Fine. Don’t talk.’
 
         We sat in silence, both of us with our arms folded.
 
         After a bit, she said, ‘You’ll be glad you had me burnt as a witch.’
 
         That surprised a laugh out of me. ‘It had crossed my mind.’
 
         She relaxed. ‘Let’s leave it for now. I’ll tell you everything. I promise. But it’ll be better when we’re not so on edge.’
 
         ‘Okay. I guess.’ I found I was too heartsick and too worried to stay angry, or to wrestle any more with her bombshell. Hostile. At least she wasn’t holding a grudge or sulking.
         
 
         ‘What happened?’ Iris asked. ‘Did he collapse at work?’
 
         I summarised the day for her, then said, ‘I signed the partnership deal. I guess that means I could take over till he gets well again.’
 
         She gasped. ‘Would you? It’ll mean the world to him if you would.’
 
         I shrugged. ‘I can try.’ But not if he dies. What would be the point? I wanted my father back in all his bulldozing glory. ‘The place is on its last legs. Did you know, Iris? Did he tell you it was in trouble?’
         
 
         ‘You know what he’s like. He’s the man, everything’s under control. He can provide for his family, and—’
         
 
         ‘What? What are you thinking you shouldn’t say?’
 
         She frowned for a moment. ‘Very well, I’ll tell you. I think money was a big part of the problems between him and your mother. She used her money to try to turn him into her view of what he should be. She bought their house without consulting him. It was her money, so why should she, was what she told him. There were other things too, but her having income she’d never had to work for was at the root of it.’
 
         ‘You’re kinder than I am. Who’d want to stay married to her? She harps on all day, nag nag nag.’ I pulled out my phone. ‘Still, I’d better tell her about Dad or I’ll never hear the end of it.’ I rang, but had to leave a message on the answer phone. Sometimes the universe smiles.
 
         At last a doctor came in. Iris sprang to her feet. ‘Mrs Grey.’ He came towards us, smiling. ‘Your husband’s come through the op. We’ve put stents in, and once he recovers he’ll be as good as new, providing he looks after himself.’
 
         My unflappable stepmother burst into tears and blubbed her thanks all over the poor guy. He patted her shoulder. ‘He’s in recovery now. You can visit him once he arrives on the ward.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Seven

         
 
         IT WAS LATE and dark when I got home. Mum was still up. Hostile. I bent over backwards not to be.
         
 
         I broke all habits by walking in and giving her a hug. ‘He’s going to be all right, Mum. They operated and …’
 
         She pulled away from me. ‘I’m not remotely interested in Charles Grey.’
 
         All the stress of the day crashed down on me. My voice rose in a screech of fury. ‘Well, you bloody ought to be interested. He’s my father and he’s Hadleigh’s father. You should care about him just because he’s the father of your kids.’ You cow.
         
 
         At least I had enough control not to yell that in her face.
 
         I went to bed howling my heart out. I’d never work her out, never be the daughter she wanted.
 
         I calmed down enough to Facebook Hadleigh with the bare facts of the day. I dithered over whether or not to tell him about Iris’s bombshell but decided against it. I finished with Love you, bro. Sorry again for being such an idiot at the airport. You were right to go. xxxxx
         
 
         The following morning, I rang Iris. Dad was doing well, she said, so would I be able to come and get her at some stage so she could collect her car.
         
 
         ‘Sure. This afternoon okay?’
 
         ‘Lovely. Thanks, Bess.’
 
         No drama. No undercurrents. No hostility on either side. Progress in my dealings with my step mother, despite the witchy element. Not so with my mother, who was choosing offendedness as her emotion of the day. She just gave me her cool, raised-eyebrow look and didn’t speak.
 
         I would have understood perfectly if I’d had her burnt as a witch.
         
 
         I took myself off to the factory, glad to concentrate on that instead of the workings of my head.
 
         The men had put in solid posts along the front, spaced too closely to let a car through. I let myself in via the squeaking door, and spent the morning dusting and photographing the tables before ringing Clint to ask what reserve to put on them.
 
         ‘Southey household. Nick speaking.’ For a split second I saw him as he was at thirteen, wild, scruffy and with the glint of the devil in his eyes.
 
         ‘Bess here, Nick. Thanks for yesterday. Dad’s going to be okay.’
 
         ‘Brilliant. I’ll tell Dad. He’ll be relieved.’ He was so grown up now, his voice deep and warm — and I’d better not forget he loved Lulu. I supposed he did, anyway. I dragged my mind back to where it should be. ‘I need to talk to Clint. Is he around?’
 
         ‘I’ll get him. Hang on. Dad! Bess on the phone.’ Then, ‘Hey, I never found out — how did you get down from that tree?’
 
         ‘Jumped.’
         
 
         ‘Shit, girl! That was one hell of a drop. What a tosser I was. You could have killed yourself.’
 
         I laughed. ‘You never did buy me that ice cream, though.’
 
         ‘Worse and worse. Here’s Dad.’
 
         I wanted to keep him talking, but I had a factory to save.
 
         Not that Clint was any help. He was as gloomy as always. ‘Those tables? You’ll be lucky to get fifty. Not worth worrying about now the factory’s closing down.’
 
         He was so different from Nick. Perhaps I’d have to shock him every day to make him stay positive. Yesterday’s optimism sure hadn’t lasted long.
 
         ‘Dad’s doing okay, Clint, but he’ll do a hell of a lot better if we keep the place ticking over. Why don’t you turn up for work at the usual time on Monday — that is, if you think your job’s worth fighting for.’ I hung up.
 
         Nick must have inherited his mother’s cheerful disposition. Don’t think about Nick. Keep your mind on the business.
         
 
         I rang each of the men, gave them the run-down on Dad, then asked about a reserve price for the tables.
 
         Alton said, ‘Jeepers, Bess. Not my department. No idea. Sorry.’
 
         Maurice said, ‘The boss always did the pricing. It’s not something that ever interested me.’
 
         Eddy said, ‘No idea. But how about I do some research? I’ll get back to you.’
 
         I let out a long breath. ‘Thanks, Eddy. You’re brilliant.’
 
         ‘Hey, no sweat. I’m glad Charlie’s going to be okay. What’s your mobile number? I’ll get some prices to you by the end of the day.’
         
 
         I locked the place up, feeling hopeful that we might be able to stay in business at least till Christmas. Eddy had the get-up-and-go that had leaked out of Dad.
 
         I took myself home to the icy land of silence where I greeted my mother and she didn’t greet me back. She put a quiche on the beautifully set table, sat down, cut a slice, laid it delicately on a plate and handed it to me, all without uttering a word.
 
         ‘Thanks, Mum. This smells divine. Is it a new recipe?’ I was starving but I held back, waiting till she’d served herself.
 
         She ignored that and we ate in chilly silence. At least I thought it was chilly, but when we’d finished she said, ‘Eighty-seven Epsilon Street is looking tidier. You’ve done well there, Bess.’
 
         That was the factory address. What had brought that compliment on? I never knew where I was with her. Maybe I always misinterpreted her silences. Perhaps she did love me in her own peculiar way.
 
         Hadleigh, come home. I need you. If only Nick wasn’t all loved up with Lulu I could talk to him, ask him to help me unravel the enigma of my mother. I could ring him, meet him in town somewhere. And Lulu would be hanging off his arm. No thanks.
         
 
         After the meal, I did the good daughter thing by clearing the table and stacking the dishwasher. I decided not to tell Mum I was going to the hospital. That could be stretching her good mood too far.
 
         ‘Mum, I’m off now. If I’m not going to be back in time for dinner I’ll ring you. Okay?’
         
 
         Who would know if it was or it wasn’t? She certainly gave no clue.
 
         It was freaky to think I was actually looking forward to seeing Iris. There’s a lot to be said for the type of conversation where the other person talks back to you. Who would have thought my stepmother would turn out to be a haven in my chaotic world? Hadleigh would laugh his socks off.
         
 
         I got in the car, but then raced back to check if he’d replied to my message. There was the usual big fat nothing from him, but my friends were all clamouring for an update. I changed my status to: Dad’s in hospital. Heart attack but getting better. Off to hosp now. More later.
         
 
         School seemed far away, and long ago — all of a week and a bit.
 
         I drove off thinking about Mum, Hadleigh, the business — and Nick, even though I tried not to. There was no future there for me with my handsome former tormenter.
 
         I wrestled with the problem of Bernie instead. I’d have to find something worthwhile for him to make on the lathe if I was going to keep Dad happy. But that line of thought morphed into the question of money — I’d need to broach factory finances with Dad as soon as he was up to it. Iris, with her witch-filled story waiting to blow my mind, I steadfastly kept out of my thoughts, and I resisted the temptation to sink into the happiness of the olive grove boy.
 
         Welcome to life in a small country town — peace and a gentle pace of living. Some other town, not my one.
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         BLOODY HOSPITALS — you need a GPS to find anyone. It took me ages to track down Dad, who was in a different ward from the one they’d parked him in after the op.
         
 
         He was looking a zillion times better. I kissed him. ‘Nice of you not to turn up your toes, Father dearest.’
 
         ‘Howdy, partner,’ he said, a hint of anxiety in his voice. Iris, too, seemed tense.
 
         ‘It’s okay,’ I told them. ‘You’re looking at the Daughter part of Charlie Grey and Daughter.’
         
 
         Dad rubbed his hands together, even though one of them had a needle taped to it. ‘Good lass.’
 
         He closed his eyes and settled back on his heap of pillows.
 
         Iris stood up. ‘We’ll let you have a snooze, Charlie. I’ll be back later.’
 
         He smiled at her without opening his eyes.
 
         I gave him another kiss. ‘See you, Dad. You stick around for another century or two. Okay?’
 
         ‘Cheeky,’ he murmured.
 
         Although I hated bothering him with business, it looked like he could handle answering one important question. I kept it as casual as I could. ‘By the way, Dad, who do you deal with at the bank?’
         
 
         ‘Beverly Maketawa. She’s good. Local. Knows her stuff.’
 
         Iris took my arm and dragged me into the corridor.
 
         ‘He’s going to have to answer basic questions if I’m to have any chance of saving the business,’ I told her. ‘Get used to it. I’ll be careful, but I need info that only he’s got.’
         
 
         ‘I know that! Don’t treat me like an idiot. But why ask today? You can’t go to a bank on a Saturday. He’ll be that much stronger by Monday.’
 
         In some far-off future, I’d like to be married to somebody who’d protect me the way she was protecting him. I choked on a laugh.
 
         ‘What now?’ she snapped, still in fight mode.
 
         ‘I was thinking it’s great the way you’re protecting Dad, looking out for him. Then I thought it’d be nice to be married to somebody who did that for you. And …’
 
         She burst out laughing too. ‘Yes, you and I didn’t have a relationship like that way back then.’ She slipped her arm into mine, companionably this time. ‘I’ll tell you my version. We’ll go home, have a cuppa and I’ll tell all.’
 
         ‘Good. I think.’
 
         On the walk through the car park, Iris kept an enigmatic silence that unnerved me, although once we were in the car she was chatty enough, filling me in on what the doctors had told her. ‘They’ll keep him in for several more days. He’ll have to change a few things when he comes home.’
 
         ‘No more pies for lunch?’
 
         ‘I’ll make very sure of that. I’m going to drive to the factory each lunchtime. We’ll walk home. He’ll eat good food, then I’ll walk back with him.’
 
         Man, but she was fierce. Dad wouldn’t have a hope of reneging. I was so grateful. She’d make him save his stubborn skin whether he liked it or not.
         
 
         Back at their house, Iris did her caring earth-mother thing with me. ‘Sit down, Bess. We’ll have a drink. What would you like?’
         
 
         ‘If this is going to be as bad as I think it is,’ I said, ‘alcohol could be best.’
 
         She laughed. How amazing, to make a joke and have her get it. I wasn’t used to mothers who did that. She gave me an elderflower cordial and made tea for herself from fresh mint.
 
         ‘All right, here goes.’ We sat down at the table. ‘Pin your ears back.’
 
         Oh god, I so didn’t want to hear this, but I didn’t want to have her burning up in my head all the time either.
 
         ‘The first time I met you,’ she said, ‘you were nine years old.’
 
         Mum and Dad split when I was eight. Dad met Iris almost a year later, despite Mum’s dark mutterings to the contrary. I said, ‘You were wearing a swishy red dress and you didn’t care that it clashed with your hair.’ Her wild hair was white now and she let it hang to her shoulders. It was a proper witch look.
 
         ‘The thing I remember about that day,’ Iris said, ‘was the immediate hatred I felt for you.’
 
         ‘I was just a little kid!’
 
         ‘Yes. For months after Charlie and I got together I tried to work out where the antipathy was coming from. My theory to start with was that I must be picking up your mother’s feelings.’
         
 
         ‘It didn’t show. You were always so nice to me.’ I remembered Christmas and birthday presents, Iris letting me help her cook, and me always being wary, never letting her close.
         
 
         ‘Over-compensation,’ she said with a wry smile. ‘Anyway, in the end I went and stayed a weekend with a friend of mine in Auckland. She’s a psychologist and I asked her to sort my head out.’
 
         ‘You on a therapy couch? No way!’ I could imagine her going to a guru of some sort, but not a common garden psychologist.
 
         She ignored that. ‘I could see that if I didn’t get to the bottom of the hatred it would start to get into Charlie’s and my relationship, and I would have done almost anything to stop that happening.’
 
         But she hadn’t ever tried to protect me. She hadn’t made Dad stand up to Mum. Easier to focus on that rather than on what I feared was coming.
 
         ‘I went to Auckland, poured it all out to Gwennie. She put me into a deep relaxation and told me to go back to the first time I felt that I hated you.’
 
         I held up my hands to stop her, to shut it all out. ‘This is too weird. We’re both insane, that’s all. There’s got to be a pill, an ordinariness pill.’
 
         She patted my hand, kind of absently, absorbed in her story. ‘After a bit I found I was looking at a scene. I was in it, not as Iris in the twenty-first century, though. I was a young woman and I was working in a garden. It was a herb garden, and my husband was arguing with me and telling me to stop using the herbs. He was a strong man with an air of authority about him. I felt that others looked up to him, that he commanded respect. His wife — that was me — looked up to him too, except that I knew about herbs and the treatment of sickness and he didn’t. People came to me for help. He didn’t like the way they trusted me and relied on me.’
         
 
         She paused. ‘I saw another scene, one that terrified me in that life, and I felt that terror again in Gwennie’s house.’
         
 
         I couldn’t bear it, but I didn’t try to stop her.
 
         ‘Men burst into my house. It was night. I called out to my husband but he didn’t come. They mocked me and spat on me. I fought them, kicking, scratching and biting, but there were three of them. They over-powered me and dragged me screaming through the night. I kept thinking that if I screamed loudly enough my husband would come to my aid, that somebody I’d cured would rescue me. Nobody came. Dogs barked, but no person came to help me. They threw me into a stone cellar and bolted the door.’
         
 
         I sat hunched over, sitting on my hands so that I couldn’t clap them over my ears. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.’
 
         She patted my shoulder. ‘Bess, dear — it’s all in the past. Let it go. We’re different people now. It’s a different age. Have you had enough, or shall I go on?’
 
         I had to hear it all, even though I knew what was coming. I’d seen it with my own eyes. I said, ‘Finish it. Please.’
 
         ‘Gwennie told me to go forward to my death in that life.’
 
         I so did not want to hear this.
 
         ‘I saw the village square. There was a big woodpile in the middle and all the people I knew, many of them I’d helped — they were all there. When they saw me, their faces filled with hate. They shouted, Burn the witch. Burn the witch. The men dragged me, tied me to the pole in the middle of the woodpile. I looked for my husband. I was sure he would rescue me. I saw him in the crowd. He wasn’t shouting, but he had his arms folded and his face … his expression … it was implacable. There would be no help from him.’
         
 
         She stopped, but I finished the story for her. ‘He was the one who shoved the burning brand into the wood to light the fire. It flamed up around you. You cursed me as the flesh burned from your feet.’ I put my head on the table and wept, my hands over my ears now, but I heard her repeat the words that had written themselves into my brain.
         
 
         ‘I will hate you for ever. I curse you to burn in hell.’
 
         Iris rubbed my back, the way she’d done at the hospital. ‘Gwennie kept reminding me that I was safe now, that what happened back then is in the past. She told me to let it go. Take if off like a cloak and leave it behind. Dig a hole and bury it. It took me a couple of attempts but I got there in the end.’ She reached for the roll of paper towels and pushed them at me. ‘Let it go, Bess. It’s not part of who we are now. You don’t need to feel guilty, or ashamed.’
 
         I doubted I could let it go just like that, however much I longed to be rid of it and never think about it — or see it — again. That was then. This is now. I hated it that Iris’s far-fetched theory felt more real than Hadleigh’s reasoned argument. I wanted to believe him, not her.
         
 
         ‘I can’t get my head around it. It’s all … It’s just too weird.’
 
         ‘Yes, I know. I’ve never told Charlie. You can imagine what he’d say.’
         
 
         ‘He’d have you burned as a witch.’
 
         She smiled and relaxed back in her chair. ‘So there you have it. Believe it, or don’t believe it. All I know for sure is that now I don’t feel that surge of hate every time your name is mentioned.’
 
         Thoughts, ideas, other explanations all tangled themselves in my brain. The olive grove boy, what about him? Was he some sort of memory as well? Did I have any choice other than to accept what she’d told me? Her story matched what I’d seen too cannily for it to be a fluke.
 
         ‘I don’t want to believe it. It’s too …’
 
         ‘Witchy?’ she said, laughing at me. ‘Listen, Bess. I don’t think it matters too much. Just accept the experience and the lessons, Gwennie said. She does a lot of this stuff, but she warned me to be careful. People can talk themselves into anything given the right circumstances.’
 
         I didn’t find that comforting. Could my mind, all on its own accord, manufacture a scene of high drama to explain why I kept my distance from my stepmother? If that was so, then what was the reason behind the peasant boy, and what was my mind going to come up with to explain my relationship with Mum?
 
         Later. I’d process all this stuff later.
 
         ‘Why did you start talking about this now, though? And how did you know I’d get what you were on about?’
 
         ‘Just a feeling,’ she said. ‘You were jumpier than usual around me. You’d taken yourself into drunken oblivion quite uncharacteristically. Could have been anything, of course — but I go by my intuition, and it was telling me the time had come to talk to you.’
         
 
         She was possibly more of a witch now than she had been in that other life. Other life. I was accepting it?
         
 
         ‘You’re so different from Mum. She doesn’t do intuition.’
 
         Iris had a wicked glint in her eyes. ‘I’ll take you to see Gwennie,’ she said. ‘She can relax you and instruct you to go back to the cause of the difficulties between you and your mum.’
 
         I batted that away. I did not want to delve into … whatever it was that Gwennie did. ‘D’you think the pictures will go away now? For me, I mean?’
 
         She shrugged. ‘Don’t know. I’m not an expert. I hope so, though. They’re not pretty.’
 
         Whether or not they would, one thing had come out of this strange afternoon, and that was the huge relief of talking about it.
 
         I stood up. I had to go. I had a bank manager to ring.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Eight

         
 
         ‘I’M TRYING to get hold of Beverly Maketawa. Is this the right number?’
         
 
         It was, and in a couple of seconds Beverly herself was speaking to me. ‘Hello, Bess. Is your dad going to pull through?’
 
         Small towns again. I wondered what tendril of the grapevine she’d tapped into. ‘He’s going to recover, but he’ll have to take it easy for the next three months. The thing is, with the factory …’
 
         ‘Are you keeping an eye on things for your dad? You’re at the factory now? Good. I can be with you shortly.’
 
         I put the phone down, unsure if her coming to see me meant good news or bad.
 
         Next, being the dutiful daughter I wasn’t, I rang Mum.
 
         No handy answerphone this time. ‘Clarissa Grey speaking.’
 
         ‘Hi, Mum. I’ll be a bit late home. Another hour at a guess.’
 
         ‘That’s inconvenient and thoughtless. Don’t expect me to wait dinner for you.’
         
 
         Ah well, her moments of approval of me were few and far between. I’d had my quota for the week, it seemed.
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         BEVERLY WAS A SURPRISE. ‘The bank let you have a moko?’ I asked by way of a greeting.
         
 
         ‘Bess,’ she said, ‘it would be a brave institution to pick a fight with me over my moko.’
 
         She was no soft fluffy bunny, then. There’d be no sentiment about her decisions. Well, I wasn’t the softest of bunnies either, so watch it, Ms Maketawa.
 
         When we went into Dad’s office I half expected her to take his chair. She didn’t, but she did take charge of the conversation.
 
         ‘Now, Bess, you’ll be concerned about the finances of your dad’s business. With good reason, unfortunately.’
 
         ‘He told me things were bad.’ I pushed the folder of bills towards her. ‘I’ve added these up. Dad said there was enough money for the men’s holiday pay, but all these add up to a heap of money as well.’
 
         She waved the bills away. ‘Your dad came into the bank a week ago. On Thursday …’
 
         ‘The day I came back from school?’ Several geological ages ago.
         
 
         ‘… and we reached an agreement. In a nutshell, the bank guaranteed the money for the holiday pay and for him to run the enterprise until the Christmas break.’
 
         ‘Why would you do that? The business is failing. Banks aren’t generally so chummy.’
         
 
         She stood up to go. ‘Sorry, Bess, but I can’t discuss your dad’s confidential affairs. Not even with you. Of course, he was dead set on Hadleigh becoming his partner.’ She tipped her head in a question. ‘I assume the gossip is correct that your brother left the country rather than enter into that arrangement?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Dad made me his partner instead.’
 
         She sat down again, clearly aghast. ‘Did you sign that to stop him worrying, by any chance? Never mind, it’s done now.’ She was frowning and plainly not wanting to tell me the next part. ‘The thing is, Bess — Charlie put his house as guarantee for the loan.’
 
         I let that sink in. No wonder he’d had a heart attack. ‘Does that mean that if the business goes down the tubes, he’ll have to sell their house?’
 
         ‘Yes, I’m afraid it does. I tried to talk him out of it, but you know what he’s like. He said he’d go to a loan shark if he had to, but he was going to pay the men out and clear his debts.’
 
         ‘Well, I’ll bet he didn’t talk that over with Iris first. She’ll be … Oh god, does that mean I’m now liable for half the loan?’ That could make life entertaining, especially if I told Mum.
 
         ‘Technically, yes,’ she said. ‘But I don’t imagine your dad would let you shoulder his debt.’
 
         ‘Um … how much is it?’ I screwed up my eyes, ready for the blow.
 
         ‘Sixty thousand. Not a huge amount in the scheme of things.’
 
         No, I could see that, but they would have to sell the house to cover it. Iris would have to make a new witch garden for her herbs. If they had to get a small place she wouldn’t have a treatment room. ‘How long have we got? Before the loan needs paying back?’
         
 
         ‘The first repayment is due the second week of January. Realistically, we’ll need to see some positive activity before Christmas. The business has only just been holding on. Sinking a little deeper over the past four months.’
 
         Beverly sat back, giving me time to get my head around that.
 
         I got my head around it pretty damn quick. ‘You’re giving us three working weeks to turn things around? If we don’t, Dad has to sell the house and pay back the money?’
 
         ‘Basically, yes.’ It was as clear as the moko on her chin that she didn’t have any faith that we’d do it.
 
         ‘What would you see as positive activity?’
 
         ‘Sell the furniture on hand. Get some definite orders. Send somebody out as a rep with a brochure to market the products.’ She held up her hand to stop me speaking. ‘Not you. I don’t know how old you are …’
 
         ‘Eighteen.’
 
         ‘As much as that? I’m surprised. Take my advice. Send somebody older. You just don’t look convincing enough, and if you try and look older by what you wear you’ll look like lamb dressed as mutton.’
 
         ‘But I’m the logical one to go. I can’t make furniture and we’ll be a man short if one of the guys goes.’ And I wanted to go. It was probably the only thing I could really help with.
 
         ‘Do it then, but don’t set your expectations too high. To tell you the truth, I can’t see that you’ll be able to do much. In a different economic climate maybe, but not right now.’ She shook my hand. ‘But good luck, Bess. I’ll see you in my office Friday afternoon for a progress report. Four-thirty.’
         
 
         It was 5.45 when I got home. Mum had eaten her meal. Mine was served and sitting on the bench: fish, new potatoes, baby carrots and a tomato salad. I ate the salad, zapped the rest in the microwave, then ate in peaceful solitude. ‘Thanks, Mum. That was great.’
 
         She didn’t look up from her Sudoku. ‘Has Hadleigh contacted you?’
 
         Was this a thaw? A truce? Détente? ‘Not when I checked this morning.’ I grabbed the tablet from where it sat near the phone. ‘I’ll see if there’s anything now.’
 
         There wasn’t, and I wanted to cry. If I hadn’t been a complete nutcase at the airport he would have messaged me by now, I knew he would have. ‘I’ll tell you if I hear from him, Mum. I promise.’
 
         She inclined her head, and I cheered up. There was a definite thaw happening, though she still didn’t look at me.
 
         ‘Marion Symes wants you to join the tennis club. I assured her you’d be delighted. It’ll give you something to do over the holidays.’
 
         My heart sank. By her tone, all my Christmases had arrived in a tidy bundle called Marion Symes. The woman must be a person of consequence in my mother’s world.
 
         ‘That’s nice of her to think of me,’ I said carefully. ‘But Mum, I probably won’t have time to play competition tennis. I have to run Dad’s business until he gets well again.’
         
 
         ‘Honestly, Bess, get your priorities right. Here I am, doing my best to repair your damaged reputation, yet you persist in throwing my efforts back in my face. You’re not helping yourself, you really aren’t.’
 
         ‘I’m sorry. I really am. But Dad needs—’
 
         She chopped that off quick smart. ‘And how typical of you to choose That Man over me.’
 
         ‘Mum, please — your relationship with my father isn’t my fault, and it’s nothing to do with me. I didn’t divorce him and I’m not going to cut him out of my life.’
 
         She reached for the tissues and wiped her eyes. Oh god, when would I learn not to talk about Dad any more than I had to? I did my usual grovel. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m really sorry.’ It made no difference.
 
         There was no space in my head right now for her martyr act. I shut myself in my room. To keep my mind from dwelling on her, I turned instead to the boy in the olive grove, striving to recapture that flash of joy. Then I stopped. Going back to that was also an invitation to let something else loose from heaven knew where. I logged on to Facebook instead, grounding myself in news of my ex-classmates. Their lives sounded so normal. Jessica moaned about her tidy-freak sister. Anita was in happy land over a symphony concert she had tickets to. Clodagh wrote: I can love my brothers wholeheartedly when there are fifteen kilometres separating us.
         
 
         It didn’t work as a distraction. Neither Iris’s story nor olive grove boy would be silenced. Okay, then. The only thing to do, other than pour it all out to Iris’s shrink, was to face it, to deal with it as simply a problem to be analysed.
         
 
         For the moment, I put Iris’s story to one side, tacitly accepting that somehow we must have shared a past existence together. If that was the case, then logically I had to accept that the boy was some past memory as well. If so, then he ought to be somebody I already knew. But I didn’t recognise him — there was no sense of familiarity, not like there’d been with Iris. He couldn’t therefore be Nick, who would have been top of my list. I drifted off into a daydream where olive grove boy did turn into Nick. He had a girlfriend who was me and we lived happily ever after.
 
         Dreams — such useless, dangerous things. Much better to stay in the present where OG boy was a mystery and Nick was with Lulu.
 
         I reviewed the other men in my life, checking for possible matches with OG boy. I felt no connection with Dad’s factory employees. My two past boyfriends — not a flicker of recognition there either. If one of them was OG boy, then he hadn’t fared well over the centuries. Brothers of my school friends? Again, nothing.
 
         If the past-life theory was right, then the boy in the olive grove ought to be somebody I’d known since I was ten, when I first saw him. That pretty much excluded everyone except Nick — but why, then, hadn’t I recognised him?
 
         I gave up and went to bed, drifting between waking and sleeping till I was jerked into full consciousness. ‘Oh my god!’ I sat up, clutching my head, my heart, my sanity. What if that boy was Hadleigh? I loved him. He loved me, usually anyway.
         
 
         I groaned, got out of bed and turned on the light. It was going to be one of those nights when I had to read myself to sleep. Jane Eyre was my go-to book on such occasions.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Nine

         
 
         A TEXT FROM EDDY woke me at 7.43 a.m. Sorry didn’t get back to you ystdy. C u at factory @ 10? It took a moment to focus on reality. Jane and her troubles still wove around in my head, mixed with an image of Rochester, who now had the face of the boy among the olive trees.
         
 
         I texted him back. OK. Thanx.
         
 
         I checked the tablet while Mum was in the bathroom, but there was still nothing from Hadleigh. Lots of messages of concern from every girl in my class, though. Dad doing okay, I posted. Iris determined he’ll live even if she has to force feed him with healthy food. Don’t laugh, but I’m kinda running the outfit while he’s recovering. If you know anybody who needs bespoke, quality furniture plse tell me!!!
         
 
         I emailed Clodagh, Maddy and Charlotte with a more detailed account of the dramas of my current life, except for the past-life element of the story. Who was the boy, anyway? Nick, Hadleigh, or somebody I hadn’t met?
 
         It was a strange relief to get angry at Mum. She didn’t speak to me and I felt the ice. This was a hostile silence, no doubt about this one. I tried to make conversation, but she didn’t acknowledge any remark, even by a look. It had been more satisfying talking to the gladioli.
         
 
         I took my tea out into a blue and shining day to let the sun warm me. It was perfect weather for tennis. I could understand her frustration, about that anyway — normally I’d have been thrilled to play competition matches. I might even meet kids from the school I’d be going to next year too. Oh well, no use dreaming of what might have been.
 
         I dealt to the dishes, made my bed and left my room immaculate.
 
         ‘See you, Mum. I’ll let you know if I’m going to be late.’
 
         No reply.
 
         Hey ho, on we go. Living with her next year was shaping up to be a challenging exercise in navigating the shoals of her moods.
         
 
         Eddy was already waiting when I arrived ten minutes early. Damn. I’d been hoping for time to switch from puzzled and horrible daughter to pumped factory boss.
 
         He looked as if he was busting out of his skin with excitement as he waved a folder under my nose. ‘Designs, Bess! For the furniture we should be making.’
 
         I unlocked the squeaky door and headed for the tearoom. ‘Whose designs? We can’t pinch somebody else’s, I wouldn’t think.’
 
         ‘They’re mine. I’ve been drawing them for a couple of years. Have a look.’ He thrust the folder at me and flicked it open even before I’d sat down. ‘Your dad liked them, but he’d only use the cabinet designs, bookcases and bedroom furniture.’
         
 
         I turned the pages, trying to translate the lines into three-dimensional objects. That wasn’t my strong point, but I knew that if Dad liked them they’d be good. There were several styles of tables along with a variety of dining chairs, and ten variations of coffee and occasional tables. All the drawings seemed sleek, modern and timeless, so why hadn’t Dad used these as well?
 
         ‘Of course! No turned parts to any of them. No lathe work, no job for Bernie.’
 
         Eddy folded himself onto a chair, the excitement dying. ‘That’s the size of it. The boss won’t give him the heave-ho. To be fair, the old guy’s a damned good craftsman.’
 
         ‘Dad’s loyal to a fault.’ With the big fat exception of ditching Mum. ‘He’s letting the place fail rather than tell Bernie he’s not needed.’
         
 
         Eddy took a couple of seconds to absorb that. ‘D’you reckon you can save it?’
 
         I shook my head. ‘I can’t. Not me. But if every one of you guys works your butt off, and if we all pull together, we’ve maybe got a chance. A slimmish one.’
 
         ‘What about Bernie? He’ll be back the minute he discovers we’re still working.’
 
         Oh, the fun of a small town. ‘We’ll have to find work for him. Real work though. We can’t afford to let his needs dictate the designs we produce.’
 
         Eddy sat a good fifteen centimetres taller in his chair. ‘I hear you, boss. You can count me in.’
 
         That was a start. As I saw it, he was going to be the engine driving the others. ‘Did you come up with a price for those tables?’
         
 
         ‘Yeah. Looks like we should let them go for around $600. Bloody criminal.’
 
         I was almost scared to ask, but a businesswoman can’t be a wuss. ‘How much should they be?’
 
         ‘Handcrafted. Individually finished. American oak timber. Around three and a half thou.’ He didn’t need to spell out the loss.
 
         ‘We’ll put them on Trade Me with a $600 reserve.’
 
         Eddy laughed. ‘A woman of action. Anything else I can do?’
 
         ‘Yes. I’m going to have to do the rounds. Try to get the buyers back. I’ll need something to show them. I wish we had some of your designs made and ready to go, though. What’s on the website? Anything there I can use to show what we can do?’
 
         ‘Yeah, but the trouble is most of the work we’ve done in the last few months is tables. Not many chairs. Only about one set to every dozen tables.’
 
         I tapped the folder. ‘Can you draw me up a few of these so that people can see what they’ll look like? It’s no good trying to show photos of tables with turned legs.’
 
         I suspected not many shops would commit to an order just from a plan, but what did I know?
 
         ‘Yes, no sweat. But …’ He stopped and got busy studying a knot in the wood of the tabletop.
 
         ‘Listen, Eddy. You can’t be scared to tell me things, so stop dithering. What I know about this business wouldn’t fill a size A bra cup.’ I grinned at him. ‘And in case you’re wondering — A cups are the smallest.’
         
 
         He gaped, gasped and laughed. ‘Thanks for that!’ He stopped again, but I folded my arms and glared at him. ‘Okay. Um … how old are you, Bess? If you don’t mind me asking, that is.’
 
         Here it was again. Why couldn’t I have inherited at least some of Dad’s height? ‘I’m eighteen. Why?’
 
         Eddy had got over his hesitation and let me have it from both barrels. ‘You look like a kid. I don’t reckon you’ll get anybody to take you seriously. You’ll probably get a pat on the head and they’ll say what a good little girl you are to be wanting to help your daddy.’
 
         I winced, opened my mouth to argue, then shut it again. ‘Do you know Beverly Maketawa?’
 
         ‘She’s the bank bod, isn’t she? Why?’
 
         ‘You said exactly what she told me. Only you were — shall we say, more forceful. Who would you suggest, then?’
 
         He stuck his thumb into his chest. ‘Me. I could do it. I know the prices, delivery times. I know the furniture. I can sell it.’
 
         He was confident, and there was no arguing that he’d be better than I could hope to be. ‘But don’t you want to do the hands-on bit? Actually make it rather than sell it?’
 
         ‘Of course I do. But think about it. We don’t want to be making a bunch more stuff we have to flog off for less than half price. Better to build our customer base.’ The nerve of him! He actually leaned across the table to pat my head, except I saw it coming and jerked out of range.
 
         ‘Okay. You’ve got a point.’ I aimed an index finger at his heart. ‘Don’t you ever, ever try treating me like a kid again. If I’m a kid, then I go away and play with my dolls and you lot will be out of a job.’
         
 
         He didn’t look at all abashed, but he did have the grace to almost apologise. ‘Fair enough. I got a bit carried away. Excited, you know.’ He tossed the folder into the air. ‘I’m getting a chance at making these babies!’ Then he cocked his head on one side and asked, ‘Did you really play with dolls?’
 
         I got up from the table. ‘That, my fine friend, will for ever remain a mystery.’ Yes, I’d played with dolls. Hadleigh and I operated on them. Dad’s big fencing pliers were excellent for appendectomies and limb removal. Mum hadn’t been pleased.
 
         As we were leaving the factory, Eddy said, ‘I’ll go straight into Hamilton in the morning. Unless you want to see the drawings first?’
 
         ‘Email them to me. But how about a haircut before you hit the shops? And what’ll you wear?’
 
         He shoved his hands into his pockets, and I knew it was because they were twitching with the urge to pat my head.
 
         ‘Very wise of you,’ I said.
 
         He skipped for a couple of steps. ‘Can’t help it, boss. Haven’t been this pumped since — for ever! And don’t worry about me. I promise I’ll scrub up so fine you won’t know it’s me.’
 
         He floated off. I headed for home but detoured when I saw a girl on a bike with her tennis racket strapped to her back. I’d have loved to be out on a court, bashing a ball. I followed her to the courts, only to find them all busy, though I couldn’t tell if there was a club tournament on or not. Maybe I could pick up a game later if I went in after all and asked for Mum’s friend Marion Symes.
         
 
         I prepared myself for a Mum-type woman. Wrong. Marion was forty-ish, brisk but friendly.
 
         ‘Bess Grey? Oh yes, my mother told me your mum said you wanted to join the club.’
 
         Really? ‘I can’t play in a competition, though. I work odd hours.’
 
         ‘That’s not a problem. The teams are made up now anyway. Get changed and I’ll find somebody to give you a game.’
 
         I went home, changed into my tennis gear and left Mum a note: I’m at the tennis club. Might be able to play some games.
         
 
         That might please her enough to start another thaw.
 
         I ran from the house, slamming the door behind me. I shouldn’t have to creep around, watching every word I said. I shouldn’t have to keep searching for ways to appease her. Hadleigh never got hammered with her disapproval, no matter what he said or did. I jumped in his car, slammed that door too, and gunned the engine. Bloody families.
 
         Back at the club, I hung around for half an hour before Marion zoomed up. ‘Right you are, Bess. Meet Harriet. She’ll give you a game. I’ll umpire.’
 
         Harriet winked at me. ‘You’re being assessed. You’re new in town, aren’t you?’
 
         ‘Kind of. I’ve been at boarding school in Auckland since I was ten.’
 
         I could see her sizing me up, wondering if I was a snooty bitch. We took our places, began playing, and I slaughtered her. She was a good loser. ‘Holy hell, Bess. That’s one mean serve you’ve got.’ She pulled the tie from her hair. ‘Man, I thought I’d be walking all over you.’
         
 
         I grinned at her. ‘You copped a fair amount of misdirected rage. I’m not usually that ferocious.’
 
         We flopped down in the shade of the veranda for a drink, and watched Marion come over. ‘Impressive, Bess. I’ll let you know if we have a cancellation for any comp games. If you can come, good. We’ll be pleased to have you.’
 
         ‘I’m Year 12 at school,’ Harriet said. ‘Year 13 next year. You?’
 
         ‘Same, and in need of a new school.’
 
         ‘Something to do with the misdirected rage?’
 
         Did I want to confess all? Not really, but with Mum blabbing everything to her mates I might as well. ‘The rage is mother-related. I need a new school because I got myself chucked out of my old one.’ I could speak lightly of it, but I still hurt at all I was losing.
 
         ‘You slid down the banisters? Walked up the down staircase?’
 
         I sighed. ‘Nothing so wicked. I got drunk. Ended up in hospital. Nearly died.’
 
         ‘Jeez!’
 
         ‘Yeah. You could say that.’
 
         If Harriet wanted more grisly details she hid it well. ‘Go to school here. It’s okay. Good, in fact.’
 
         I pulled a face. ‘The downside, though, is that I’ll have to spend the whole year living with my mother.’ I stood up. ‘Speaking of which, I’d better go. Thanks for the game, Harriet.’
         
 
         ‘See you round, Bess.’
 
         As soon as I drove off, the problems of the business came back in my head, Nick and Hadleigh hovering at the edges. Olive grove boy showed up as well, just to add to the mix, but this time he flashed by too fast for me to see where he was or who he might be now. ‘Butt out! Leave me alone,’ I yelled, then realised the car window was down. By way of distraction I stopped to watch the croquet players on the green behind the tennis courts. Mum should take it up. I might suggest it. We could possibly even have a conversation about it. Worth a shot.
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         MUM WASN’T INTERESTED in croquet. ‘Whatever gave you that idea, Bess? Really, you should know me better than to imagine I’d waste my time hitting a ball through hoops.’
         
 
         Well, at least she was talking. I tried tennis next. ‘Marion Symes was great. She watched me play and she’ll let me know if somebody pulls out of a comp match.’ Deep breath. ‘Thanks for talking to her.’ Marion’s mother, apparently, but I wouldn’t mention that.
 
         ‘You might put in the effort to be in a team, after all those expensive lessons I paid for.’
 
         I gave it one more attempt. ‘I appreciate the tennis lessons. I appreciate the school I went to, and please don’t say any more about how I’ve thrown that away. I’m not trying to upset you, but I have to try to help Dad. He’s still my father even though you don’t want to have anything to do with him.’
         
 
         She raised cool eyebrows. ‘I’m not upset. Forgive me for trying to ensure you make the most of your life.’
 
         I watched her glide away back out to her garden. We inhabited separate universes. They collided but they would never merge.
 
         I drove to the hospital. Iris was sitting with Dad, laughing. The humour left his face the moment he caught sight of me.
 
         ‘Good to see you, love. We need to talk business.’
 
         Iris opened her mouth, but I put a hand on her arm and she shut it again.
 
         ‘We don’t need to, Dad. I’ve had a meeting with Beverly and she brought me up to speed.’
 
         Iris gave me a narrow look, but Dad didn’t appear to notice anything unusual about a banker rolling out in the weekend to talk to an eighteen-year-old.
 
         ‘Ah,’ said Dad. ‘Good. Now all we need is a plan.’ He stirred in the bed, and got busy looking old and worn and tired all over again.
 
         ‘It’s all under control. And don’t worry about Bernie. I won’t sack him. I promise.’ I picked up his hand, holding it in both of mine. ‘Dad, I don’t know if we’ll be able to turn the factory round, but I promise you I’ll do all I can to save it. On one condition.’
 
         Iris tensed up again. Dad hovered between hopeful and tired. ‘And that would be?’
 
         ‘You’ve got to let me make the decisions. Just till you’re well again. You’ve got to trust me. I know that’ll be hard. I’ll make mistakes. It’s inevitable. But I’ll try my hardest, and the only reason I’m doing this is to save your stupid life, so if you’re going to worry anyway then the deal’s off.’ I sniffed and wiped my eyes. Bloody parents.
         
 
         He narrowed his eyes at me this time. ‘Hmmm. Fair enough. Fair enough. Iris, love — what do you think?’
 
         She kissed his cheek. ‘I think she’s a chip off the old block. And I’m warning you, Charlie: If I see you worrying despite Bess working her fingers to the bone, I’m going to tell on you.’
 
         ‘You women!’ Dad said, settling back and ceasing to look old and tired.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Ten

         
 
         THAT NIGHT, I retreated to my room. Mum wasn’t talking to me, and her disapproval filled the air. It scared me to realise just how much I’d relied on Hadleigh to reassure me that I wasn’t the awful person she made me out to be. If only he’d contact me — it mightn’t change our mother, but I’d feel much less alone. All I could do was keep on sending the messages.
         
 
         Getting on like a house on fire(!) with Iris. Can do with warmth, you wouldn’t believe the toxic sludge around here.
         
 
         I stopped, wondering whether to tell him the full Iris story. What the hell — the mood I was in, I might as well go for broke.
 
         Re yr ideas re the reason for my binge — Iris has got a theory that blasts yours out of cyberspace. Nuff to say it involves her and me in a past life. Apparently I was a mean, nasty bastard who burnt wives when he got tired of them. Hads, I wouldn’t believe it for a second except that she told me what I’d seen in my head before I said even half a word about it. Freaky, bro. 
         
 
         Btw, dad’s done a deal with the bank to keep the factory going till Xmas. Prob means they’ll have to sell the house to pay the money back. Hasn’t told Iris but I’m going to. You are well out of it, Hads. You’d have chains on your soul by now. So don’t come home till things have got sorted or gone belly-up. I’d quite like to hear from you though. Nah, scrub that — I’m desperate to hear from you. Sorry again for you know what. Love you.
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         IRIS WOULD’VE SAID something by now if Dad had told her about his deal with the bank, so I guessed she still didn’t know about it. It wasn’t my place to tell her, I knew that, but if I was in her shoes I’d be steaming furious at being kept in the dark. It looked like it was up to me to enlighten her. I texted: Can I come to dinner tomorrow? Pls!
         
 
         A reply shot back immediately: You are welcome any time. xx
         
 
         I shelved the tangles of my current life and immersed myself in the familiar world of my friends via Facebook. I only went to bed once I’d fully caught up with my previous world.
 
         The next morning there was still nothing from my brother. I thought Mum would greet that news with silence, seeing she wouldn’t want to criticise him, but as usual I could never second-guess her. ‘Your brother will have his reasons for not staying in touch. You should respect that.’
 
         I gaped at her, imagining the hell that would erupt if I tried the incommunicado trick.
 
         She put a bowl of strawberries on the table. ‘He’s a young man. I’m delighted he’s so independent. I’ve no patience with mothers who demand constant news of their adult children.’
         
 
         I got my mouth shut. She was a star, no doubt about it.
 
         ‘I’ll be at the factory all day today, Mum. Iris has asked me to dinner tonight, so you won’t have to bother about cooking for me.’
 
         ‘Kindly do not mention that woman’s name in my house.’
 
         ‘Sure, Mum. I’ll refer to her as the woman whose name must remain unspoken.’ I ate the strawberries without savouring them. When I mushed a few on my plate, they ran red with blood.
 
         I couldn’t get to the factory quickly enough. The first thing I did was boot up the computer and open Eddy’s promised email. I sat back, amazed at what he’d produced. I reached for the phone. ‘Hey, man, these are fantastic!’
 
         ‘Thanks, boss. One problem, though. We need to get brochures printed. Not sure what that’ll cost or how long it’ll take.’ He sounded despondent.
 
         I wasn’t in the mood for despondent. ‘How about we put them on a computer. A tablet would be even better. You could take that around to show clients.’
 
         I waited while the cogs ticked away in his brain — didn’t have to wait long. ‘Right. I’ll try it. Don’t have a tablet, though. Have you got one?’
 
         ‘Mum has. Meet me here in thirty.’
 
         ‘Right you are, boss.’ No despondency now. He seemed to find me being his boss hilarious.
 
         But now came the really tricky part — wrangling the tablet from Mum. Luck was with me: she was deep in the garden. ‘Forgot something,’ I called, rushing inside and stuffing it in my backpack. Sneaky, but I knew pigs would be jetsetting all over the sky before she’d lift a finger to help Dad and the woman whose name must not be spoken.
         
 
         Eddy, driving a surprisingly tidy Honda, turned up two minutes after I got back. ‘Wow! Look at you!’ He’d got the haircut already. ‘Turn around. Let me admire the rep standing in all his glory before me.’
 
         He grinned, and shuffled his feet in embarrassment. ‘You get the tablet?’
         
 
         ‘Stole it,’ I told him. ‘Do your best not to lose it or break it. Come on, let’s upload the images now, then you can get going. Which shops are you going to, any ideas?’
 
         ‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ he said. ‘There’s a couple in Hamilton. One each in Matamata and Cambridge. I think I should head for Auckland tomorrow.’
 
         ‘Report back when you’ve done the rounds today. We’ll have a better idea by then whether the tablet is a goer or a dead duck.’ I took Dad’s credit card from the safe. ‘Have this. You’ll need petrol. Get a receipt.’
 
         That suppressed hilarity again. ‘Yes, boss.’
 
         I waved him goodbye. He was right to go instead of me. If he found me hilarious, then for sure no shop owner worth a peanut would take me seriously.
 
         While I waited for the others to arrive, I searched online for turned products Bernie could make, but I found none we could integrate into our furniture production. I gave up and typed in past life experiences. Who would have thought? Cyberspace is swarming with those who claim to have lived before, and those who, for a fee, offer to help you find out who you’ve been. I scanned the case studies and letters from grateful clients. Most of them seemed to have been in the French Resistance or the American Civil War. How unimaginative is that? You’d think they’d at least vary the script.
         
 
         The squeaking door jerked me back into the sanity of ordinariness. Alton and Maurice came in, with Clint, the blueprint for his handsome son, a minute behind them. Stop it. That way, madness lies.
         
 
         ‘Finish the fence today, boss?’ Maurice asked.
 
         Ah, yes. I had a factory to run.
 
         ‘We could do with a gate,’ Alton said.
 
         ‘Been thinking, ’bout that. Bernie could make a gate. Put turning into it.’
 
         Wow! Something positive from Clint! I threw my arms around him, kissed his cheek, and managed not to wish it was his son’s. ‘Clint! You’re a marvel! That’s a fantastic idea.’
 
         He smiled. ‘Ring him up, Bess. He’s a bit down, to tell you the truth.’
 
         ‘Can you do it, Clint? He can’t hear me. Makes no difference how loud I shout.’
 
         ‘Sure, boss.’ Clint went into Dad’s office and came back with the phone up to his ear. He hardly raised his voice as he explained to Bernie what was happening — it must have been something to do with pitch, because Bernie heard him all right.
 
         We all heard his reply. ‘I’ll be right there. You can rely on me.’
         
 
         ‘Will he be able to design the gate as well as build it?’ I asked.
         
 
         Clint laughed. ‘Just wait and see. He’ll be happy as a pig in clover. I reckon there’s a good couple of weeks’ work there for him.’
 
         The men took themselves off to build a fence. Alone in the empty workshop, for a few moments I could indulge in a dream where it was Nick out there working, and not his father who looked so like him. Idiot.
         
 
         I went into the office and put two of the unsold tables on Trade Me. Bernie turned up just as I finished. The squeaky door announced his arrival, and I ran to hug him, bellowing, ‘Bernie, it’s so good to see you. Thanks for coming in.’
 
         We laughed, both of us fully aware he couldn’t hear a word I said. I took his arm and we went outside. I called, ‘Clint, can you tell Bernie what we’re after?’
 
         I hung about, trying to work out why Bernie could hear Clint’s voice perfectly. Yet another unsolved mystery in my life.
 
         At the end of the day, Bernie strode off looking jaunty and purposeful. I watched Clint get into his car and thought about his son. Nick had the same strong bone structure, same swarthy colouring, the same dark eyes. He’d been such a rotten kid, so full of himself, and his sense of humour was pathetically basic. Who could have known he’d grow into a drop-dead dreamy, sensitive man? I didn’t blame Lulu for attaching herself to him. Lucky cow.
         
 
         I locked the place up, doing my best to lock up thoughts of Nick and Lulu as well. I concentrated instead on how I’d break the bad news about the house to Iris. I drove there, trying to think of a gentle way to do it and came to the conclusion that there wasn’t one.
         
 
         She was home, in the kitchen and singing along to Elvis. Better than Abba, I guess. She looked happy, she sounded happy. Dad’s heart must be mending, just when I was about to put a crack in hers.
 
         She shut down the noise, then kissed my cheek. ‘He’s so much stronger today, Bess. It’s all thanks to you, you darling.’
 
         I pulled a stool up to the bench. ‘Would you say it was justice? I burn you in one life, save your husband in another?’
 
         ‘You could go back to take a look for yourself,’ she said. ‘You never know, Charlie might be in that life too.’
 
         I held up my hands. ‘No. Not doing it.’
 
         She didn’t look surprised. She wasn’t offended either. ‘Those pictures haven’t reappeared?’
 
         ‘No, thank god. Look, Iris, there’s something — has Dad talked to you about money?’
 
         ‘Ah,’ said my stepmother. ‘No, he hasn’t. I’ve suspected for a while that business hasn’t been the best. He, of course, refuses to talk about it.’
 
         ‘I’ll tell you everything, but you might need a slug of gin.’
 
         Iris put a hand over her heart. Damn, now it was me scaring her. I jumped in before her imagination could come up with something even worse that what I had to tell her. ‘He’s borrowed sixty thou from the bank. This house is the security. First repayment is due the second week of the new year.’
         
 
         She didn’t reach for the gin. She made a cup of mint tea and all the time she was doing it she said nothing.
         
 
         ‘Iris?’
 
         ‘It’s not good to become attached to things. To places. But bugger it, Bess — I love this house! It’s got such a positive atmosphere. Good bones and good vibes.’ She gazed out the window. ‘My garden too. There’s a lot of love gone into that soil.’
 
         ‘I’m sorry. I promise you I’ll do everything I can think of to save the business. I’ve had one of the guys out there today, scouting for work—’
 
         Oh my god, Eddy still had the tablet. If he took it to Mum’s house the floors would run red with my blood.
 
         Iris seemed to be in a place far away, so I snuck into another room to use the phone to warn him.
 
         Sure, he said, he’d bring the tablet to Iris’s house, no sweat.
 
         That was it, no hint of how he’d got on or when he’d be here.
 
         Back in the kitchen, Iris was still gazing out the window.
 
         ‘Iris? Are you okay? Are you going to tell Dad that you know about the loan?’
 
         She sighed ‘A good question, and I’m not sure of the answer yet. Anyway, there’s nothing I can do about it right now. Let’s just get on with organising dinner, shall we?’
 
         I set the table, fuming over Eddy’s non-appearance. If he’d gone straight home to his mummy and was busy feeding his face instead of letting me know how he’d got on, I’d bloody deck him. Half an hour later, though, he rolled up the driveway. Give him the benefit of the doubt. Be nice, Bess.
         
 
         Getting out of a small car when you’re a tall bloke looked to me like an exercise in reverse origami.
 
         Before I’d sorted out which question to ask first, Iris was there asking him if he’d like to stay for a meal.
 
         ‘Would I ever! Thanks, Iris. I was going to open the baked beans when I got back to the flat.’
 
         He noticed my swiftly concealed astonishment.
 
         ‘I’ve been flatting for a couple of years now,’ he told me, his hand patting the air above my head.
 
         ‘Bully for you, you great big adult.’ I beamed my most admiring smile at him. ‘Now, how did it go today?’ Tell me, tell me. And make it good news.
         
 
         He shrugged. ‘Not great. I visited Charlie first up, got him to check the figures. He gave me a few pointers about what to say to people.’
 
         ‘He didn’t tell me you’d been in,’ Iris said. ‘How do you think he was looking?’
 
         ‘Better. He doesn’t believe we can save the business, though. Didn’t say as much, but you can tell.’
 
         ‘So what happened today?’ I swear if he didn’t tell me soon, I’d choke it out of him.
 
         Iris shooed us to sit down at the table. Eddy put the tablet in front of me. ‘This worked great. But I didn’t get any orders. Not even a nibble.’
 
         ‘Shit.’ I hadn’t realised how much I’d been hoping — expecting really — that everything would fall into place. ‘What did they say? Did they give a reason?’
 
         Eddy looked uncomfortable at that, but Iris said, ‘Tell it like it is, Eddy. We can’t fix it if we don’t know the full story.’ She gave me a meaningful, fiery witch-type look as she said that.
         
 
         ‘They said they’d lost confidence in the products. They all said we’re not where it’s at.’
 
         ‘But didn’t they look at these?’ I waved the tablet at him. ‘Couldn’t they see? These are exactly where it’s at.’
 
         Eddy just looked depressed.
 
         ‘We’re not giving up. We are not! Do you hear me, Eddy?’
 
         A big fat unconfident sigh was all I got by way of a reply.
 
         ‘Let’s eat,’ Iris said.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Eleven

         
 
         THAT NIGHT I DREAMED of fire. The unsold tables were the pyre, and Iris was burning.
         
 
         I woke up with Mum shaking me. ‘Bess! What on earth’s the matter with you?’
 
         The light was dazzling and I flinched away from it, still in the grip of flames.
 
         ‘Are you awake?’ Mum demanded. ‘What was all that about? You were shouting loud enough to wake the dead.’
 
         The dead. Oh dear god. Iris wasn’t dead, not in this life. I sat up, leaning forward with my hands over my eyes.
         
 
         ‘Bess? Answer me, please.’
 
         I tried to speak. It took a couple of attempts before I could say, ‘Just a nightmare. Sorry I woke you up.’
 
         Iris would have hugged me. Hadleigh would have tipped me upside down over his shoulder. Dad? He’d at least have asked what the nightmare was about. Then he’d have made me a cup of strong tea — his answer to everything. Mum didn’t touch me again after she’d shaken me into consciousness, but she delivered a parting shot as she left my room. ‘You’ll have to see the doctor if it happens again. I sleep badly enough as it is. I can’t afford to have you waking me like this every night.’
         
 
         I slumped down into the mess of tangled sheets. Yes, I’d like to see a doctor: I’d ask if there was a name for the it’s-all-about-me syndrome.
 
         I was in a half-doze, too terrified to fall asleep properly, when I remembered my promise to Miss Wilding about seeing a shrink if the images came again. I spent the rest of the night trying to convince myself that a nightmare was different and therefore my promise didn’t count.
 
         I shouldn’t have wasted the effort. I knew I would have to see somebody about it. A doctor would more or less have to prescribe antipsychotic drugs. Or suggest counselling, and that would involve talking for weeks and years about how I didn’t connect with my mother, about how I’d always held my distance from my stepmother, about how I’d yelled a pack of lies to my departing brother. And according to Iris, none of that had the least relevance to me in this life. There was a certain grim humour to be had at three in the morning from imagining Mum’s response if I told her all the Iris stuff.
 
         The only person who seemed likely to be able to help was Iris’s pet shrink, Gwennie. I wished I’d asked her more about exactly how Gwennie worked, how she’d helped Iris, but all I could remember was something about deep relaxation. I couldn’t see how that would clear the pictures out of my head.
 
         At five I gave up the idea of sleeping, got up and posted three of Eddy’s designs on Facebook. I wrote: A taste of the furniture produced at Charlie Grey and Daughter, makers of quality furniture. I tell you, guys — we rock!
         
 
         We didn’t, not yet. But we could. We just needed a chance.
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         FOR ONCE I was glad of Mum’s silent treatment over breakfast and I escaped early to the factory, scooping up the tablet again on the way. As soon as I got there, and before I chickened out, I rang Iris to tell her about burning her up all over again. I took my courage in both hands and asked, ‘Could your shrink make it all go away, do you think?’
         
 
         ‘I’ll ring her right now. I’ll get back to you.’
 
         ‘Wait! I’m at work. Don’t ring home.’
 
         ‘Bess, darling, I do realise you wouldn’t be ringing me from your mum’s house.’
 
         I put the phone down. With any luck, Gwennie might refuse to see me. ‘Oh, just get it over with!’ I muttered. I couldn’t go on having Iris in flames popping up from wherever. She was tricky enough to deal with in this life. And what about OG boy? Should I mention him too? Oh my god, I couldn’t believe I was going to spill my soul to a shrink. I decided to keep OG boy to myself.
 
         The men arrived. Eddy reported on his day as a rep. Down went the spirits of everyone except Bernie, who didn’t seem to do gloom when there was work waiting for him, and he bustled off to start making the gate.
 
         Eddy asked, ‘What do you want me to do, Bess? Shall I try Auckland?’
         
 
         I surveyed the four slumped pictures of dejection sitting at the table. ‘No. I will.’
 
         He actually had the gall to laugh. ‘Nobody’s going to take any notice of a kid, Bess. No offence.’
 
         ‘Listen. All of you.’ I waited till they straightened their spines enough to look at me. ‘I’ll do a hell of a lot better than some adult who doesn’t believe we’ve got a show of selling what we can offer.’ I kicked Eddy’s chair, although what I longed to do was give him a right royal boot up the backside. ‘You’ll be wasting your time if you droop around Auckland looking like you do right now. I wouldn’t buy a stick from you, let alone put in an order for one of your designs.’
         
 
         There was a shocked silence, then Clint let out a snort of approval. ‘By hokey, lad — that’s telling you.’ He pointed at me. ‘The girl’s got balls. She’ll do a better job than you ever will.’
 
         In my head I was laughing fit to split, but outwardly I kept up the tough approach. ‘Well, Eddy?’
 
         He stood up, determination in every fibre. ‘For your information, boss, I did not droop around Hamilton yesterday. I believe in these designs. I can sell them.’
 
         With that he stalked out.
 
         Clint watched him go, a definite grin on his face. ‘Lucky you’re a little slip of a lass, Bess. If you’d been a guy, he’d a thumped you into next week.’
 
         But he, Maurice and Alton all looked more positive as they walked off to finish the fence. Would I have to throw a wobbly every flaming morning to get them going?
 
         Flaming. Watch your language, Bess.
         
 
         But what was I meant to do now? I checked on Bernie. He was deep in drawing intricate lines on paper and didn’t even notice me. Outside, the others were making short work of fencing off the area that had once been lawn. They’d be finished before the end of the day. We’d have to put it back into grass if we wanted the place to look like a prosperous business again. On the other hand, it seemed hard to justify chucking precious cash around just for that. Dad had always intended to build a finishing workshop on the land, rather than having to lease the shed across the road, but it seemed unlikely that would happen now.
 
         That got me thinking.
 
         I rang Beverly at the bank. ‘Could Dad sell the land next to the factory? It must be worth quite a bit.’
 
         The short answer, she told me, was no, thanks to a complicated title that would take time and money to untangle. ‘There’s nothing to stop you leasing it out, though.’
 
         ‘But what for? Who would want it?’ I aimed to sound like a businesswoman, not a whiney kid. I sounded like the kid.
 
         ‘Think laterally. Brainstorm ideas. Don’t forget to see me on Friday.’
 
         ‘Thanks for nothing,’ I said — after I’d hung up.
 
         I took myself outside to talk to the men about moving on to sorting the woodroom once they’d finished the fence. It would take the three of them about an hour, tops, but it was the best I could come up with. I also ran Beverly’s suggestion about leasing the land past them. ‘We’ll do a brainstorming session this afternoon. Have a think in the meantime.’
         
 
         As I left I heard Clint mutter, ‘What’s she think we are, bloody school kids?’
 
         I walked right back and eyeballed him. ‘No. I think you’re a bunch of damn good workers. You want your jobs to disappear? Fine. Don’t turn up at 3.30.’
 
         He grabbed a plank, holding it up to hide behind. ‘I hear you, boss! We’ll be there.’
 
         ‘Good. Three-thirty. After you’ve sorted the woodroom.’
         
 
         I probably wasn’t meant to hear his next comment, Christ! She is one scary dame! So I pretended I hadn’t.
         
 
         My day dragged on its way. Bernie was in utter heaven constructing a complicated gate. I gave him the thumbs up and hoped it would take him months to finish. I retreated to the computer, but steered clear of all past-life weirdnesses.
 
         By mid-afternoon the place was immaculate, with the fence stained and the woodroom tidy. I set up the tearoom for the brainstorming session, with a sheet of A3 and a couple of pens for each of us. I’d bought felts too, because I like colour when I brainstorm. My own brilliant idea was scheduled to appear at 3.40.
 
         The guys came in, laughing and shoving each other. Hilarious. Back to school. Oooh look, miss! Felts! I bags the red one.
 
         ‘Sit down.’ I didn’t raise my voice, but they sure heard the bite in it.
 
         They sat, with Clint staring at his paper as if it were toxic. Oh god, was he dyslexic?
 
         ‘Guys,’ I said, ‘this is serious. We desperately need income. The first loan repayment is due the second week in January. I don’t care what method you use for this. Some people work better with pictures, some with words. But we’re all going to do it and keep at it for fifteen minutes before we stop. Get down everything that comes into your heads. Doesn’t matter how mad you think it is.’
         
 
         Clint looked pointedly at the kettle. I didn’t respond, it being now one minute before my brilliant bribe was due to make its appearance.
         
 
         With a great show of getting stuck in, they picked up their heads, shoulders and pens. The door squeaked. Man, those pens hit the table with record speed.
 
         ‘Lisette!’ Maurice said. ‘What are you doing here?’
 
         I pretended ignorance.
 
         She held out a wide flat box.
 
         ‘If one of you guys takes this,’ she said, ‘I’ll get the rest from the van.’
 
         By the time she got back fifteen seconds later, those guys had each hoovered up a sausage roll, and Clint had done a quick sketch in orange felt on his paper.
 
         She put down a carry tray of coffee, then handed them round. She glanced at the table. ‘But what’s going on here? School in, is it? And why have you drawn a donkey, Clint?’
 
         Oh gee, thanks, Lisette.
         
 
         ‘Use your eyes, woman,’ he said. ‘That’s a goat, commonly known as a goat-a-mower. For our lawn out there.’ He tipped his head in the general direction.
 
         She laughed hard enough to set her spare tyres wobbling. ‘Stick to the day job, old man. You’ll never make a farmer if you don’t know the difference between a goat and a donkey.’ She looked at me, her eyes bright. ‘What’s going on?’
         
 
         ‘We’re trying to come up with ideas for how to use the land. Make a bit of a profit from it.’ Suddenly, it seemed a stupid idea. The men were completely out of their comfort zones. Nothing would come of it, I could see that now.
 
         Lisette sat down in a hurry. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? I’ve been wanting that land for ever! I can’t buy it, I know that. Happy to lease it, though.’
 
         I gaped at her, Clint slapped his thigh and bellowed with laughter. He screwed up his paper and lobbed it at, but not in, the bin.
 
         ‘You do?’ My voice squeaked. I didn’t care.
 
         ‘Absolutely,’ she said. ‘For my coffee-cart. The van I use for big events — Fieldays and such like. Hate it just sitting there for the rest of the time. Got a nephew who’s a barista. He’ll jump at the chance.’
 
         I was grinning at her, my face feeling like it was splitting at the seams, when Alton said, ‘Charlie won’t agree, Bess. He’s got a bit of a thing about that space.’
 
         Lisette’s face fell but I said, ‘It’s my decision. I agree to lease the land to you, Lisette. I guess we’d better make it legal though. I’ll ask Alan Stubbs to sort it. Okay with you?’
 
         She looked uncertain but hopeful. ‘Yes, of course. Except — can you do this? Legally, I mean?’
 
         ‘Yep, Dad’s made me a partner. I’m only here till he’s ready to come back to work.’
 
         ‘So you’re the boss, yeah?’
 
         ‘She’s tough,’ Maurice said.
 
         ‘She says jump,’ said Alton, ‘and we say, how high?’
 
         ‘She’s doing okay,’ said the surprising Clint.
         
 
         Lisette took her empty box, and walked out with a spring in her step.
 
         ‘Brainstorming all finished?’ Alton asked.
 
         ‘There’s nothing more we can do now. Go home, and let’s hope like crazy that Eddy picks up a job or two.’
 
         ‘We’ll come in tomorrow as usual?’ Clint asked.
 
         ‘Yes. We’ll hear what Eddy’s got to tell us and take it from there.’
 
         They left looking a fraction more positive than the day before. I collected up the A3, all the while pondering on the serendipity of small town connections. If I hadn’t decided to bribe the guys with food, if I’d gone to a café and not the bakery, if Lisette had sent her offsider … But everything had fallen into place. Was Iris brewing a spell?
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         ALAN STUBBS ACTED as if I hadn’t signed the partnership agreement. ‘I’m afraid it’s a no-go, Bess. Charlie won’t agree.’
         
 
         I breathed deeply and exhaled slowly. ‘He doesn’t have to agree. I’m in charge. It’s my decision.’
 
         Silence, then he said, ‘Very well. It’s a sensible course of action. I’ll attend to the paperwork. But I advise you to tell your father about it.’
 
         I picked up the phone again and rang Iris. ‘Is Dad strong enough to be able to yell at me, do you reckon?’
 
         ‘Depends how big a yell. Why, what’ve you done?’ It sounded like she was getting ready to yell too.
 
         ‘Leased out the side lawn.’ I shut up, letting her join the dots — make Dad mad, or get a chance to save her home.
         
 
         ‘Come to dinner,’ she said. ‘We’ll go to the hospital first and tell him together. And Bess, I think you’ve done the right thing.’
 
         I let out a breath. ‘Thanks.’
 
         She hadn’t mentioned Gwennie, and I didn’t remind her.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Twelve

         
 
         THAT JOURNEY to the hospital was dislocating. I felt I was swinging between a whole collection of different personas. I was Bess in charge of a factory. I was the daughter who never measured up. I was the sister who’d driven her brother into non-communication-land. As well, my witch-burning self was always there, menacing at the edges of my mind, along with the nagging mystery as to the identity of the one presence in my life capable of giving me fleeting joy: olive grove guy. Iris didn’t talk much and I wished she would. I needed distraction.
         
 
         Once we got to the hospital, it wasn’t the easiest visit with Dad. He was sitting up, all bright and perky. We got the my two favourite girls greeting, then immediately: ‘What’s new, Bess?’
         
 
         He looked so hopeful it hurt my heart. I gave him progress reports on the clean-up, the fence and the gate, but had to finish with the news of Eddy’s failure so far to get any orders. He did his best to keep up the perkiness. ‘Never mind. You’ve given it a good try. Couldn’t ask for more.’
 
         ‘We’re not beaten yet, Dad.’ I glanced at Iris, who gave a small nod. ‘You’re not going to like this, but I’ve leased out the lawn to Lisette from the bakery.’
         
 
         Iris held his hand and I swear I could see calming vibes emanating from her. He frowned, took a few deep breaths — and said nothing. The three of us sat there in silence until he asked, ‘Any news of Hadleigh?’
 
         ‘No. Not a thing.’
 
         We chatted about nothing much after that — their neighbour’s puppy, the tennis club — and left as soon as Dad started looking tired.
 
         ‘Is he okay?’ I asked Iris. ‘I was expecting an explosion.’
 
         ‘I’ve told him I know about the money,’ she said. ‘I could see him thinking about that. Weighing up if the lease agreement might save our home. It’s hard for him, Bess.’
 
         I knew it was. I hated seeing him lying there, being powerless, being a supplicant. ‘If it was Hadleigh doing all this it wouldn’t be hard. He’d be happy about it.’
 
         ‘He’s grieving for the loss of that dream. He knows you won’t stay once he’s well again. I think he’s in a quandary — he wants you to save the business. Desperately, he wants that. But if you do, then he’ll have to run it, and right now it all feels too much.’
 
         I thought about that while we went down in the lift. I said, ‘If Dad wants a successor, Eddy’s his man.’
 
         ‘Let’s not worry about it now.’
 
         But I couldn’t switch off that easily. ‘Can I ask Eddy to eat with us again?’
 
         ‘Of course.’
         
 
         So easy with Iris. So freaking strange too.
 
         Now there was just Mum to deal with.
 
         I screwed up my face, holding the phone out from my ear, waiting for the ice-storm while I explained I’d not be home for tea again. It was a doozy. ‘You’re a thoughtless, ungrateful girl, Bess Grey. I cannot understand you and I cannot begin to comprehend what I’ve done to deserve such treatment. Why you continue to put your father before me, I’ll never know …’ On and on she went.
 
         ‘I’ll see you later,’ I said at last, and cut her off. ‘Aaaargh!’
 
         ‘Ask Gwennie to give you some strategies to deal with her,’ Iris said. ‘She can see you on Friday at ten. In her office in Auckland, where you have friends you might like to visit, if I’m not mistaken?’ She slid me a particularly witchy grin.
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         THE HEARTY (ORGANIC) beef casserole Iris had in the slow-cooker smelled divine. Eddy had better not be late or I’d eat his share. I was busting to know how he’d got on. He’d sounded cheerful enough on the phone, but mention food to a guy and he’ll always be cheerful.
         
 
         Iris put a pot of spuds on to cook and I created a salad of greens, flowers and herbs. ‘Better a dish of herbs where love is than scoff a fatted calf with a bitch,’ I muttered. Okay, so not an exactly accurate quote, whichever bible you chose, but Iris looked pleased about the love bit.
 
         ‘I feel terribly sorry for her,’ she said.
         
 
         ‘Huh! Why? She feels sorry enough for herself. She doesn’t need a back-up team. She’s never like this with Hadleigh. But me! I can’t do a thing right.’
 
         Iris handed me the scrap bucket. ‘Go and throw these at the compost heap. Get rid of that negative energy.’
 
         I snatched it, and used up more negative energy in stomping to the compost, where I hurled each scrap as far and hard as I could. When I got back to the kitchen, Iris took my shoulders and gave them a firm shake. ‘Now listen to me, Bess. This is bad for you. You must ask Gwennie to help you cope. You can’t let your mum get to you like this or it’ll end up destroying you.’
 
         I pulled away. ‘I thought Gwennie was going to douse the flames in my head. I’m not doing another trip into spooksville about Mum, so don’t even think about it.’
 
         Iris didn’t react to my anger — a revelation all on its own. ‘You don’t have to. Gwennie can simply give you strategies. She won’t make you do anything you don’t want to. See how you get on with her. If you don’t like her, we’ll find somebody else.’
 
         I found I was crying. Something to do with Iris being motherly, strong and — I had to admit it — loving. She threw the roll of paper towels at me. ‘Mop up. That’s Eddy arriving.’
 
         ‘Thanks.’
 
         ‘Look, Bess, I should have done more to protect you when you were little. But mostly you were at school, and, well …’
 
         I scrubbed my face. ‘Don’t talk about it. We’re one crazy, mixed-up family.’
         
 
         Eddy came in. Actually, he bounced in. ‘Two orders, boss! Two of the suckers! A dining table and an extension table for a boardroom, and can we deliver before Christmas? Yes sir, we can deliver!’
 
         We went berserk then, the three of us dancing around the kitchen, waving our arms in the air and yahooing. ‘Ring the men, Eddy. Iris, do you want to give Dad a call?’
 
         ‘Bless you. I’d love to.’
 
         ‘You’re the man, Eddy,’ I said. ‘Sit down. Dinner’s ready. Don’t know about you, but I could eat an extension table.’
 
         We didn’t even try to get the grins off our faces. And when Iris came back from talking with Dad she had a bottle of wine in her hand. ‘Here’s to new beginnings,’ she said, pouring glasses for each of us.
 
         I made mine last all evening. Iris offered me another, making no comment when I declined.
 
         Then the phone went again. It was Dad wanting to talk to me. ‘No, Charlie,’ said Iris. ‘You have to let Bess run the show. Stop meddling. Go to sleep.’ She hung up. ‘He’s worrying about Bernie now. Wanted me to tell you the tables have to have turned legs.’
 
         Eddy’s excitement hit the floor and I damn near hit him. When would these guys realise I was not my father? I faced him, sitting on my hands to be sure I didn’t reach out and yank him upright. ‘We use your designs. We give the customers what they want.’
 
         ‘What’ll you tell Bernie?’
 
         I shrugged. ‘Dunno yet. He’s busy with the gate for a while anyway. But get one thing clear, Eddy — we’re not going to send the place down the tubes for want of some lateral thinking.’
         
 
         He blinked at that, but said, ‘I hear you, boss. Give you a ride home?’
 
         ‘I’ve got the car.’ Should have tagged thanks onto the end of that. Didn’t feel like it. I wanted to bellow at him Get on board! Have some confidence in me, why can’t you?
         
 
         ‘Glass of wine. You can’t drive,’ Iris said.
 
         Ah yes, zero blood alcohol for kiddies of my tender age. ‘I could stay here.’
 
         ‘If you want,’ she said, leaving the decision up to me, as was her usual trick.
 
         Eddy’s eyes swivelled from me, to her, then back to me.
 
         ‘So tempting,’ I said. ‘But so much pain to follow.’
 
         Eddy got up and handed me the tablet. ‘Here. Don’t forget this. Let’s get on the road, eh. Work tomorrow.’
 
         I didn’t talk to him on the way to Mum’s. When we stopped, he said, ‘You mad at me?’
 
         ‘Steaming.’
 
         ‘Why?’ He sounded hurt. Good job.
         
 
         I let him have it, both barrels, though I was aware that some of my rage was residual Mum-fury. ‘You guys all need to be behind me. Every time I do something different from the way Dad does it, you’re ready to give up.’ I snapped the seatbelt undone. ‘Think about it.’ I slammed the car door, then pulled it open again. ‘And by the way, I’m stoked about the orders. Better than I dared hope for.’
 
         He leaned over to hold the door open. ‘Thanks for having such confidence in me, boss.’
         
 
         ‘Touché! See you tomorrow.’
 
         I went inside to the Mum storm, which escalated when she caught sight of the tablet. It was her property and I was not to use it in any way to help That Man.
         
 
         ‘Don’t speak about my father like that,’ I said and stalked off to bed, still with the tablet under my arm.
 
         I knew I should check on the bids on the tables, but I’d had it up to my eyebrows with the business for one day. I needed a dose of sanity.
 
         There was nothing from Hadleigh, but Clodagh and Maddy were on line.
 
         I need distraction! Toxic mother overload!!
         
 
         Maddy: Going caving tomorrow. Nettlebed!! Yay, been wanting to do that for yonks.
         
 
         Clodagh: Gran wants me to make a YouTube vid of her making lace hearts. Good for Valentine’s Day she reckons. Likes to be prepared, does Gran.
         
 
         Maddy: Report on Bess-world please!
         
 
         Dad & factory improving. Mum — you don’t wanna hear. Coming to Auck to escape. Fri + weekend. Need a bed. Clo?
         
 
         Clodagh: Great! Plenty of room. Parents in Argentina again.
         
 
         I logged off, thinking about our so different lives. Maddy’s family farmed near Reefton. Clodagh’s parents owned businesses in Auckland, South America and Malaysia. They were out of the country a lot and felt it was too much of an imposition to leave her and her twin brothers with their grandmother, hence boarding school. It was unusual for them to be away during the holidays.
         
 
         The previous night’s lack of sleep caught up with me in a rush. I turned out the light. Please, let there be no return of flames and burning flesh. I didn’t want the olive grove either. I didn’t need taunting with a happiness I could only dream of.
         
 
         Meantime, there were three nights to get through before Gwennie could sort out my head. I dreaded having to do it, but the uncertainty of when those images, or the olive grove ones, would strike again wasn’t too flash either. The devil or the deep blue sea. This time, I was opting for the deep blue sea.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         
 
         THE FACTORY was becoming my haven. A place of retreat. I arrived early, looking forward to greeting a pumped and positive workforce. But no, Clint gloomed his way in, followed by despondent Alton, lugubrious Maurice and sad Eddy.
         
 
         ‘What?’ I snapped.
 
         Clint shook his head ‘Can’t do the orders, boss. Nobody in the finishing room now.’
 
         ‘Can’t one of you do it?’
 
         ‘No,’ said Clint. ‘It’s a specialised job. You need the eye. Got to have the artistic flair.’
 
         I examined each of them, but no one offered a solution, a way out of this dilemma. Eddy, I reckoned, was drafting his resignation in his dumb head. ‘Anybody here ever done any finishing? Any at all?’
 
         One synchronised headshake. I should put it on YouTube. ‘What about Bernie?’
 
         Clint nodded. ‘Bernie’s done everything.’
 
         ‘Good. You lot go and get started on the orders.’ I held up a hand. ‘And don’t ask me who should make what. How the hell would I know? Eddy, you got the orders, you decide.’
         
 
         He looked pleased, and positive. How nice. But of course, there was a quibble. ‘There’s work for two of us, boss. Not four.’
 
         Be a good boss, don’t yell. Don’t do a Mum on them. ‘Make some wooden toys or something. There’s still plenty of docked ends there. Make them for the kids in your lives.’
         
 
         Alton shuffled his feet and cleared his throat. ‘Ah, Bess — just an idea. But could I make miniatures of the orders? I’ve always wanted to do that. No time till now.’
 
         Lesson for Bess. Oh, big fat ‘be nice’ lesson. ‘That’s a brilliant idea!’
         
 
         ‘And how about I make a Christmas nativity scene,’ Maurice said. ‘Asses, cows, wise men.’
 
         I clapped my hands. ‘You guys are awesome. Do your best work. We’ll get a finisher, don’t worry.’
 
         They strode off to the workshop, happy, positive and confident that the boss would sort it. She’d better.
 
         Bernie always came in later than the others. While I waited for him, I wrote out what I wanted on a sheet of the unused A3, beginning with: Bernie, we’ve got a problem and I’m hoping you can help solve it. I didn’t want him, even for a second, to think I was sacking him. I wrote about the orders and the lack of a finisher, and ended with: If I find somebody, would you be able, and willing, to train him?
         
 
         I put the kettle on and had the tea made when I heard the squeak of the door. ‘Morning, Bess. How’s Charlie?’
 
         I gave him the usual thumbs-up, but beckoned him to the table and the teapot. He sat himself down. ‘What’s up, lass?’
         
 
         I put the sheet of paper in front of him. He took his time reading it through, then reading it again. I sat patiently, and prayed.
 
         ‘I reckon I could do that,’ he said at last. ‘To tell you the truth, I’d be pleased to teach a young ’un. You find me a good lad. Doesn’t matter what he looks like. It’s his heart I’m interested in. I won’t work with a sniveller.’
 
         What qualifications will he need?
         
 
         ‘Doesn’t need the exams. Needs the touch, the feel for it. Try and find a lad who likes art.’ He grinned at me. ‘Be good if he’s got a loud voice, eh Bess?’
 
         I laughed. When do you need him by?
         
 
         ‘Monday. He can help me assemble and stain the gate, then I’ll get him working on some finished ends. I can get some of those ready tomorrow.’
 
         I hugged him, and he went off chuckling. I didn’t tell him that tomorrow I wouldn’t be here. I’d have to leave Eddy in charge, with instructions to keep everyone positive and on track. Oh, and I’d better reschedule the appointment with Beverly Maketawa — in fact it would be good to talk to her before I hired anyone. How much did I pay a trainee?
         
 
         Beverly was her usual brusque self. ‘Four-thirty this afternoon,’ she said.
 
         ‘Um, I need some advice before then. Could I come in half an hour?’
 
         ‘Make it 11.30.’ She disconnected.
 
         I checked Trade Me on Dad’s computer — Mum had refused to let me take the tablet. Six hundred! Yay! I clicked sold. The other bid was up to $370. One down, three to go. I put up the next one.
         
 
         After that, I tussled with the question of how to find a lad with a good heart and an artistic eye. The high school was the obvious place to start, but it felt peculiar to be phoning up as the prospective employer of one of its students when I was going to be a student there myself next year.
 
         I picked up the phone, dialled and asked for the head of the art department. I introduced myself, then cut to the chase. ‘Could I come and see you? I need an employee with an artistic flair and I’m hoping you can help?’
 
         ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘After school today?’
 
         ‘It’s kind of urgent. Any chance I could pop down now?’
 
         She didn’t hesitate. ‘Interval’s at 10.30. Bring me a custard square from Lisette’s and I’m yours.’
 
         Lisette! Oh my god, the lease! It had completely slipped my mind. I rang Alan. He gave me a time for the following Monday which I wrote down in huge letters and left on Dad’s desk so I wouldn’t forget. I felt like a juggler — so many things to remember. How had Dad done it all these years?
 
         At the school, I followed the receptionist’s directions to the art department, and with every step tried not to compare this school with St Annie’s. I would make friends here — Harriet for a start. Boys too. I’d like to have boys for friends. And if Nick was out of bounds, why shouldn’t I find myself a boyfriend?
         
 
         I prepared myself for Ms Kendrick’s doubt, astonishment, amusement blah blah when she saw me. I should have changed into something more formal than my denim shorts and tee-shirt.
         
 
         But, wouldn’t you know it, Ms Alisha Kendrick was Maurice’s wife. She greeted me with both hands out to take mine.
 
         ‘Maurice thinks you’re the bees’ knees. He can’t quite get over it. Comes home like a stunned mullet these days.’ She let me go. ‘Anything I can do for you, Bess Grey, I will. The prospect of an unemployed husband is not one I wish to contemplate.’
 
         I gave her the custard square which she promptly cut in two, offering half of it to me on a flowered plate. While we ate and dropped crumbs all over her bench I told her what Bernie had asked for.
 
         She processed that while she finished the custard square, then flicked through the phone book and rang a number, all without a word about what she had in mind. ‘Arini? Has that boy of yours got a job yet? Where could I find him, do you know? Okay. Thanks.’ To me, she said, ‘His name’s Jason Crossland. Artistic, but wouldn’t do exams. Hated school, loved his art.’
 
         He didn’t sound promising, but she said, ‘He’ll get on with Bernie like a house on fire. Jason responds well to father-figures. He’ll like the work, and he’ll like being one of the men.’
 
         I couldn’t see Beverly M being impressed. ‘Is he the only one you can think of?’
 
         ‘He’s the right one. Trust me.’
 
         It felt like a huge step to take, but she knew the kid, I didn’t. ‘Okay. It’s your hubby out of a job if it all goes pear-shaped.’
 
         ‘Turns to custard, you mean.’ She laughed. ‘Tell Lisette she hasn’t lost her touch. Listen, Bess — young Jason’s a risk, but so is anyone. My pick is that he’ll blossom, and your dad will have a loyal and able employee. You’ll find him in the skate park. Look for a yobby type with a diagonal stripe through his hair. It was green last time I saw it. Yellow the time before. The yellow was a mistake.’
         
 
         The bells shrieked and right away kids were at the door, peering through and begging to be let in. ‘The darlings,’ Ms Kendrick said. ‘I do love my Year 10s.’ She opened the door and they fell inside — a bunch of puppies. She had them organised and working in five minutes flat. I timed her.
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         THANKS TO JASON’S stripe — pink today — he was easy to spot. I bellowed, loud enough even for Bernie to hear me, ‘Jason Crossland, can I talk to you?’
         
 
         His mate elbowed him — ‘Yer girlfriend wants you’ — and for a moment Jason teetered on his board. But he ignored me, skated up to the lip of the bowl, down and up the other side to land tidily on the edge. There was possibly an arcane name for such a move. I sat myself down on the edge of the bowl. I’d wait him out. His curiosity would get the better of him sooner or later.
 
         It took eight minutes before he skimmed over. ‘Whatcha want?’
 
         ‘You interested in a job?’
 
         ‘Nah.’
 
         ‘Ms Kendrick said you’d be good.’
 
         ‘Don’t want a job.’
 
         ‘Okay. I won’t tell you what it is then. Bye.’
         
 
         ‘What is it then?’
 
         I made a snap decision. ‘I’ll show you. You want to come with me or ride your board? It’s the other side of town.’
 
         After a good hard stare at me, he said, ‘With you.’
 
         He followed me to the car. He looked a bit surprised that I actually knew how to drive, and said, ‘You’re just a kid.’
 
         ‘True.’
 
         He didn’t know what to do with that. His suspicions filled the car.
         
 
         ‘Oh shit, not Charlie Grey’s,’ he said when I pulled up outside. ‘Don’t want to make furniture. Dumb bunny.’
 
         ‘I don’t want you to make furniture,’ I said, ‘so dumb bunny yourself.’ I headed off towards Bernie’s work area, not really caring if Jason followed or not — but he did.
 
         Bernie had a piece on the lathe. I waved at him to get his attention, then when the machine was quiet, said, ‘Jason, Bernie’s deaf. He’ll probably hear you, but he can’t hear my voice. Tell him your name please.’
 
         That got me a sulky glare, but he said, ‘Jason.’
 
         Bernie held out his hand. ‘Glad to meet you, Jason. You come along with me. I’ll show you the finishing room.’
 
         Jason shrugged his shoulders but tagged along behind him. I left them to it. Bernie might decide he could transform him into a willing, skilled worker who’d turn up on time every day and work his butt off. Stranger pigs have flown the skies.
         
 
         Besides, I had other problems to deal with. Beverly was expecting me, and wouldn’t be impressed if I turned up late.
 
         I got there with a minute to spare, gave her the required report, then asked how to go about hiring Jason or some more prepossessing adolescent.
 
         Well, would you believe it, Beverly Maketawa smiled at me. ‘You’ve surprised me, Bess. Very pleasantly. I confess I rated your chances at less than zero.’
         
 
         ‘And now?’
 
         She laughed. ‘I’m betting you’ll do it. The place will be thriving by the time you go back to school.’
 
         For some reason back to school amused the heck out of her. I didn’t mind.
         
 
         She snapped right back into being Beverly the Banker. ‘Here’s the info you need about hiring.’ She handed me a computer printout. ‘Three months to see how he goes, then your dad can decide from there. Good luck.’
 
         I took myself back to the factory, half expecting to meet Jason on his board along the way, but he and Bernie were still in the finishing room. Bernie had one of the turned rods for his gate on the bench. Jason had a brush in his hand and concentration on his face. He looked alert, purposeful — manly. Wow, who would have thought it?
 
         ‘That’s it. That’s the ticket.’ Bernie watched every move. ‘Easy does it. Good. Good.’
 
         Jason, in a clear, carrying voice said, ‘A golden colour would be better. Reckon this is too dark.’
 
         ‘Gold,’ said Bernie, rubbing his hands like he’d struck a vein of the stuff. ‘You could be right. We’ll mix up a batch of gold.’
         
 
         I snuck away. It was lunchtime and I was hungry. I paid Lisette a visit and used my own money to buy pies all round, cunningly figuring that Jason might stay long enough to get hooked if he had a full stomach. The men normally brought their own lunches, but I’d not met too many blokes who couldn’t fit in a pie as well.
         
 
         Back at the factory, I poked my head round the finishing-room door. Bernie was holding up a tin and explaining a recipe — for a particular shade of stain, apparently. I went in, and Jason’s face closed down.
 
         ‘Jason, would you mind telling Bernie there are pies for lunch?’ I turned away, but not before I’d clocked the hungry look in his eyes. At the door I said, as if it had just occurred to me, ‘Oh, there’s one for you if you want it.’
 
         I got out of there. If Bernie thought he could turn the kid into a craftsman, then I didn’t want to screw the deal by getting in the way.
 
         Jason trailed Bernie over to the tearoom, where I introduced him to the men. ‘This is Jason, everyone. He’s spending some time with Bernie to suss us out.’
 
         Clint said, ‘Think you could work with us, Jason?’ He cocked a thumb in my direction. ‘Don’t worry about her. The old man’ll be back in a few weeks and this one will be back to school.’
 
         Typical bloody Clint. But being a boy himself, it seemed he knew exactly what to say to a sulky streak of teenage male, because Jason treated him to a man-to-man grin.
         
 
         Alton said, ‘We could do with some young blood around here.’
         
 
         Clint caught my eye and gave a quick flick of his head. I got the message and stood up. ‘Sorry, guys, I’ll have to leave you to it. Thanks for coming, Jason.’ No pressure from me, not a hint that we needed him urgently, because I had the feeling the little toe-rag would do the complete opposite of what I wanted.
 
         I went to Dad’s office. There was a pile of unopened mail and a string of emails to be dealt to. I couldn’t put it off any longer, though it felt wrong, intrusive somehow, to be opening mail meant for him. There were a couple of accounts to pay. I gulped at the size of the one from the wood supplier, but paid it once I’d checked it. That was what the loan was for, after all — though suddenly it seemed unwise to be taking on Jason. Well, it mightn’t be wise, but it was necessary.
 
         By the end of the day, the bid on the table on Trade Me was up to $425, work was well on track in the workshop, and at 4.30 Bernie appeared with Jason skulking along behind him. ‘Bess, Jason’s going to come back tomorrow. He wants to have another go before he makes up his mind. Okay with you?’
 
         ‘Could you tell Bernie that’s okay with me, Jason. And can you ask him if he thinks $50 is fair pay for tomorrow?’
 
         Jason stopped skulking. ‘Fifty bucks. For me?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘The wages for whoever takes the job will be more than that, of course. But can you ask him what he thinks?’
 
         I suspected Bernie was a reasonably good lip reader, judging by the wink he gave me. Jason didn’t notice and repeated my questions, his voice especially loud for the money part.
         
 
         ‘Well now,’ said Bernie. ‘Fifty dollars. I’ll make you work for it, young man. Are you up for it?’
 
         I thought I’d better get out of there a.s.a.p.
 
         The other men were packing up, and their faces all asked the same questions. I kept my voice low. ‘Bernie likes him. He’s coming back tomorrow. Bait of $50 for work experience.’
 
         ‘He’ll be okay,’ Clint said.
 
         ‘Well, let’s not count our chickens. He for sure doesn’t react too well to me. I’m not going to be here tomorrow, but it’ll be good to leave him with just you guys. Clint, will you open up and lock up? And Eddy, if people start flooding us with orders, can you deal with those?’
 
         ‘Sure, boss. Enjoy your day off.’
 
         If only! There wasn’t going to be a lot about Friday to enjoy with Gwennie taking me back to those sickening scenes. Already I could feel them at my back, waiting to break through, to pounce the moment I let down my guard.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Fourteen

         
 
         I DROVE HOME past the tennis courts. A tough game was what I needed before breaking the news to Mum that I was absconding for three days, but by the look of things there was a tournament about to begin. I went in to watch — anything to put off going home. Marion Symes came over. ‘Sorry there’s no slot for you tonight,’ she said. ‘How are you placed for Saturday?’
         
 
         I shook my head. ‘I’ll be away. Maybe next week?’
 
         She made no promises.
 
         I spied Harriet sitting on the steps. She was lacing up her left shoe but kept stopping to argue with the boy beside her. ‘You’re a sentimental dork,’ she told him.
 
         He leaned down, tweaked the lace undone again, and said, ‘Not me. Tough as adamantine. That’s me.’
 
         She gave him a swift kick, then gave up on her shoe. ‘Hey, Bess,’ she called, ‘meet Solomon Drummond. Sol, she’s going to be at school with us, so be human. If you can.’ She pulled out her iPhone.
 
         He said, ‘I’ve heard about you. Bess, the boss at Charlie Grey’s.’
 
         ‘Temporary only,’ I said. He was sizing me up, so I sized right back. Lanky, brown eyes and hair. A face that was a reasonably attractive assemblage of parts. There was no handy flash of recognition that he was mystery olive grove guy.
         
 
         ‘Ha!’ Harriet waved her phone. ‘Adamantine is an adjective. You can’t be as tough as a ruddy adjective.’
 
         ‘Poetic licence,’ he said. ‘Te Ana’s waiting for you.’
 
         Harriet dealt to her shoe and ran onto the court with a parting shot. ‘Watch him, Bess. The blood supply doesn’t reach his brain.’
 
         Sol had a killer smile. He leaned forward to beam it right at me. ‘What’s it like, Bess Grey? Being the big boss?’
 
         I leaned forward too so that our noses almost touched. ‘I can’t think, Sol Drummond, with your charm oozing all over me from point-blank range.’
 
         He gave a hoot of laughter and relaxed back against the step. ‘I was born in the wrong century. At heart, I’m a Byronic character. Attractive girls …’ a sly glance here in my direction ‘… react positively to my charm by swooning at my feet.’
 
         ‘You were probably a poet in the nineteenth century,’ I said, testing the water. ‘You could have been swanning around Greece with the Romantics.’
 
         ‘No such luck,’ he said. ‘Here and now is where it’s at.’ He stood up — as tall as Hadleigh, I guessed. ‘Gotta go. The umpire’s chair calls.’
 
         I oughtagotta go too.
 
         Gloom settled on me the second I got home. I put a smile on my face and a spring in my step. ‘Hi, Mum. Hey, I dropped in at the tennis club. Met a couple of kids I’ll be at school with next year.’
         
 
         ‘That is what I hoped you would do.’ She gave one of her regal nods.
 
         While I was in her good books I told her about Auckland. Her good book crashed shut.
 
         ‘How typically selfish of you to disappear for three days. Doesn’t it ever occur to you that I might like some company? That I might require your help too?’
 
         ‘I’m sorry. I really am. Save the chores and I’ll do them next week. I promise.’
 
         She didn’t look at me. ‘Next week will be too late. I’ll attend to them myself.’
 
         ‘Look, I’m sorry, all right. I’ll make it up to you.’
 
         ‘Kindly don’t make promises you have no intention of keeping.’ She left me stewing in a mix of guilt, fury and impotent frustration.
 
         I went to my room and sent Clo a message: ETA early afternoon. Can’t wait to see you.
         
 
         There was the usual silence from Hadleigh. I wrote him a huge spit about Mum, then deleted it and wrote: Dad doing well. I might be hiring a sulky teenage boy to do the finishing. Funny, eh! Seeing Iris’s pet shrink tomorrow. Good, I think. Can’t get whatever it was out of my head. Getting into my dreams now. Not fun. Write to me, Hads. Love you.
         
 
         In the morning, Mum piled on the guilt by getting up early to make me breakfast — all in silence. Her vibes were icy, toxic and stronger than a battering ram. I said goodbye. I told her where I was staying, and when I expected to be back. She ignored me with glacial splendour.
 
         If Gwennie help me avoid commit ting matricide, it’d be a freaking miracle. Oh yes, and there was also the small matter of wife-burning to deal to. It should be a fun old day.
         
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         GWENNIE’S HOUSE TURNED out to be easy to find. The path to the front door had mosaic tiles set into the concrete pavers. Herbs grew in the cracks. The whole garden was a messy scatter of trees, vines and stone sculptures. I rang the bell and admired the stained glass in the door.
         
 
         It was time to face my demons past and present.
 
         A woman completely unlike the Gwennie of my imagination greeted me. ‘Come in, Bess. Through here.’
 
         ‘Huh, are you Gwennie? Iris’s friend?’ I felt dumb asking, but she didn’t look as if she matched the garden, the path, or Iris for that matter. She was tall, sleekly groomed, and dressed in quiet shades of beige and umber.
 
         ‘I am indeed,’ she said. ‘Take a seat.’
 
         I chose the upright one next to her desk rather than the armchair.
 
         She studied me for around ten seconds before she said, ‘This is a rather unusual situation, and normally I wouldn’t agree to see two members of the same family. I know a lot about you, Bess, so you must say now if you’re not comfortable with me treating you.’
 
         ‘I don’t want to risk being locked up by people in white coats if I tell somebody else this stuff,’ I said. ‘Truthfully, it’s a relief that you know all about it. About me, too.’
         
 
         She had a warm smile. ‘Very well. Did Iris explain the procedure I use?’
 
         I shook my head, still finding it hard to credit I was about to dive into a past existence.
 
         ‘I can go into it more fully if you wish, but in summary the goal is to put you in touch with your subconscious mind. I use deep relaxation to do that. You won’t be asleep. You’ll remember everything that happens, and you can come out of the state at will.’ She waited for questions, but when I didn’t ask any she went on, ‘I’m assuming you want to access the lifetime where you and Iris were together as husband and wife?’
 
         The words landed in my gut with a clunk.
 
         ‘I want to get the pictures out of my head. Did Iris tell you what happened?’
 
         ‘You’ve had two episodes, both with the same images?’
 
         I nodded, feeling sick all over again.
 
         ‘Unusual. Normally when people have those flashbacks to a past life it’s because they’re visiting somewhere they’ve lived before. Let’s make a start, shall we? Turn off your cellphone and make yourself comfortable in that armchair. Good. Now close your eyes and let us begin.’
 
         I had to begin by breathing deeply, then she told me to visualise all my muscles relaxing. I’d been to a yoga class a couple of times — this felt like yoga, and it was never going to put me in touch with my subconscious.
 
         Yes, it would — it had to. I did not want those pictures in my head. I wanted to be free of memories of what I’d apparently done to Iris. I had to trust her.
         
 
         Gwennie’s voice flowed calmly on. I breathed deeply again five more times, all the while keeping my mind focused on her. I stopped thinking about time, about how long this would take, about whether or not it would work.
 
         At some point, she said, ‘I’m going to count backwards from five to one. When we reach one, you will be deeply relaxed. Your mind will be free to explore other times.’ There were more instructions, I think, but they were obliterated from my mind when I found myself looking at the man I knew to be me.
 
         Gwennie’s voice said, ‘Look around you. What do you see?’
 
         ‘I’m tall and I’m proud of my strength. I have a wife. She is wilful and disobeys me. I am a leader, but she shames me.’
 
         ‘How does she shame you?’
 
         ‘People come to her for healing. She is headstrong. I forbid her to use herbs and chants. I forbid her to use the touch of her hands. She waits until I am working and she goes against my orders.’
 
         ‘Do you have children?’
 
         ‘No. She takes herbs to prevent a child from quickening in her womb.’
 
         ‘You sound angry.’
 
         ‘I am angry. Men mock me. They say there are no arrows in my quiver.’
 
         ‘Go forward in time to an event of importance in that life.’
 
         ‘I’m happy. I’ve found a girl who loves me. She looks up to me. She does what I ask. I want to wed her.’
         
 
         ‘Are you still married to your wife?’
 
         ‘She will die soon. She’s a witch. Villagers are talking. I have fed the flames of suspicion. Sheep have died. It happens in springtime, but I said my wife had cast a spell.’
 
         ‘Do you want her to die?’
 
         ‘Yes. She deserves to die. She doesn’t love me. She won’t obey me.’
 
         ‘Go forward in time. Now what do you see? Remember that you are safe. The scenes you see are not of this life. It’s important to understand them, that’s all.’
 
         ‘She is burning. She struggles, but the flames devour her. I am happy to be rid of her. She curses me as she dies.’
 
         I knew I was crying. I watched the flames burn my stepmother. The man I was then felt no remorse, no sorrow for the pain, no guilt at taking an innocent life. He felt the sting of her curse but shrugged it off.
 
         Gwennie’s calm voice anchored me, reminding me I was looking at scenes from the past, not the present. ‘Go forward in that life. What is happening now?’
 
         ‘I marry the girl. We are happy for a short time, but she is a nag. We have three children. They are always whining. I stay away from the house.’
 
         ‘Go forward in time. What do you see now?’
 
         ‘I have a fever. I am dying. My children are caring for me but they are afraid of me. They fight over who must tend me. They don’t want to come near me. My wife has already died. The children wept for her. They cared for her lovingly. I die unloved.’
         
 
         I watched that life unroll in front of me, and I felt all the remorse and all the shame I should have felt then.
 
         ‘Do you recognise anyone from your current life?’
 
         ‘Just Iris.’
 
         ‘That life is over. Visualise letting it go. See it as a cloak you can take off. You can bury it deep in the ground if you wish.’
 
         I did as she instructed and I felt the weight of it fall from my shoulders. ‘Oh! It’s burning!’ These flames were cleansing, burning away the horror.
 
         ‘I will count to five,’ Gwennie said. ‘When I reach five, you will be back in the present. You will be rested and you will remember everything.’
 
         I was almost afraid to open my eyes, fearing I’d still see remnants of that other world, but Gwennie was right. This was the present, the here and now, alive and kicking in her office.
 
         She handed me a glass of water. ‘What lessons are there for you in those memories, Bess?’
 
         ‘I was always angry. I didn’t care about what anyone else felt. I was the important one. They had to do what I wanted or suffer the consequences. I was strong and I used my strength to make them obey me.’ Less than a month ago, I’d have laughed at the suggestion that I’d be sitting in a shrink’s office talking about my life as a man who burned his wife to death. Now, I said, ‘I died alone, unloved and bitter.’
 
         Gwennie, with her expression as bland as paste, asked, ‘Do you see any parallels with your present-day relationships?’
         
 
         ‘No!’
         
 
         She went on being bland and silent.
 
         ‘With Iris, do you mean?’ I was stalling for time. Oh, get real, Bess. ‘You’re talking about Mum, aren’t you? I’m always angry with her. She’s the important one. Everything’s all about her.’
         
 
         ‘You sound bitter,’ Gwennie said. ‘What do you want from her?’
 
         ‘I want her to love me.’ There. As simple as that, yet I’d never seen it until now. I felt winded, and wounded too.
 
         ‘What did your children and your wives want from you in the life you’ve just reviewed?’
 
         ‘Yeah. I get it.’ I spent a long time examining the pattern on her carpet. This whole business seemed just too neat and tidy. Bad person in one life meets same sort of baddie in a different family, a different time. ‘Is it karma? Is Mum my punishment for what I did?’
 
         Gwennie got brisk. ‘No. It’s about learning and growing through each of your lifetimes. If you refuse to learn something, then after that body dies, you might choose to repeat the lesson in your next life.’
 
         I said through gritted teeth, ‘I did not choose to be born to my mother.’
 
         ‘You don’t know that.’ An unarguable statement, so all I did was snort. She went on, ‘It mightn’t have been anything to do with being born to your mother. It might have been about you and Iris. Or both.’
 
         ‘But according to that theory, if I keep being furious with Mum, if I don’t love her and have compassion for her, then I’m stuffed?’ I could not imagine feeling a gram of compassion for her, not in this life or the next few hundred.
         
 
         ‘From what I’ve observed over many regressions, it’s all to do with the strength of emotion you invest,’ Gwennie said. ‘If you still feel bitterness and anger towards your mother when you die, for example, then you will often be together again in subsequent lives, repeating the patterns of this one.’
 
         I let that sink in, witchy, new-agey and just plain daft as it sounded. My main thought, though, was that I’d better not take myself out on the motorway on the way home. ‘I’m screwed for eternity then. No matter if I bust my butt trying to be nice, it never works.’
 
         ‘No, it won’t.’
 
         Well, that was a surprise. ‘How do you know? Sorry, I mean …’
 
         She took pity on me. ‘I know quite a bit about your mother. Iris has had to deal with her for years now.’
 
         I wanted to ask more, dead curious about what Iris had said, but Gwennie brought the session to an end. ‘Our time’s up for today. I’d like you to come again next week, if you can. We’ll talk about the interaction between you and your mother.’
 
         I stood up. ‘Okay. Thanks. Will it be another regression session?’
 
         ‘We can do that if you want to explore whether there are past life connections with your mum,’ she said. ‘But I feel it would be best to work on this life.’ She handed me her card. ‘My contact details are on this, and a list of charges.’
 
         I felt the blood rush to my face. I hadn’t even thought about costs or payment. I fished in my wallet for my eftpos card, but she waved it away. ‘This session is a favour to Iris.’
         
 
         I still burned with shame. ‘I can pay. Truly. Mum gives me a huge allowance.’
 
         ‘That doesn’t surprise me. Let me know on Monday if you’d like another appointment. No payment today.’ She opened the door, ushering me into the hall.
 
         ‘Thank you. And please can I come next Friday? I need help coping with Mum or I’ll never get through a whole year of living with her. Would eleven o’clock be okay?’ That way I could go up and back the same day. I’d never hear the end of it from Mum if I swanned off for another three days next week.
 
         The appointment was arranged, and I walked back down Gwennie’s crazily paved path with much to think about.
 
         Damn it! I’d forgotten to ask her if the images of Iris in flames would come back.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Fifteen

         
 
         I’D BARELY GOT THE CAR parked at Clodagh’s when my door was wrenched open and there was Charlotte. ‘Are you okay? Why don’t you answer your phone, for chrissakes! We’ve been calling you for hours.’
         
 
         I hugged her, coming over all tearful at the sight of her. ‘This is amazing! How come you’re here?’
 
         She moved back to let me out. ‘Came down to see you, dumb nut.’ She grabbed my shoulders and treated me to a searching look. ‘Are you okay?’
 
         ‘Pretty much,’ I said. ‘Getting there, anyway. Tell you all about it when we get inside.’
 
         Clodagh strolled down the path to meet us. ‘You see, Charlotte? Behold Bess, all present and in one piece.’ To me, she said, ‘She was sure something evil had befallen you when we couldn’t get hold of you.’
 
         ‘Sorry. I turned my phone off while I was seeing the shrink. Forgot to turn it back on again.’ I collected my bag, locked the car and headed for the house, aware that Charlotte and Clodagh were exchanging meaningful looks behind me.
 
         They let me get inside before they pounced. ‘You will tell all,’ Charlotte said.
         
 
         ‘Or we have ways of not feeding you,’ Clodagh said.
 
         I stalled for time. ‘Where’s your gran, Clo? And the boys?’
 
         ‘They won’t bother us for another couple of hours,’ she said. ‘Shall we talk here, or in my room?’
 
         ‘There’s a choice?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Only of venue.’ Clo gave me her wise woman smile as she pointed me at the beanbag.
 
         ‘You may begin,’ she said.
 
         ‘You’d better begin,’ Charlotte said.
 
         I closed my eyes for a moment. Should I tell the whole lot, or not? Except that I’d kind of pre-empted that decision by mentioning a shrink. ‘Okay. But I’m warning you, it’s a crazy story, so don’t blame me if you can’t swallow it.’
 
         ‘It’s all true, though?’ Charlotte demanded. ‘No bullshitting?’
 
         ‘Let her tell her story, Charlotte.’ Clodagh sat above me in one of the two armchairs. ‘You’re going to start with the reason you got stuck into the vodka?’
 
         I started talking. ‘I was lying on my bed. Anita was playing her cello.’ Would I ever hear the cello again without remembering Iris burning? I ploughed on, telling them what I’d seen, telling them that I’d been my stepmother’s husband and that I’d burned her alive. It took till I was about halfway through before I realised that the power had gone from the story. There was no horror, no sickness, only regret at what the person I’d been then had done. I finished and, into the electric silence, said, ‘I did warn you.’
 
         Charlotte, with an air of picking her way through a minefield, said, ‘The shrink you saw today — he’s put you on drugs of some sort?’
         
 
         Clodagh made no comment, but her eyes had that abstracted, computing look.
 
         ‘No drugs, and the shrink’s name is Gwennie.’ I reached out for Charlotte’s hand. ‘It’s okay. Really. I know it sounds insane and, well … you can see why I tipped the vodka down my throat.’
 
         She sniffed back tears. I felt like crying too as I saw her withdrawing from me, scared of what I might say next.
 
         Clodagh said, ‘What did this Gwennie have to say about it? She didn’t think you were hallucinating?’
 
         ‘I need to go back a bit. Bear with me. It’s all relevant.’ I tried not to see Charlotte sinking further into her chair, curling herself up to get as far from me as she could, but it made the telling hard. I kept any hint of emotion out of my voice — I might as well have been describing an egg carton as I related Iris’s bombshell when she told me, image for image, what I’d seen, the whole lot repeating itself in a dream, my promise to Miss Wilding to get counselling if it happened again, and finally the session with Gwennie.
 
         It was too much for Charlotte. She untangled herself from the chair and sprang to her feet. ‘That woman should be locked up! I’ve never heard such outrageous rubbish.’ She bent over me. ‘You’ve been sucked in, Bess. I bet she charges the earth too. This is just nuts. You need to see a proper psychiatrist. Somebody who won’t pull a fast one over you.’
 
         ‘Sit down, Charlotte,’ said Clodagh. But Charlotte kept pacing the room. ‘Please,’ said Clodagh, and Charlotte obeyed. Clo tended to have that effect on people.
         
 
         ‘I can’t believe it,’ Charlotte muttered.
 
         ‘But it’s interesting,’ Clodagh said, her eyes still abstracted. ‘Reincarnation — does it exist or is it a comforting myth?’
 
         ‘Not too comforting, in this case,’ I said.
 
         Charlotte snorted, but she seemed to be calming down, and I sent silent blessings in Clodagh’s direction.
 
         ‘Did Gwennie have any theory about why you saw your stepmother burning?’ she asked.
 
         ‘No. She said it was unusual because normally you only see past-life flashes if you go to a place you’d lived in.’ I snuck a glance in Charlotte’s direction. She was studying her fingernails.
 
         ‘That proves it’s rubbish,’ she said. ‘Look at the three of us — we’ve all been to heaps of places. London, New York, Paris, you name it, we’ve been there.’ She glared at me. ‘You’ve never seen anything when you’ve been overseas. I haven’t, and I’m damn sure nobody else at school has either.’
         
 
         Clodagh said, ‘No, Charlotte, that doesn’t prove a thing.’ She focused her eyes and bent them on me. ‘Did things change between you and Iris after she told you about that lifetime?’
 
         ‘Yeah. I can talk to her now. It’s easy, not like with Mum.’
 
         ‘I always liked Iris,’ Clodagh said.
 
         ‘She’s too damn spooky for me,’ Charlotte said. ‘That reiki stuff. She doesn’t even drink real tea.’
 
         ‘Unfetter your soul, Charlotte,’ Clodagh said.
         
 
         That earned her a snarl. ‘Don’t you dare do a Hamlet on me. There’s nothing wrong with my philosophy, thanks very much. I don’t care if there are more things in heaven and earth than I’ve dreamt of. It’s not real. You can’t prove it. You can’t—’
 
         ‘But you can’t disprove it either,’ Clodagh said. She stood up. ‘That’s enough for now. The prisoner may stand down. She is allowed a drink and chocolate.’ With one hand she pulled me up, tugging Charlotte upright with the other.
 
         We went down to the kitchen, collected Clodagh’s hidden stash of chocolate along with a jug of iced tea — a specialty of her house. She steered the conversation onto topics Charlotte was happy with, and we spent an hour laughing and retelling all the Facebook gossip. I made a bit of a story about meeting Sol at the tennis courts and, as I hoped she would, Charlotte seized it with both hands. ‘What’s he like? Is he a babe? Is he built? D’you reckon he’s boyfriend material?’ Her face fell. ‘He’s not hitched up to that Harriet chick, is he?’
 
         ‘Didn’t seem like it,’ I said, thinking back to Harriet’s exasperation with him. ‘Doesn’t mean he hasn’t got a different girlfriend, though.’ I didn’t mention the drop-dead dreamy but unavailable Nick. Nor did I speak of olive grove guy.
 
         Clodagh held her peace. Her mind was clearly elsewhere.
 
         The weekend flew past, helped by swims at the beach, firing up the barbecue in the backyard, singing and keeping out of the way of Clodagh’s twin brothers as much as we decently could.
         
 
         By the time I left late afternoon on Sunday, we hadn’t mentioned the unmentionable again. It was only when I was in the car, goodbyes all said, that Clodagh leaned in to ask, ‘You’re seeing Gwennie again, Bess?’
 
         ‘Next Friday. Can’t stay, though. Mum would slay me.’
 
         ‘I’ll be in touch.’ She closed the door, and I drove away knowing that Charlotte would be bending her ear about how she absolutely had to persuade me to see a proper doctor. Fortunately for me, Clodagh wasn’t persuadable if she didn’t want to be. I trusted her, and I trusted too that she’d reassure Charlotte. It isn’t pleasant when one of your oldest friends thinks you’ve lost your mind.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Sixteen

         
 
         I CALLED IN TO VISIT Dad but he’d been discharged. I rang Mum to tell her I’d be late because I wanted to see how he was.
         
 
         ‘If you paid me a quarter of the attention you give to That Man, I’d die a happy woman,’ she said, ice spiking from her words.
 
         No you bloody wouldn’t. ‘I’ll see you later.’
         
 
         ‘Well, don’t expect me to prepare a meal for you.’
 
         So, nothing had changed. The odds that Gwennie would ever be able to show me how to get along with my mother weren’t high.
 
         Iris, by contrast, greeted me with an enveloping hug — balm after Mum’s tanty. ‘Come in, love. Your dad’s itching to talk to you. How was your weekend?’
 
         ‘Great, thanks. It wasn’t too scary, once I got started. I’ve got another appointment next week. Iris going to help me with Mum.’
 
         Iris squeezed my hand and led me out to the deck where Dad was sitting at the table, podding a basin of peas.
 
         He shoved back his chair and sprang to his feet, all energy and zest, just like the Dad he used to be. I got the breath-depriving hug, then he started issuing orders. ‘Sit down. Sit down. Fill me in on the factory. How was Auckland? You left the men to themselves on Friday?’
         
 
         ‘Charlie! Stop!’ Iris bent forward, arms akimbo, glaring at him.
 
         ‘All right, all right. Damn it, woman! No need to go off like a banshee. I’m just asking a few questions.’ He sat down, though.
 
         ‘Now listen to me, you big dope,’ she said. ‘Bess is in charge. If she thinks the men won’t destroy the place if they’re left to their own devices for a day, you’ve got no business even hinting that she shouldn’t have done it. Understand?’
         
 
         Dad rubbed a hand across his hair, down his face, tugged his nose a couple of times, grunted and mumbled, ‘Sorry, Bess. It’s hard, letting go the reins after all these years.’
 
         ‘You can start picking them up again if you want.’ I shook my head at Iris, knowing how she’d feel about that. ‘There’s a few things it’ll be best if you do. Like this new guy …’
 
         He sat up as if he’d been electrified. ‘What new guy? We don’t need anyone else. God almighty, Bess — I can’t even pay the men I’ve got now.’
 
         ‘Dad, shut up and listen.’
 
         Iris sat down beside me so that he was faced with both his glaring women. ‘We’ve got these new orders, so we need a finisher. Bernie’s training up a sulky kid who can’t stand females. We don’t know yet if we’ve got a winner or a dud. But it’ll be best if you do any contract stuff with him. Okay?’
         
 
         But did my father fall on my neck with cries of gratitude for his wondrous daughter? Nah.
 
         ‘Beverly Maketawa will foreclose the second she hears about this!’
 
         ‘No, she won’t, actually. She gave me all the paperwork. Advised me to take him on for three months, renewable if both parties are happy after that.’
         
 
         Iris got up, picked up the pea bowl with one hand and swiped the other across Dad’s head. ‘Put that in your pipe and smoke it, Charlie Grey.’ She stalked off to the kitchen.
 
         My unrepentant father leaned back in his chair, grinning at me. ‘Well, well. My little girl. Who’d have thought it, eh? You bring that young lad to see me, Bess. We can settle the business between us.’
 
         ‘You need to do it at the factory, Dad. Have a look at his work. Really examine it. Don’t say anything at all while you’re looking at it. Then, if you’re satisfied, you do the man-to-man thing, shake his hand and say you’d like to have him on board for a three-month trial.’
         
 
         I waited while he rolled all that around in his head.
 
         ‘Humph,’ he said, after a solid minute of cogitating, ‘you could be right. Young blokes can be sensitive about their manhood. When should I turn up?’
 
         ‘Give Bernie a ring. He’ll be able to tell you if he thinks Jason will be a winner or not.’ I went inside for the phone. ‘Here. Ring him now. I’ll give Iris a hand with dinner.’
 
         Iris, though, was banging cutlery onto the table. ‘Stubborn, pig-headed man. And,’ she wagged a fork at me, ‘you know what really gets my goat? You’re saving his ungrateful hide, and he still sees you as his little girl playing factories.’ Thump, bang, slam.
         
 
         ‘Stop! You’ll be having a heart attack next!’ I straightened up the place settings, replacing the tablespoons with dessert spoons. ‘I reckon if you weren’t here, his attitude would bug the hell out of me. But you understand what I’m doing, so somehow it doesn’t bother me. Slightly ironic, wouldn’t you say?’
 
         She burst out laughing. ‘Bless you, Bess. Sounds like we’re keeping each other sane, in that case. Go and tell Charlie dinner’s ready.’
 
         We had to wait while Dad finished his shouting conversation with Bernie. He sat down at the table, looking well pleased.
 
         ‘Bernie says we’re onto a winner in young Jason. He’s got the eye. Likes being one of the men. He’s—’
 
         ‘You’ve forgotten something, Charlie,’ Iris said.
 
         ‘Don’t be daft, woman. I’ve not been near the place for days.’
 
         She did the arms akimbo stance again. ‘No. And who’s been running it for you? Who’s dragging the place out of the mire, inch by inch? Think about it, Charlie.’
 
         I got busy carrying food to the table — a huge salad, lean steak, steamed potatoes with a touch of olive oil.
 
         ‘Um, err,’ Dad said. ‘Bess, Bernie says the men reckon you’re the best thing since sliced bread.’
 
         He seemed to think that was enough. Iris pointedly didn’t send any of the food in his direction. I was stoked to have her, gloves on, fighting my corner.
 
         Dad came up trumps, though. He turned square to face me. ‘Bess, I owe you. If the factory pulls through, it’s all because of you.’ He choked up a bit, but ploughed on. ‘You’ve surprised me, got to admit that. But damn it, girl, I’m that proud of you I could bust.’
         
 
         I leapt at him, almost landing in his lap as I hugged him. Iris calmly served up the meal.
 
         ‘Well done, Charlie. Now let’s eat.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Seventeen

         
 
         AT BREAKFAST next morning Mum didn’t respond  to my four attempts at conversation. I left for work  as soon as I could and let myself into a factory that  was tidy, ship-shape and not in need of any input  from me.
         
 
         Outside, Lisette had her caravan set up beside the  fence so that customers could stand on the footpath  to order their drinks. There was gravel under it, and  grass seed sown on the land behind it. I introduced  myself to her barista nephew.
 
         ‘Kent Brand,’ he said, shaking my hand. ‘Pleased  to meet you, Bess. Have a coffee on the house. We  set all this up over the weekend. It’ll take a while for  people to know we’re here, I guess. But we’ve got  plans for the lawn to bring in the punters. Tables.  A putting green. A few croquet hoops too could be  fun. And a big sandpit for the kids.’
 
         ‘Sounds exciting. It could be good for the factory  too. Great coffee, by the way.’
 
         Kent Brand. Friendly, not exactly a babe magnet,  but not bad. Could he be the olive grove boy? He sort of fitted, except that I hadn’t known him since I was ten. Oh, for heaven’s sake — was I going to go around for the rest of my life trying to make every man I met fit the slot of OG boy? Pathetic.
         
 
         I used the couple of minutes before the men arrived to morph myself into Bess, Competent Factory Boss. I fired up the computer to check the bidding on the table: $599. Close, but no sale. The slacker could come up with the last dollar or forget it. Then, as I watched, the bid changed to $600. I left it. Let them sweat.
 
         Clint was the first one in, and stopped by the office to fill me in with more Jason details. ‘Bernie and he have arranged it between them. He’ll do this week for work-experience wages. Same hours as Bernie. Friday afternoon’s decision time. You’re going to have to decide if you want to hire him.’ He looked worried, and this time I didn’t blame him.
 
         ‘Dad’s going to come in and do that. I’ll keep right out of the way. Come to think of it, I won’t be around on Friday anyway.’
 
         Clint nodded. ‘Good thinking, boss. Dunno why, but you’re not in the kid’s fan club.’
 
         ‘Should I buy lunch for him again today?’
 
         ‘No. You’re paying him. Don’t overdo it. He needs to be one of the men. We sort our own lunches. He’s got to do the same.’
 
         ‘Clint,’ I said, ‘you are one wise man. That’s a very valuable lesson in boy-brain.’ He didn’t reply to that, just went off to start his day looking chuffed. He’d be an expert on boy-brain, thanks to Nick. He’d been such a ghastly kid, and now— Stop it. Do not go there.
         
 
         Eddy, thank god, provided me with something else to focus on. ‘Morning, Bess. Come and have a gander at this.’
         
 
         He sounded excited, and led me over to where the men were clustered around the jigsaw, looking at something that pleased the lot of them. They made way, watching me, half expectant, half anxious.
 
         ‘Oh wow!’ I picked up a delicately made donkey. Its lugubrious expression, painted with such care, was instantly endearing. I put it down, picked up the pair of oxen, then the figure of Mary. Her expression was both weary and proud. ‘These are amazing, Maurice. I absolutely love them. I know you made them — but who painted them?’
 
         The guys all beamed at him as he said, ‘I did. Can’t paint on paper. I can do this type of thing, though.’
 
         ‘They’re utterly gorgeous.’
 
         ‘Thing is,’ Maurice said, ‘can we sell them? The set, I mean.’
 
         I couldn’t stop looking. ‘It seems a crime to put them up for sale.’
 
         ‘Harden up, boss,’ Eddy said. ‘Put it on Trade Me. Nativity scene. We put a price on it of … How many hours did this take you, Maurice? Counting the painting.’
 
         ‘Eight,’ Maurice said. ‘Nine, maybe.’
 
         ‘Right. We cost it out at nine hours’ work, full commercial rates.’
 
         I goggled at him. We’d never sell it at that price, but I wasn’t going to go against him, not when he was being all decisive and showing leadership. ‘Okay. I’ll take them back to the office to photograph them. Clint and Eddy — you’re okay with the tables? Good. Maurice and Alton, can you keep working with the docked ends? Make whatever you like.’
         
 
         I set up the scene for the photographs with care. I also took close-ups of each of the pieces — it was probably a waste of time, but there wasn’t anything else much for me to do. When it was all done and on line, I checked the table sale. It still sat at $600, but what the hey, it was Christmas. I clicked sold and posted the last one up. Two down, two to go.
         
 
         When the men stopped for their morning cuppa, I stayed in the office. I’d let Jason settle in for another day before I joined them. It could get lonely, being the boss. But I got to work on the email instead, deleting spam, ditching junk, writing replies to three queries about Dad’s health — and damn near deleting the request for a quote from an insurance company.
 
         I skimmed through it, printed it and ran out to catch the guys as they were heading back to work. ‘What do we do about this?’ I waved the paper at them.
 
         Deadpan, Eddy said, ‘Swat flies with it?’
 
         ‘Funny guy. It’s a request for an insurance quote.’ I ran my eyes down the page. ‘Ladder-backed chair to match the remaining seven. This is a replacement for one smashed in the Christchurch earthquakes. They can supply a piece of the broken one for colour matching.’
 
         ‘Let’s see.’ Alton took the paper and put it on the table so the others could look at it too. ‘You’re the chair man, Alton,’ Clint said. ‘How many hours, d’you reckon?’
 
         Alton raised his voice. ‘Bernie, could you and Jase match the colour? Not much point making it if we can’t get the finish right.’
         
 
         Bernie, bless him, turned to Jason. ‘What do you think, mate? It’ll be a hard call. You reckon we’re up for it?’
 
         Jason turned so that I was completely out of his sight before he said, ‘I reckon we are.’
 
         ‘That’s great, thanks,’ I said. ‘Can you let Eddy know how many hours you’ll need for the finishing?’
 
         There was a silence as we waited for Jason to repeat my request to Bernie, but all he did was turn another few degrees away from me and keep his mouth shut. What the hell was biting him?
 
         Eddy stepped in. ‘I’ll get the costing to you a.s.a.p., Bess.’
 
         Damn it. I foresaw trouble ahead with Jason. In the end, there wasn’t much I could do except avoid confrontation, be polite and do my best to treat him the same as I did the others.
 
         Hostility was turning out to be the lesson of the year.
 
         My desk was tidy, all the emails dealt to. I was logging on to Facebook when Alton knocked and came in. ‘You busy, Bess?’
 
         ‘My friends can wait.’ I waved him to a chair. ‘What’s up?’
 
         ‘Well, I wondered …’ He put the miniature table he’d made on my desk. ‘I’ve got nothing on at the moment. I thought … how about I take this, go back to those places in town that Eddy went to? The ones that said we weren’t up with current trends. I can show them this. I’ll show them Eddy’s drawings again too, and tell them we’ve got orders from Auckland.’
         
 
         ‘Alton! That’s a brilliant idea. When will you go?’
 
         He grinned. ‘No time like the present. I’ll scoot home, get tidied up first.’
 
         I thought for a moment. ‘You’ll need the drawings. I’ll have to print them out, though they won’t look nearly as professional as they do onscreen.’
 
         ‘What about the tablet? Eddy said that was great.’
 
         ‘It’s Mum’s. She wasn’t pleased when she found out I was using it here.’
 
         ‘Ah,’ he said. There was a lot of understanding in that ah. ‘It’s not going to be a good look, though, fronting up with just photocopies.’ He frowned. ‘Listen, I might be able to borrow a tablet from my neighbour for today. But would the budget stretch to us buying one for the firm?’
         
 
         ‘Oh, man, why didn’t I think of that ages ago! We need it, we’ll buy it. Can you pick one up while you’re in town?’
 
         ‘Sure can, boss.’
 
         He rang the neighbour, who said yes, just bring it back in one piece. I emailed the file to Alton’s address, and he left with the firm’s credit card in one hand and his beautiful little table in the other.
 
         At lunchtime the men sat outside in the shade of the tree at the back of the premises. I took myself off for a run — a circuitous route to the rose gardens and back — then bought a coffee and a filled roll from Kent in the caravan.
 
         ‘How’s it going?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Slow but okay, I think. How’s things in there?’ He tipped his head towards the factory.
 
         ‘Slow but okay, I think,’ I said, and we laughed.
         
 
         I checked Facebook while I ate, but there wasn’t any real news that Clodagh, Charlotte and I hadn’t talked about over the weekend. There was the usual nothing from Hadleigh. Surely he’d contact me for Christmas? It hurt even to think that he mightn’t.
 
         To cheer myself up, I posted the photos of Maurice’s nativity figures on my page. Check these out, guys. They’re beyond-words beautiful. After that, I couldn’t think of anything more to do. It was all very well keeping up a front of being in control and knowing how to steer the ship, but in reality I didn’t have a compass, or even a bloody map.
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         ‘HEY, MUM. Do you want me to cook tonight? I could make a quick—’
         
 
         ‘If you want to eat, then you’ll have to. I won’t be in.’ She looked up from where she was kneeling in the garden. ‘Surely you know by now that I always dine out on Mondays.’
 
         I’d not observed this pattern myself, but never mind. ‘That’s nice. Is it a meeting or social?’ I strove for a friendly tone, despite the surge of rising blood pressure and the itching desire to ask if she had a boyfriend.
 
         ‘It’s not something that would remotely interest you.’
 
         I left her alone with her bright flowers and went inside to invite myself to dinner at Dad and Iris’s again. Only a few months ago I’d have eaten a burger under a bridge rather than be anywhere near my stepmother. Life’s a bucket of surprises, that’s for sure.
         
 
         I was still seething about Mum when I got there, but when I spat it all out, Dad laughed fit to split his operation open. ‘It’s a share club. They were big a few decades ago, but Clarissa’s stuck with hers like a dog with a bone. She’s right into all that wheeling and dealing, and to give her her due she’s damn good at it. It’s never made her happy, though. Now, come and tell me what’s happening at work.’
 
         I fired up their computer and showed him the photos I’d put on Facebook of Maurice’s nativity figures.
 
         ‘Waste of time,’ he snapped. ‘You can’t charge this out. All those hours with nothing to show for them.’
 
         I swung round to eyeball him. ‘Just like those tables we’re giving away for less than cost, for example?’
 
         He glared right back at me, then deflated. ‘Okay. You’ve made your point.’
 
         ‘Dad, listen. There was no work for Maurice and Alton, but I didn’t want them to hang about feeling useless. I told them to make toys with the docked ends. Maurice made the nativity scene. I know it’s not what you’d have done, but I couldn’t see what else to do.’ I didn’t mention Alton’s rep trip, or tell him about the miniature table — there was only so much the guy could take.
 
         He sniffed and patted my hand. ‘You’ve got a good heart, Bess. A good head, and a good heart.’
 
         Iris rolled her eyes at me, but she was smiling.
 
         We’d just finished dinner when there was a knock on the door. It was Alton, looking fit to burst. ‘Sorry to barge in, but I figured you’d be here, Bess. We’ve got another order! A coffee table with drawers. Cautious interest from the other places.’
         
 
         I beamed at him. ‘Fantastic. Was it your table that made the difference?’
 
         ‘Yeah, I reckon it was. Satherthwaites — they placed the order — the boss there said the design was right. Clean, classic and modern was what he said.’
 
         We sat there, grinning at each other while Dad and Iris looked bewildered.
 
         ‘Have you told the men?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Not yet. No time. Had the kids’ school barbecue tonight. It’s all been full-on.’
 
         ‘We’ll tell them now.’ I reached for the phone, and caught Dad’s eye. ‘Alton made a miniature—’
 
         ‘It’s in the car. I’ll show you.’
 
         Dad cleared his throat. Iris hid a smile behind her hair.
 
         Alton came back, removed the table from its carrying case and put it in Dad’s hands. We all watched as he turned it over, looked at it from every angle — then finally smiled. ‘Beautiful. Top-class work. Well done, Alton. One of Eddy’s designs, is it?’
 
         ‘Yep. He’s got the eye. He’s good.’
 
         Dad sighed. ‘No lathe work though.’
 
         Alton kept quiet.
 
         I said, ‘Bernie seems to think Jason will work out.’
 
         Dad perked up again. ‘I’ll put Eddy in charge of the design side from now on. Can you talk it over with him tomorrow, Bess?’
 
         ‘You’ll probably hear him from here,’ I said. ‘He’ll be that excited.’
 
         Alton stood up. ‘Home time for me. By the way, Bess, I got the tablet. It’ll be all fired up and ready to go by the morning. I’ll bring it in first thing.’
         
 
         ‘What tablet?’ Dad asked, as soon as Alton had gone. He looked furious all over again. ‘Have you been wasting money on one of those rubbishy computer pad things?’
 
         Iris sighed. ‘Sit down, Charlie. This is the twenty-first century. You might need to dabble a toe in the water of the electronic age.’
         
 
         ‘We didn’t have brochures to take around—’ I began.
 
         ‘There are a stack of them. In the filing cabinet under B. For brochure.’
 
         ‘Well, I didn’t know that. And anyway, Dad, it’s no good trying to get firms to buy the old designs. We’re still trying to sell off those tables. Eddy drew up some of his designs, we put them on the tablet. He and Alton used that instead of brochures.’
 
         Iris sat on the edge of her chair, ready to wrestle Dad into this century if she had to, but he sat shaking his head, and there was even a hint of a smile. ‘Well, well. Knock me down with a feather. Different times, different methods. I can get my head around that.’
 
         ‘Just give you a century or two?’ I asked.
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         THE NEXT DAY, I bought morning tea from Lisette to celebrate another order, and watched in awe as the men put away more cakes, pastries and sausage rolls than it seemed possible would fit in a human stomach. Jason sat turned with his back towards me and said nothing, even when conversation turned to plans for the day. I ignored him for a moment while I sorted out work for Alton on the insurance job.
         
 
         ‘We mightn’t get it,’ I said, ‘but it’s not going to cost us hugely in materials, is it?’
 
         Alton shook his head. ‘No, not too much. It’s the time that puts the price up. Ladder-backed chairs. Fiddly. Just what I like.’
 
         ‘Good. You get started, and if something else comes in, we’ll put the chair in storage.’ I turned to Jason’s back. ‘How’s your work going, Jason?’
 
         He shrugged and kept on with the silence. Bernie tapped him on the shoulder. ‘It looked to me like Bess asked you a question, mate.’
 
         He grunted. I decided not to push it. ‘I’ll do the dishes today. A special favour for a terrific bunch of blokes.’ Jason could include himself in that or not as he pleased.
 
         Clint, Alton, Eddy and Bernie carried their cups to the sink, and cleared the table of plates, sugar and milk. Jason left his cup on the table.
 
         The little shit! This was deliberate, and he might as well have shoved a finger in the air.
 
         Crunch time. ‘Jason, will you please bring your cup over?’
         
 
         ‘Do it yourself, ya fuckin’ ho!’ He stood, thumped his chair on the floor and stomped over to the door.
 
         For one electric second none of the rest of us moved — even Bernie, who wouldn’t have been able to hear Jason’s words. Then Maurice reached out to clamp a fist on Jason’s shoulder. ‘Sit right back down, sonny boy,’ he bellowed.
 
         ‘We’ll deal with this, Bess,’ said Clint.
         
 
         ‘Take your phone,’ said Eddy. ‘We’ll call you when we’re done.’
 
         I grabbed my phone and ran. Behind me, I heard Clint’s voice, colder than an arctic wind, say, ‘Tell Bernie what you said. Go on, shout it out loud. You had no problem saying it to Bess. You go ahead and tell Bernie.’
 
         I had to get out of there. I just ran. I tore down the road as if the hounds of hell were after me, trying to keep his words from beating a tattoo in my brain. They hurt. How come he’d figured it was okay to talk to me like that? What had I done? Sweet bloody nothing except offer him a job. I hoped the men would shred, pickle and eviscerate him.
 
         I ran as far as the rose gardens. The old man was there again sitting on the same bench as before. I sat down beside him, hoping he’d talk to me.
 
         ‘Lovely roses.’
 
         ‘Aye, it’s a lovely rose, the Peace.’ He sighed and said more to himself than to me, ‘The war took my brother. I look at those roses and I think about him.’
 
         ‘I’ve lost my brother too.’
 
         ‘It’s a bad thing, war.’
 
         To steer him onto happier topics, I asked, ‘How did the Peace rose get its name?’
 
         He’d forgotten he’d already told me the story only a few days before, but I listened properly this time, asking questions to make sure he kept talking.
 
         Eventually, he smiled at me. ‘It’s a treat to chat to you, young lady.’ He held out his hand. ‘Name’s Wally Earl.’
 
         ‘Pleased to meet you, Wally. I’m Bess Grey. Charlie Grey’s daughter.’
         
 
         A few memories meshed together in his brain. ‘Charlie Grey, eh? You’re Clarissa’s girl then. Fine woman, Clarissa. Got a sharp brain too.’
 
         ‘You’re talking about my mother? Really? How do you know her?’
 
         It was the small town thing again. ‘Went to school with her dad. Knew her from when she was a nipper. She’s a canny investor, Clarissa. Saved my boy a bundle with her advice.’
 
         But just then my phone rang. Talk about being saved by the bell — I was far too gobsmacked even to attempt a reply to that stunning snippet of information. Mum, a fine woman? ‘Excuse me a moment, Mr Earl?’
         
 
         It was Eddy. ‘Bess? You can come back now. You shouldn’t have any more problems with young Jason. If you want to keep him on, that is.’
 
         Ah yes, a decision still to make. ‘Does he want to stay?’
 
         Eddy gave a laugh. ‘Turns out he does. Really likes it. Make him sweat, is my advice. He’s going to apologise, but make him work for his job.’
 
         ‘Okay. Thanks. And Eddy, can you say thanks to the guys too?’
 
         ‘Sure thing. Don’t worry. He got both barrels from all of us. You should’ve heard Bernie. Gave him a proper bollocking. Actually, we laid it on the line, all five of us. Shape up or get out. We’re not having that rubbish in our workplace. Specially not to you.’
 
         ‘But if I sack him, we don’t have a finisher.’
 
         ‘You’d find us another one. Plenty more fish in the sea.’
         
 
         And on that cheerful vote of confidence, he disconnected.
         
 
         I turned back to Wally. ‘I’ll tell Mum I met you. Thanks for talking to me.’
 
         ‘My pleasure, young lady.’
 
         He’d forgotten my name already. I walked back to the factory, not hurrying. The longer Jason had to worry about his job, the better.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Eighteen

         
 
         CLINT LOOKED UP from his workplace near the door when he heard me come in. ‘You okay, Bess?’
         
 
         ‘Yeah. I am. Thanks to you guys.’
 
         ‘He’s got some growing up to do, has young Jason. Go into the tearoom. We’ve told the little sod he’s got to apologise. He’s got to mean it, and he’s got to say it in front of all of us.’ He frowned, but looked me square in the face. ‘We’ll be in the cart properly if you send him down the road, but we’re all with you if that’s what you decide.’ He gave a snort. ‘We tore strips off him. Watch out for the blood on the floor.’
 
         I went into the tearoom. The dishes had been done, the bench was immaculate. The men came in and sat down. Half a minute later, Bernie marched in, followed by Jason who seemed shrunken, either from the bollocking he’d had or fear for his job. It could have been both.
 
         He didn’t sit down. He stood at the end of the table with his head down.
 
         ‘The floor’s yours, boy,’ Bernie said. ‘Make sure you speak up. I want to hear if you’re worth training.’ Bernie had never, as far as I knew, called Jason a boy before. That would sting.
         
 
         ‘Sorry.’
 
         ‘Louder,’ Bernie ordered. ‘And you’ll need to do a sight better than that. I’m warning you.’
 
         Jason cleared his throat. He even made split-second eye contact with me, and his voice was loud enough for Bernie to hear him. ‘Sorry.’
         
 
         I didn’t know what to say that wouldn’t end up with the whole show in a worse mess. The men kept their mouths shut too, so we sat in silence, watching the prisoner squirm. It was painful.
 
         After a year or seven he said loud enough for Bernie to hear, ‘Sorry I dissed you. Bernie — he says real men show respect. He says I gotta change my attitude.’
 
         Such a long speech deserved a reply. ‘Do you want to keep working here?’
 
         He ducked his head — possibly a nod.
 
         ‘How do I know you won’t swear at me again?’
 
         He got busy twisting his hands. ‘Dunno. I just won’t.’
 
         I sat there, watching him squirm while I tried to work out the next step. At last, I turned to Bernie. ‘D’you think we can trust him?’
 
         Clint repeated the question.
 
         Bernie took his time. ‘I’d like to think so, I really would. I’d like to think I’m not wrong in believing he’s a decent person at heart. It’s up to you, Bess. You’re the one he treated appallingly.’
 
         More silence from me, more shuffling and hand-twisting from Jason. The others all looked impassive.
         
 
         ‘Jason,’ I said eventually, feeling as if I were picking my way through a lava field, ‘my father was going to come in on Friday. If he liked your work, he was going to offer you the job.’
         
 
         Jason lifted his head briefly. ‘It’s good here. I won’t … diss you again.’
 
         Let him sweat. ‘I can’t take that risk. Not without seeing some proof.’ I frowned in the interests of not letting him off the hook too easily. ‘It’ll be up to my father to decide. I’ll give you the rest of this week, and next week, to show me you can behave appropriately. If you can do that, then my dad will come in on Christmas Eve. If he’s happy with your work and your attitude, he’ll offer you the job.’
         
 
         ‘Are you going to tell him?’ He sounded belligerent. Still a way to go, Jason my friend.
         
 
         ‘Am I going to tell him that you called me a fuckin’ ho? Of course I’m going to tell him. He has to be sure you won’t insult every female customer who comes here to order furniture. I’m not impressed so far. You’ll have to do better than this if you want the job.’
 
         I stood up. I’d had enough of him. I doubted he’d last through seven days of politeness. I nodded my thanks to the men, and took myself off to Dad’s office.
 
         Why was my life so goddamned complicated? I felt like yelling and kicking things. Jason, for starters, right into the middle of next century.
 
         I picked up the new tablet and logged on to Facebook. Nothing from Hadleigh. I messaged him: WRITE TO ME. THIS SILENCE IS PATHETIC.
 
         I sent it before I could change my mind.
 
         I checked in on the girls from school. Clodagh had been to a cricket match with Giles. Giles? That had produced a string of comments, all demanding details. Clo described the match for about six replies until she wrote: He’s nice. Met him at the beach. First year uni student. Philosophy and maths. I envied her the boyfriend, her straightforward life and her firm footing in this century.
         
 
         Strangely, there was a message for me from Mary Jane. MJ had never been one of my favourite people — too much of a princess — and I’d assumed she’d drop me like a hot brick once I’d left school in disgrace.
 
         I clicked on her message. Skimmed it, then read it again carefully. Aunty Lucy’s living in Dubai. Needs a chrissy pressie to give to some big shot. Wants a unique one-off. Is the nativity set for sale?
         
 
         I replied. Yes, it’s for sale. Is on Trade Me.
         
 
         That, I guessed would be the last we’d hear of Aunty Lucy. Anyway, we needed more orders — and proper ones, not one-off sidelines like the nativity set. This was a furniture factory, as Dad would no doubt remind me. I rang him, deciding not to mention Jason’s antics. The poor guy could have a few more days of healing before I took the risk of sending his blood pressure skyrocketing.
 
         ‘Everything okay, Bess?’
 
         ‘Yeah, all good. We do need more orders though, and I was wondering what you usually do. To get them, I mean.’
 
         ‘I take the brochures round the shops. Haven’t been down south for a few months, what with one thing and another, but the take-up down there hasn’t been good. It hasn’t been worth the cost of going.’
 
         I didn’t say that flashing around shiny brochures full of the wrong products could be a reason.
         
 
         ‘Okay. We might look at that. Anything else?’
 
         ‘Now you listen to me, my girl! We haven’t got the money for you to go tripping around the country. Sorry, kid, but that’s final. Auckland, yes. Hamilton, of course. But going anywhere else is too expensive.’
 
         I swear I saw red in front of my eyes. Possibly it was leftover fury from the Jason episode, but in any case Dad copped it. ‘It bloody is not final. You put me in charge. If I decide we send a rep south, then that’s what we’ll do. I told you, Dad — you’ve got to let me make the decisions. And … and … bloody stop calling me a kid!’
 
         I slammed the phone down on the desk. Oh god, his blood pressure. I shouldn’t have yelled at him. I picked up the phone again, and it rang in my hand.
         
 
         ‘Bess? Just want to say — you’re right. I’m sorry. You go ahead. Do what you think is right.’
 
         ‘Did Iris yell at you?’
 
         He laughed. ‘She’s not here, but if she was I’d have been in for a rare trimming, I can tell you.’
 
         ‘Thanks, Dad.’ I breathed out, letting the anger go. ‘Thanks for ringing back.’
 
         ‘Least I could do. You’re doing fine. Hard to accept change, that’s all. Got to get my head around it. I’m working on it. Mightn’t look like it, but I am. Have to say, it’ll be a treat to see the men on Friday. I’m looking forward to that.’
 
         ‘Can we leave it for another day or two? I’ll tell you about it when I see you.’
 
         ‘There’s a problem?’
 
         ‘Don’t know yet. It’ll depend. Tell you later.’
         
 
         ‘Come here straight after knock-off time.’ He hung up before I could say no, not that I would have. Another evening away from Mum had its compensations. I rang and left a message on the answerphone. The day was looking up.
 
         At midday the men took their lunches outside. I needed to talk to them. As usual they were sitting in their favourite spot under the tree. Maurice pulled up a chair for me. Jason, for the first time ever, didn’t turn his back or curl his lip.
 
         ‘Are you all okay if I talk business? It being your lunchtime, I mean.’
 
         ‘Shoot,’ said Alton.
 
         Jason was watching Bernie and, all of his own accord, repeated what I’d asked.
 
         ‘Thanks, Jason.’ I didn’t make a big deal of it. ‘We need more orders. I’d like a rep to go to Wellington.’ I paused, and Jason repeated it all for Bernie’s benefit without sounding sulky.
         
 
         I waited. I’d go myself if I had to. But Maurice said, ‘If you took over the coffee table, Alton, I could go. Take the wife. School’s finishing today. She’d like a few days away.’
 
         ‘Sure. Happy to do that.’
 
         I smiled at them all, making sure to include Jason, and stood up. ‘Thanks, everyone. I’ll go and make the bookings.’ I’d have liked to stay and eat with them out there in the sunshine, but didn’t want to push my luck. Jason had done well. Far, far better than I’d expected. It must have been some growling they’d dealt him.
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         ONCE AGAIN, I had no idea how to fill in the afternoon. No bright ideas popped up. Facebook? Trade Me? Both pointless — there had to be something constructive I could do. I looked over the display on the tablet — and an idea surfaced. What if I put up some pics of the work in progress? I could even shoot a short video if the guys didn’t mind.
         
 
         It turned out to be a great way of spending the afternoon. I filmed a one-minute video of Clint putting a roughcut board through the thicknesser. He ignored the camera, even when I aimed it at his face, intent on his work. My hand shook — that fleeting lift of the corner of his mouth … it could have been Nick.
 
         I went next to Eddy, hand-sanding a tabletop. I added stills of the partly made ladder-backed chair and coffee table. I left the finishing shop alone.
 
         Before the men went home, I showed them what I’d done — and nearly fell over when Jason said, ‘Needs to have some finishing work too.’
 
         ‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘I’ll come over tomorrow to shoot that.’
 
         Jason repeated my words for Bernie, then said goodnight and left.
 
         ‘Who’d have thought it?’ Clint said. ‘Not me, that’s for sure.’
 
         ‘You’ve been giving him a lesson on manners, Bernie?’ Maurice asked.
 
         ‘A hint or two. Just a hint or two.’
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         DAD HAD BEEN on the lookout. He flung the door open. ‘What’s the problem, Bess? What’s gone wrong?’
         
 
         ‘Let the girl get her foot in the door,’ Iris called. ‘For the love of heaven, Charlie, sit down and behave yourself.’
 
         I gave him a kiss. ‘I think it’s going to be okay. I’ll tell you what happened, but you’re not going to like it. The men sorted it for me. They did a brilliant job. They’re great guys, Dad. The best.’
 
         I related the Jason saga, emphasising how the men had dealt with him in their own way, and how he seemed to be responding. By the time I got to telling him about the end of the day, Dad looked as if his blood pressure wasn’t dancing at the top of the scale any longer. He also looked as though he didn’t know what to say. In the end he said, ‘I’ll give him a hard time when I see him, don’t you worry about that.’
 
         ‘Not too hard, Dad. We need him, and Bernie says he’s going to be good.’
 
         ‘Give me some credit, Bess. I hope I know how to deal with a stroppy teenager by now.’
 
         Hadleigh could well have a different opinion about that. I’d just have to cross my fingers and hope for the best.
 
         I went home early. Emotional days, I was discovering, were exhausting.
 
         Mum was watching television when I got in. I waited till the ad break before I told her I’d met Wally Earl. ‘He said you saved his son a lot of money with your advice.’
 
         ‘Of course I did. And that’s because he listened to me and acted on what I told him,’ she said. ‘Your father never would. It’s his own fault he’s losing the business.’
         
 
         ‘Why do you think he’s going to lose it?’ I tried not to sound belligerent.
 
         She gave me a cool look. ‘It’s common knowledge. You think you’ve achieved a miracle, but it’s going to take more than a couple of small orders.’
 
         Calm. Keep calm. ‘You don’t know what’s happening at the factory, Mum.’
         
 
         ‘I know it’s in trouble. I know That Man mortgaged his house. I know he’s got less business sense than a louse.’
 
         I got up. ‘I’m going to bed. Good night.’
 
         ‘Leave my tablet, would you? I’ve told you before to ask before you walk off with it.’
 
         ‘It’s not yours. It’s Dad’s.’ I marched off. Put that in your pipe and choke on it.
         
 
         I settled down on my bed, determined not to let Mum’s poison get to me. It wasn’t working. I picked up Jane Eyre, but her trials made mine feel petty. I put the book back on the shelf. Jane wasn’t going to be able to help me tonight. I tried the calming-breath technique instead.
         
 
         I’d taken the third deep breath when who should turn up but olive grove boy. He was working amongst the trees, and there seemed to be other people around, shadowy figures, whereas he was sharply defined. I searched the image, trying to get as much information as I could while it lasted. His simple, practical clothing confirmed my earlier impressions that he wasn’t wealthy and that he worked for his living. I saw him clearly, but got no hint of who he might be now, of how he might be connected to me, either then or in the present. I knew he was still happy, still joyful, but the emotion no longer spilled over to gladden my own heart. Then the image faded, leaving me sad that his joy had lost the power to touch me.
         
 
         I wouldn’t ask Gwennie to take me back to that life when I saw her again on Friday. There was no point.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Nineteen

         
 
         BERNIE AND JASON arrived at nine the next morning and went direct to the finishing shed. A few minutes later, Jason came over to the main workshop. He knocked on the office door and waited.
         
 
         I made a huge effort to treat him the same as I’d treat any of the others. ‘Morning, Jason.’
 
         He looked at the floor and shuffled his feet, then he lifted his head, made a one-second eye contact and said, ‘Bernie says take the photos now.’
 
         Not elegant, merely miraculous. I collected the camera and stood up. ‘Okay, let’s go. What does he think we should take pics of?’
 
         ‘Bits of board.’
 
         I took a gamble. ‘What’s your opinion? Do you think that’ll be the best?’
 
         That got me a sideways glance. ‘Gate. It’s cool.’
 
         ‘Is it finished?’
 
         ‘Nah. Still cool though.’
 
         ‘Right. We’ll do that too.’
 
         In the shed, Bernie had a docked end prepared and ready to stain. He stood back. ‘You take over, Jason. We don’t want to put the punters off by showing them my old hands.’
         
 
         I filmed Jason stroking the brush over the board then wiping it down with a rag. ‘Will you tell Bernie we’ll film the gate now, Jason?’
 
         ‘Gate, Bernie,’ he shouted.
 
         Bernie looked thoughtful. ‘It’s not finished. Why d’you want to film that?’
 
         ‘Better than a flat bit of wood.’
 
         I had a hard time keeping my mouth from gaping. This was Jason? This guy with opinions?
 
         ‘Hmm,’ said Bernie. ‘What do you think, Bess?’
 
         For a second, Jason’s face closed down and he zapped right back into sulky teen.
 
         I shook my head. ‘I don’t know anything. You guys are the experts.’ I considered the gate. ‘But Jason’s right. That gate’s way cool.’
 
         Jason translated that as, ‘She says I’m right.’
 
         ‘Go to it, then.’ I swear there was a twinkle in Bernie’s eye.
 
         I filmed Jason bending over the workbench, fitting one of the six turned uprights into the bottom crosspiece of the gate. This week’s purple stripe through his hair came out vividly on the screen. Next, he picked up the scalloped crosspiece for the top of the gate. Like the upright, it had already been stained. ‘Bernie made this. It’s real cool.’
 
         I took a shot of Bernie sanding a turned sphere that was to fit on top of one of the side supports.
 
         The miracles kept coming. ‘When we’ve got the gate all put together, we spray it. With this lacquer stuff.’
 
         Obediently, I filmed the spray booth.
         
 
         ‘Last is the polish. Bee’s wax.’
 
         I couldn’t help it, I was grinning. ‘Fantastic. You two are the best. I’ll show you the finished video at lunchtime.’
 
         I got out of there, still not really believing that was Jason I’d filmed.
 
         By lunchtime I had a top-class video. Okay, a movie buff might disagree. There could be a few holes to pick in it, but it showed a working factory. Better than that, in my opinion, you could see the love of their craft in the way the men worked, Jason included.
 
         I played it to them before they went off to lunch. We stood around the tablet, smiling at each other. Jason stood taller than I’d ever seen him. ‘I’ll be right proud to take that to Wellington,’ said Maurice.
 
         They ambled off to the tree, kidding each other about the video. Eddy said, ‘Star quality. That’s me.’
 
         But Jason said, ‘Clint’s best. Camera loves him.’
 
         Bernie spoke over the howls of the others. ‘Jason’s got the eye. Can’t argue with a man with an eye. If he says Clint’s the star, then case closed.’
 
         Once again the prospect of an aimless, empty afternoon loomed. Facebook time.
 
         And when I logged on there was a message from Hadleigh. I clicked on it, my heart racing, hopes high.
 
         No need to SHOUT. Been on a long tramp. Tell all parents I’m fine. Tell Dad to look after himself.
         
 
         That was all? No love you, sis? Nothing about Dad’s heart attack? And absolutely sweet zip about where he was, or whether he was going to bother coming home.
         
 
         In a white-hot fury, I wrote: You sure know how to hold a grudge. You’re right up there with Mum. Arse. PATHETIC ARSE.
         
 
         I sent it. Then I cried.
 
         After that, the day was pretty much a write-off. I went home and left Mum a note. Gone to tennis club. Hadleigh sent a message. This is what he said, word for word: Been on a long tramp. Tell all parents I’m fine. Tell Dad to look after himself.
         
 
         She’d find some way of blaming me for there being no personal message from the darling boy who could do no wrong.
 
         I threw on my tennis gear and drove to the club. The courts were empty, but I was happy enough to bash a ball at the practice board. Only when I was about to head home did a man appear from the clubhouse.
 
         ‘Excuse me, young lady. Are you a member here?’ He sounded suspicious.
 
         ‘Marion Symes said she’ll call me if she needs a player.’
 
         ‘I see. Marion gave you the forms to fill in then? Did she take your sub as well?’
 
         ‘No forms,’ I told him. ‘I don’t know anything about a sub.’ Sub as in submarine?
 
         ‘Most untidy. Most unsatisfactory. However, not your fault. Come with me. I’ll give you the forms and the account for the sub. Take it all home and get your parents to help you. Tell them they can send a cheque or pay by internet. I’m the treasurer. Bill Noakes is the name.’
 
         I followed him into the clubhouse. Using my coolest voice, I said, ‘I won’t need to bother my parents, thank you, Bill.’ There was a pen on the table. I sat down, dealt to the forms and handed them back. I wrote my age particularly clearly.
         
 
         ‘Bess Grey,’ he said, running his eye over the paper. ‘Clarissa’s daughter?’
 
         ‘That’s right.’ I stood up, said goodbye and left. In this town I was either Clarissa’s daughter or Charlie’s daughter. Yet again I thanked the powers of the universe that Mum had taken it into her head to send me to boarding school where I didn’t have to be anybody’s daughter.
 
         If only I hadn’t mucked up. Oh shut up! Quit the moaning.
         
 
         I got in the car and studied the sheet about the sub — sub as in subscription. Lucky I hadn’t asked Bill Noakes what that was. It appeared you had to pay for the privilege of belonging. I drove home, making mental notes to take nothing else for granted. Things had to be paid for — sessions with psychologists, tennis clubs, and probably all sorts of stuff whose cost I’d never had to worry about.
 
         I did know the cost of boarding school. Strangely, Mum never mentioned it, but I’d looked it up on the net. It wasn’t cheap.
 
         She still wasn’t there when I got back. I showered, and examined the fridge for meal possibilities, but neither the half cabbage nor the oozing tomato appealed. I wasn’t in the mood for Dad and Iris, so I went into town, picked up a curry and ate it in the rose gardens.
 
         Hadleigh, why won’t you talk to me? And why can’t I get Nick out of my head, and why does he have to be in love with glamour girl Lulu? Life pretty much sucked.
         
 
         Mum was in the kitchen when I showed up. She leapt into attack the second she saw me. ‘What’s this nonsense about Hadleigh? How dare you write such drivel and pretend it’s from him? You’re a piece of work, Bess. You really are.’
 
         ‘Takes one to know one,’ I shot back. I snatched her tablet up from the table. ‘Look for yourself, you—’ In the nick of time I choked back cow.
         
 
         She ran her eyes over the message. Of course, she grabbed onto No need to SHOUT. ‘You wretched girl! This is all your fault. You’ve upset him with your antics.’
         
 
         Things got uglier. I yelled. She ramped up the iciness. I yelled some more. She spread sleet and blame around. It was horrible. Undignified, useless and hateful.
 
         In the end I stormed off to my room, committing the ultimate cliché of slamming the door.
 
         When I’d calmed down a fraction, I sent Clodagh a text. Can you Skype? I need to vent big-time.
         
 
         In a few seconds I was talking to her. I poured it all out: Hadleigh, Mum, trying to run the bloody factory, and even added Bill from the tennis club who’d assumed I was all of eight years old.
 
         Clodagh the Wise let me rant. She didn’t interrupt and she didn’t comment. When I was done, she said, ‘Let’s have lunch after your Gwennie session on Friday.’ She’d even looked up a café nearby.
 
         I sat back in my chair, exhausted but unwound. ‘Thanks for listening, Clo. You’re a genius. Any news on the Giles front?’
 
         ‘We’ve been rock climbing,’ she said serenely.
         
 
         ‘You? Rock climbing? Clodagh the Wise but Uncoordinated?’
 
         She stayed serene. ‘I liked it. Killed my arms, though.’
 
         ‘You’d better take him to something in your normal habitat,’ I said.
 
         ‘We’re going to a chamber music concert in the weekend.’
 
         ‘He’ll be bored stupid. If he still likes you after that, you’ll know he’s a smitten kitten.’
 
         ‘He plays the sax,’ she said. ‘He says he’ll cope.’
 
         ‘You really like him, don’t you?’
 
         ‘Yes. I do. We’re on the same wavelength. It’s nice.’
 
         ‘You’re so lucky.’ I sighed, thought for a moment, then said, ‘Clo — can you stand another weird story?’
 
         She grinned at me through the screen. ‘I do believe I can. Especially if it’s another past-life story.’
 
         ‘That’s the trouble,’ I said. ‘I guess it must be, but if it is I don’t recognise him. I’ve got no idea if he’s somebody I know in this life.’
 
         ‘Him? He? Explain, please.’
 
         ‘It’s a guy. Young. Happy. Old-fashioned clothes. I’ve seen him several times. He’s always in an olive grove and he’s always lit up with happiness. I can’t work out why I see him. I’m trying not to let it drive me nuts.’
 
         ‘Interesting problem,’ she said. ‘But how many guys are there in your life right now? And how do you know this boy hasn’t turned into a female this time round?’
 
         ‘Thanks. You’re such a comfort.’
 
         She smiled but kept on trying to unravel it. ‘Let’s take the best option and say he’s a guy you know now. Who are the suspects? Who’ve you met?’
         
 
         I counted them off on my fingers. ‘Dad’s workers. Nick, son of Clint who works for Dad. Kent who’s got the coffee cart. Oh, and Sol from the tennis club. And I guess I’d better throw Hadleigh into the mix.’
 
         ‘None of them?’ she asked. ‘You said you knew you were looking at Iris in that scary one. Nothing like that this time?’
 
         I shook my head. ‘If it was up to me, I’d choose Nick, even though he tormented me when I was little. Promising me ice cream if I climbed onto a high branch and then taking the ladder away sort of thing. But now he’s to die for. Kind, strong, thoughtful, dreamy.’
 
         ‘Is he available?’
 
         ‘He’s welded to a glamour girl called Lulu.’
 
         ‘It’s just as well if he’s not the one you keep seeing, in that case.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Are you going to ask Gwennie about this?’
 
         ‘No point. If it is Nick, I can’t have him. If it’s anyone else I know, I don’t want him. Anyway, tell me what’s happening for you?’
 
         We chatted about easier topics. Her parents were due home for Christmas. The whole family was going to Waiheke on Christmas Eve.
 
         My Christmas Eve would be somewhat different. By close of play, the factory would either have a finisher or it wouldn’t.
 
         I hadn’t given Christmas itself any thought. Normally, Hadleigh, Mum and I ate a superbly cooked traditional northern hemisphere meal in the middle of the day. Mum didn’t require either of us to help. She did the whole production by herself, though she did permit us to stack the dishwasher afterwards. She bestowed presents on us at 2 p.m. exactly. The drill was to sit in the lounge where she had a real Christmas tree. She did the Father Christmas role of handing out the parcels. Hadleigh always got whatever expensive bit of kit he’d dropped carefully into the conversation a few weeks before. Hints never worked for me. She always gave me bad clothes and worse jewellery. Last year — and god knows where she dug it up from — she gave me a knee-length, pleated white skirt and a blouse with a bow at the neck to go with it.
         
 
         What to get her was an insoluble problem we faced each year. This year, I decided against arsenic or weapons that could be turned against me, and was tempted to tell her to call a truce on the gifts. She never liked what I gave her, and I loathed what she gave me. But no, I’d get the ice treatment for the entire year if I suggested that.
 
         An idea blazed gloriously across my mind. I would buy her a Peace rose. She wouldn’t plant it, because it would mess up the design of the beds, but it was a lovely rose and she might, just might, get the symbolism. Maybe she’d even let me plant it. In your dreams, Bess. Still, I found a supplier courtesy of Google, placed the order, and gave Dad and Iris’s address for delivery.
         
 
         The best present for me would be Dad signing Jason on as our finisher-in-training. That was slightly too bizarre to think about. I went to sleep instead. 
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         THURSDAY SLID PAST with no further drama. Mum was icily but blessedly silent. Jason said good morning, and washed up his own cup without being prompted.
         
 
         The men came in at lunchtime to make their tea and coffee. Jason shuffled his feet and kept sending me lightning-fast glances. Oh hell, what now?
 
         ‘Video. Put the link on the website,’ he blurted at last.
 
         I gaped at him — a good gape, not a shocked, speechless one. ‘Jason, you’re brilliant. Thank you! It’s the obvious thing to do and I never even thought of it.’
 
         From what I could see of his ducked face, it looked as though it was blushing.
 
         ‘Man, I feel so dumb! I’ll get right onto it.’ I took a huge risk and said, ‘Don’t worry, Jason — I won’t do it, but consider yourself hugged.’
 
         He met my eyes for a whole second. ‘Those pies are like hugs.’
 
         The rest of us bellowed with laughter. ‘Done! I’ll get you one right now. What sort d’you want?’
 
         So that was how come I ended up out in the sunshine, dropping crumbs off my own beef and guinness pie while Jason chomped through his mince and cheese, followed by the sticky bun I’d thrown in for good measure. The men chatted, I mostly listened, Jason said nothing but took everything in.
 
         The rest of the day involved another round of paperwork. The best was a text from Mary Jane with an address to send the nativity scene to. She had already deposited the money. She ended the message with: I charged auntie another 100. My brokerage fee.
         
 
         Typical MJ, she was such an opportunist. Cheeky too. I was stoked, but couldn’t quite get my head around the fact Auntie Lucy had been happy to pay for the set even with the extra hundred on top.
 
         The reply came from the insurance company at the end of the day, thanking me for the quotation for the ladder-backed chair but they were sorry the job had gone to another firm.
 
         ‘Arses!’ I yelled.
 
         I shut the computer down and went to break the bad news to the men — who took it in their stride. A fortnight ago, they’d have all been drooping around, convinced their jobs were down the gurgler.
 
         ‘Good luck for Wellington,’ I said to Maurice. ‘I’m off to Auckland again tomorrow, everyone. See you on Monday and have a good weekend.’
 
         ‘You too, boss. Don’t worry about the bloody insurance job. Things are looking up, I reckon.’
 
         I hoped with every molecule in my body that his confidence wouldn’t turn out to be misplaced. Still, it made a nice change from fretting over the two men I wanted in my life but apparently couldn’t have.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Twenty

         
 
         AT 11 THE NEXT MORNING, Gwennie showed me into her consulting room and examined me in silence for half a minute before speaking. It’s a long time to sit while somebody stares into your head.
         
 
         ‘Things are better with you and Iris?’
 
         I felt she’d made it a question simply for the sake of being polite. ‘Yes. We talk now. There’s no stress, no awkwardness. It’s good.’
 
         ‘Unlike with your own mother.’ She didn’t make that into a question.
 
         ‘No. Not really. Sometimes she’s nice and I think things are improving. But it never lasts.’ I told her about the debacle over Hadleigh’s message. ‘It all ended up being my fault. I can’t do anything right. She thinks she’s the perfect mother because she cooks spectacular meals and gives me a huge allowance. I try being grateful. I try being polite. I’ve had a go at ignoring her. I’ve yelled at her. But she still finds something to bitch about.’ I shut up, and tried to calm down. I was talking about her, not to her. Then I opened my mouth and wailed, ‘She never yells at Hadleigh. She loves him. I don’t think she even likes me.’
         
 
         Gwennie stood up. ‘Come with me.’ She walked out of the room, not checking to see if I was following.
 
         She led me out into the back garden.
 
         I gazed around, all the stress fading. Trees, vines, shrubs, a birdbath, and the most gorgeous statue of a figure that could have been a man or a woman, it was abstract enough.
 
         ‘Wow! This is heaven!’
 
         ‘Come here,’ Gwennie ordered. ‘Stand in front of the statue. Yes, that’s right. Now put your arms around her and embrace her.’
 
         ‘What?’ This was meant to help me cope with Mum? I don’t think so, lady.
         
 
         ‘Do it please, Bess.’
 
         I shrugged, and did as I was told. The texture was smooth against my skin.
 
         ‘Describe what that feels like,’ bossy Gwennie said.
 
         ‘Smooth. Cool. Hard.’
 
         ‘Now describe what feedback you’re getting from her.’
 
         I dropped my arms, swung around to face her. ‘Very funny. At least a bloody statue can’t yell at me.’
 
         ‘What else can’t she do?’ my tormentor asked.
 
         ‘She can’t cook. She hasn’t got a bank balance.’ It was no good. I gulped and faced what she was rubbing my nose in. ‘She can’t love me. That’s what you’re getting at, isn’t it? Wanting Mum to be different. Wanting her to treat me the same as Hadleigh. It’s not going to work?’
 
         At last Gwennie smiled. ‘Well done. Come back into the house.’
 
         When I was sitting down, she started talking. ‘As I told you last time, Bess, I know a good deal about your mother from what Iris has said over the years, and also from the things you’ve told me. Without seeing her, though, I can’t be certain that I’m correct in my assessment of her, so bear that in mind.’
         
 
         I nodded. It was so cold in this room.
 
         ‘My guess is that she has a narcissistic personality disorder. She’s probably somewhere on that spectrum anyway. If that is the case, it means she’s incapable of changing. Nothing you do will affect the way she sees the world.’
 
         I hugged my arms around my body. The statue had leached all the warmth out of me. ‘But she loves Hadleigh. Why does she hate me?’
 
         ‘It won’t do you any good to play the victim here. A narcissist will often choose one child to favour and another to make the target for all she perceives as being wrong in her life. Hadleigh looks more like her, whereas you take after your father. That’s quite enough reason for her personality type to cast each of you in the appropriate roles.’
 
         I sat up straight. ‘I am the victim. Every single day I get criticised, blamed, yelled at. All for nothing.’
         
 
         Gwennie kept her cool. ‘You’re only a victim if you choose that role. Look at your life. You’ve got a good place to live. You’ve got money. You don’t have to lift a finger to keep the household functioning. You’ve escaped from her for the last few years because she sent you away to an excellent boarding school. You have other adults close by who love you and support you.’
 
         I seethed. How dare she belittle my struggles with Mum? She didn’t have to try and live with her. ‘I don’t deserve what she does. It’s not fair. You just don’t get it.’
         
 
         ‘I didn’t say it was fair. Of course it’s not. But that’s what it is, and the sooner you understand she’s incapable of changing, the easier it’ll be for you.’
 
         I wouldn’t describe it as easy. From where I was sitting, all I could see was a dark, dismal year ahead of me. ‘She should change. There’s no reason for her to be such a cow.’
         
 
         ‘You’re going to have a very miserable year if you persist in resenting her for being unreasonable.’
 
         ‘But there’s got to be a reason. If only I knew what it was, I could help her.’
 
         ‘She’ll never change. Why should she? In her eyes, you’re the problem, not her. Think of the statue. That’s your mother. She can’t give you warmth and love. She can’t do it any more than the statue can.’
 
         I felt sick. ‘Do you think I should leave? Go and live with Dad and Iris. Mum would hate that even worse than she hates me.’
 
         ‘It’s up to you,’ Gwennie said. ‘But if you do leave, you need to know that she will likely punish you by withdrawing any further financial support.’
 
         That would mean no handy allowance dropping into my bank account every couple of weeks. ‘There must be a reason she hates me. There has to be. I want to find out if I burned her to death too, back in another life.’
 
         ‘You’d do better to work on understanding how she is in this life. You need to accept that you must let go of all expectation that she’ll love you or even speak kindly to you. That’s the work you need to do right now.’
         
 
         ‘I want to do a regression.’ It’s hard to speak with your teeth clenched.
 
         She did another of her long, searching examinations of my soul. ‘Very well. If that’s what you want.’ She checked the clock on the wall. ‘There’s enough time.’
         
 
         I settled into the armchair and closed my eyes. I concentrated on Gwennie’s calm voice, letting go of the rage so that I could relax.
 
         ‘Go back to a time that relates to a difficulty in this life.’
 
         Images began forming in front of my eyes.
 
         ‘Look at your feet. What is your footwear?’
 
         ‘I’m barefooted. I’m a child. Quite young, about five or six. I’m playing beside water. A lagoon, I think. There are other children there. I’m happy. The water is warm. Brightly coloured fish swim around us when we dive into the blue water.’
 
         ‘Are you a good swimmer?’
 
         ‘Yes. We all are. We live on an island. I think it’s somewhere in Polynesia. Oh! Oh no! He’s telling me he’s going away on a voyage. He says he’ll be gone a long time.’
 
         ‘Who is telling you this?’
 
         ‘My father. It’s Hadleigh and he’s leaving me. The sun won’t feel warm until he comes back again. I’m watching the canoe cut through the surf. Everyone is singing but I can’t.’
 
         ‘Does he come back?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. I’m somewhere different now. America. I’m a woman. I’m wearing a long dress and boots. I’m folding garments. They belong to my son. My heart is heavy because he is leaving to go to war. He’s too young. He doesn’t have to go, but he’s afraid the fighting will be over if he waits another year. I beg him not to go. He just laughs and tells me he’ll take care. I’m heartbroken. I’m watching him walk down the road. He’s jaunty and full of confidence. I know I’ll never see him again.’
         
 
         ‘Do you recognise him from your present life?’
 
         ‘He’s Hadleigh.’
 
         The mother’s anguish — my anguish — pressed on my chest. I was cold right through to my heart.
 
         The woman and her soldier son disappeared. Instead, I was looking at Hadleigh and me in this life. ‘I’m nine years old. Hadleigh is twelve. We’re in the lounge in Mum’s house. He’s telling her he won’t go to boarding school. He’s telling her he’ll live with Dad and go to the local school. She says I understand. A boy should be with his father. I say I want to go with Hadleigh. She says Absolutely not. I watch him ride away on his bike. I feel bereft. He loves me but he’s left me by myself with our mother. My heart is breaking.’
         
 
         Gwennie’s voice guided me out of that world, counting me back to the present. I sat dumbfounded, trying to get a handle on what I’d seen.
 
         ‘I’d forgotten about Hadleigh leaving me with Mum. He didn’t really leave me, though. He was the best brother.’
 
         ‘Do the scenes you saw relate to a problem in your current life?’ Gwennie asked.
 
         I sighed, and told her about my outburst at the airport.
         
 
         ‘Hmm,’ she said. ‘Very interesting. You had no memory of him abandoning you in this life?’
 
         ‘He didn’t abandon me. He wrote to me at school every single week. I always knew I could talk to him when Mum got to me. He loved me, I know he did. Does.’
 
         ‘So, why do you think you blocked out all memory of the scene you’ve just revisited?’
 
         It was still hard to think about. ‘He was the only one who really loved me. He was only twelve. He was a brilliant brother. The best.’
 
         ‘Yes, he was still only a child. And yes, he looked after you. But he also left you alone with your mother. Think about why that’s so painful to acknowledge.’
 
         ‘I can’t … he didn’t … he loves me.’ I made an enormous effort. ‘He didn’t love me enough to stay. He left me and I had nobody who loved me.’
 
         I bent over, holding my stomach.
 
         ‘Talk about that. Focus on your body. Why are you holding your stomach?’
 
         Oh god. I didn’t want to do this. ‘I feel sick. No. I feel like I’ve been kicked in the guts. He always said it wasn’t fair how she was mean to me. I could stand it because he’d wink at me or roll his eyes. Often he could stop her, but I never could. I could only endure it because Hadleigh loved me. But he went away. He escaped and he left me behind. He didn’t love me enough to stay.’
 
         Now, when I could do with a spiel of reassurance from Gwennie, she kept her mouth shut.
 
         ‘I needed him to be my rock. He had to be infallible or my world was a bleak and shaky place.’ I felt a hundred years old. ‘It was awful to leave me with Mum like that. But Dad could have stepped in and he didn’t. Iris would have, except that …’
         
 
         ‘How do you see your brother now?’
 
         My mouth twisted. ‘He’s not superman, he’s not the solid rock I’ve always made him out to be. He’s a bit selfish, he’s stubborn, but he’s kind too. And loving. I want to thump the crap out of him for leaving me with Mum, but then I remember the letters he wrote me every week. I think of the cool presents he bought me because he knew she wouldn’t get me anything nice. He did all right. He’s not perfect. He’s human, that’s all.’
 
         Gwennie said, ‘You’ll probably remember more of that time over the next few days. Don’t shut it out. Feel the emotions, then let them go. It’s in the past, you don’t need to hold onto the pain.’
 
         ‘All I feel now is numb.’
 
         She got to her feet. ‘Yes, it’s been quite a session and not at all what we’d expected. That’s it for today, Bess.’ She took my hands, holding them firmly. ‘I’d have liked to do more work about your mother. But just remember that she can’t help behaving as she does. She’s not going to change. You can leave, or you can stay. If you stay, you need to detach yourself emotionally. That’ll be easier to do if you accept that she can’t love you.’
 
         I absolutely didn’t want to think about that. ‘I was so waiting for her to pop up in that regression.’
 
         Gwennie gave my hands a final squeeze. ‘The two of you may never have been together.’
 
         ‘Sheer random bad luck then?’
         
 
         She smiled and shrugged. ‘Who knows?’
 
         I took the envelope with the payment from my bag and put it on her desk. ‘Can I come again? If things get too toxic?’
 
         ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Ring any time.’
 
         Outside, the sun shone, the ceramic chips in the path glittered and the world went on.
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         I DROVE TO THE CAFÉ to meet Clodagh. She took one look at me, told me to sit, disappeared, and came back with coffee and a chocolate brownie. ‘A chicken salad is on its way. My shout.’
         
 
         I didn’t have it together enough to argue.
 
         ‘Tell all,’ she ordered.
 
         And I did. Her eyes didn’t leave my face during the entire recital. Our salads arrived in the middle of it. We didn’t touch them until I got to the end.
 
         ‘Eat,’ said Clo. She picked up her fork, but she always ate glacially slowly when she was thinking. By the time my plate was empty, she’d eaten only two slivers of chicken and the slices of avocado. She gave up entirely while I dealt to the brownie, then she said, ‘Was the father really Hadleigh, d’you reckon? And the soldier son? One of them wasn’t olive grove boy, for example? Or Nick the dreamboat?’
 
         I shrugged. ‘No. I’m pretty sure not. I just … well, recognised them both as being Hadleigh. Clo, d’you think it’s nuts? Is it all one massive feat of the imagination?’
 
         She thought about that, getting through a cherry tomato while she did so. ‘If it is, then it appears to synch in with what’s going on for you this time around.’ She treated me to a bright glance. ‘Are you going to tell Hadleigh?’
         
 
         ‘He wouldn’t believe it. But, yeah, I will tell him. At least it’s an explanation about why I went so mental at the airport when he left.’
 
         It appeared that I hadn’t yet told Clodagh that little gem of info. I filled her in.
 
         She laughed. ‘You never know, if you tell him, he might come running home to sort you out. First you’re married to your stepmother and you burn her to death. Next you’re waiting on a Pacific island for your father to come home. Then you’re saying goodbye to your son. Both of whom are now your brother.’
 
         ‘Oh my god. It’s so far fetched! Does Charlotte still think I need drugs?’
 
         ‘Fraid so,’ Clo said. ‘Don’t let it bug you. Keep posting nice sane things on Facebook about the business. That always reassures her.’
 
         ‘Speaking of which, I’d better get back.’ I reached over the table to hug her. ‘Thanks, Clo. You’re a lifesaver. Again. And I haven’t even asked you about Giles. It’s all been about me, me, me.’
 
         ‘You’re excused. Things are great with Giles. That reminds me, I wanted to ask you — would you be okay if I tell him about all this?’
 
         ‘Sure. Go ahead. You have to tell me what he says though.’
 
         ‘Agreed.’ She linked her arm through mine, and we walked out into the sunshine.
 
         I was halfway home before it struck me that I hadn’t told Clodagh about Mum, or about Gwennie saying I had to learn to accept that she’d never love me. I bloody did not want to accept that. She should love me, she ought to.
         
 
         Still, right on cue, up popped the memory of that damn statue.
 
         I drove the rest of the way swearing myself hoarse.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Twenty-one

         
 
         STATUE, REMEMBER she’s a statue, I told myself as I arrived back at Mum’s house.
         
 
         Statues, though, don’t get shitty because their daughter didn’t bother ringing to say she’d be in for dinner. I couldn’t help it — I bought right into the fight.
 
         ‘Is this a new rule? Maybe you should tell me when the rules change.’
 
         And we were off, spit and counter-spit. I walked out on her, and shut myself in my room. A whole year of this. Why couldn’t she be a decent human? All very well of Gwennie to do the statue trick, but a statue couldn’t rip your heart to shreds.
         
 
         I picked up my phone to text Clodagh for a Skype rant, and put it down again. Same old story: boring, boring, boring. Which brought me back to Gwennie’s advice. Detach myself emotionally. Accept that she’ll never change. Accept that she’ll never love me.
 
         And just how was I meant to do that?
 
         I gave up, put on my trainers and took myself out for a run. An hour later I came back calmed and determined not to let my mother grind me into the dust. How to deal with her, though, remained a mystery. I had a feeling that just understanding that she was incapable of loving me wouldn’t be enough.
         
 
         I accepted that now? Apparently.
 
         Oh, to hell with her. I logged onto Facebook. Nothing more, of course, from the missing brother. I chatted for half an hour to Anita, Mary Jane and Isabelle, who was in France for the skiing. Jetlag, she said, was playing havoc with her sleeping. Then I gave into temptation and looked to see if Nick had a site. I didn’t really expect to find him — he didn’t strike me as the sort of guy who lived an online existence.
 
         But he was there all right, even if he didn’t appear to update the page much. There were a couple of photos of him with his dad and his four brothers, one of him in a kayak, and a couple of him in rugby gear and covered with mud, a huge grin on his face.
 
         The final one was the most recent. He was with Lulu. Talk about smouldering. I swear I could see the electricity between them. I couldn’t bear to look any longer. Served me right. I knew it would be dangerous to look.
 
         The weekend dragged. I kept out of Mum’s way, left notes when I went to the tennis club and the pool. I told her I wouldn’t be in for dinner on Sunday but would be there for lunch. She said, ‘It isn’t convenient for me to prepare lunch for you today. You can’t expect me to be at your beck and call whenever you deign to come home.’
 
         This time I ran straight to Dad and Iris’s. ‘She’s driving me insane!’ I yelled even before I’d shut the door.
 
         Dad gave me an industrial-strength hug. ‘You can come and live here. Any time, Bess. I want you to know that.’
         
 
         ‘Thanks, Dad. Appreciate it.’ I wouldn’t, though, not unless life got truly unbearable. ‘I’ll hang in there. Don’t worry.’
 
         ‘Come and help me with lunch,’ Iris said. ‘We’ll talk.’
 
         I shut the kitchen door. ‘I get the feeling Dad’s not a hundred per cent about inviting me to live here. Is he worrying about money still?’
 
         She handed me a bowl of new potatoes to scrub. ‘Mostly not. He feels guilty about you, though. He knows what Clarissa’s like. He’d have you here like a shot, but she’d cut off all financial support for you if you lived with us.’
 
         I’d taken my allowance for granted all my life. I’d never dreamed it could just stop. I brushed the thought aside. It might never happen.
 
         ‘Iris, Gwennie said I have to detach from her, but we didn’t have time to go into how to do it. Any ideas?’
 
         My stepmother let loose a witchlike cackle. ‘I imagined her as a miniature train on a skinny little track. I chopped off all the carriages and stood back watching her scuttle around tooting. Some days I put her into a TV sitcom. She was the one-dimensional baddie. I’d visualise a screen around her and I’d watch her scene as if I were the producer. Hmm, not bad, I’d say to myself. An eight out of ten performance today.’
         
 
         ‘Did that help? Honestly?’
 
         ‘Try it,’ she said. ‘It’ll take a while before you can see her as something unrelated to you. The things she says are designed to hurt. She knows how to push on the sore spots, and she’ll push harder for a while when she sees it’s not working any more.’
         
 
         ‘Gee, you’re such a comfort,’ I said.
 
         ‘And you,’ said my stepmother, hugging me despite her flour-coated hands, ‘are a good person, a loving and thoughtful daughter, and a strong, competent woman. Don’t let anyone tell you different.’
         
 
         And she was balm to my soul. Gwennie was right. I did have adults in my life who loved me.
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         THAT EVENING I wrote to Hadleigh.
         
 
         All right, you’ve asked for it. Here, for what it’s worth, is an explanation for the great airport departure debacle. I went to Gwennie (Iris’s shrink friend) for info on handling Mum but, instead, up you pop. There were a couple of past-life scenes where you disappeared into the distance, but I won’t go into those because you’ll just think it’s crap. The interesting bit was going back to when you went off to live with Dad and left me with the mother. I’d shut that right out of the memory bank — needed to believe that somebody in the world loved me according to G, so I blocked out evidence to the contrary. But here’s the kicker, bro — that was then, this is now. You were bloody brilliant apart from that one thing, so GET OVER IT. Come back (electronically or in person). You’re a big dumb lummox but I miss you.
         
 
         I sent it. There was nothing else I could do now. Up to him from hereon in.
 
         In the morning I got to the factory early to escape from Mum, but I didn’t try to do anything constructive apart from check to see if Hadleigh had written. Same old nothing. I sat at Dad’s desk in a puddle of loneliness. According to Gwennie, this was work I needed to do. Experience the pain. Well, pain sucked. Yes, okay — my brother escaped and left me in Alcatraz. Of course I didn’t like it, blah blah blah. That was years ago. I was over it, I’d moved on.
         
 
         A wave — no, more like a sodding great tsumani — of pain, loneliness and betrayal socked me in the gut. So much for moving on, Bess Grey. I sat in Dad’s chair, hands pressed into my stomach while I fought for breath. It was horrible. I could see myself as a ten-year-old kid. I could see the expression on my face as I watched him ride away on his bike. I wasn’t crying. I seemed to be in a vacuum of disbelief. I stayed watching the road for him to come back until it was dark, and Mum stormed out, grabbed my arm and dragged me inside.
         
 
         I put my head down on the desk, working to understand that this had passed, that I didn’t need to carry the pain any longer. By the time the door squealed, I had it together enough to greet a bunch of workers who all seemed blessedly sane, with nice, straightforward psyches. The sight of Clint gave me the usual jolt. I’d never get over pining for Nick while this older version of him was in front of me every day.
 
         I was finishing off the morning’s emails when Bernie came in. ‘Anyone heard from Jason? No? Little sod hasn’t turned up.’
 
         I don’t wanna be the boss! Let somebody else handle this. ‘Okay, I’ll ring his house. See what the story is.’ I tried to sound more confident than I felt.
         
 
         It was Jason’s mother who answered. Her voice clattered in my ear. ‘Oh dear, oh my goodness. Look, I’m sorry but he’s not very well.’
 
         Clint loomed in the doorway, holding out his hand for the phone. ‘Erini? Clint Southey. Young Jason been on the piss, has he?’
 
         I heard her wail of despair from a metre away.
 
         ‘Don’t worry,’ Clint said. ‘I’ll deal with him.’ He hung up on another wail. ‘Weekend bender. I’ll go and haul him out of bed. He won’t be much use, though, I’m guessing. Bess, you’ll have to talk to him when he gets in. Dock his pay. Read him the riot act.’
 
         Oh shit. ‘Do I have to?’ He stood there in front of me, arms folded, feet apart, face implacable. ‘Okay! I get it. I do the boss thing.’ But I was laughing — my workers were definitely reclaiming their backbones.
 
         Clint left, and I sat and practised Stern Boss lines. This is a disappointment, Jason. Ring if you’re not well, Jason. You’ve got a job, Jason, don’t fuck it up.
         
 
         I groaned. Being a boss sucked.
 
         Half an hour later Clint came in towing a sorry specimen only just recognisable as Jason. He’d showered, or maybe Clint had just held his head under a tap somewhere. The purple stripe in his hair looked far from jaunty.
 
         Clint, face like granite, propelled him in the door of the office. I winced as a flash of fellow feeling caught me. Show no pity. On the other hand, I found I couldn’t do the boss growl either. I just said, in as neutral a tone as I could make it, ‘Jason, I’m sorry, but you’ll lose twenty dollars of your pay.’
         
 
         He cut his eyes at the clock on the wall. ‘Ten. Only an hour late.’
         
 
         Don’t mess me around, buster. ‘Twenty. Clint had to take time out to go and get you. Don’t push it.’
         
 
         He didn’t move for ten long seconds, just stood with his head down. God knows what was going on in it, other than a pounding ache. Then he turned himself around — rather gingerly, I noted — and slouched off over to the finishing shed where Bernie would no doubt give him a few useful tips on how to be an employed member of society.
 
         Clint came over and patted my shoulder. ‘You handled him just right, Bess. Young bastard! I was ready to dong him — trying to get the better of you!’ He gave me another pat and got on with his work.
 
         The rest of the day passed peacefully. At lunchtime, Jason’s clothes stank from the evil-smelling stain Bernie had made him work with. At smoko, his clothes were dusty from a hearty bout of sanding. But he didn’t try to go home before the others left. There was no word from Maurice. I checked to see if Hadleigh had responded. He hadn’t. I gave into temptation again and looked at Nick’s Facebook. He’d put up a new photo of Lulu. She appeared to be looking directly at me, and her expression said, You can’t compete with me.
         
 
         Unfortunately, she was right.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Twenty-two

         
 
         ALL TUESDAY I twitched from the effort of not contacting Maurice to ask if he’d got any orders. I hoped he’d get in touch, but he seemed to belong to the Hadleigh school of communication. Mid-afternoon I escaped to the tennis courts. A guy with a girth larger than his shoulders was bashing a ball against the practice board.
         
 
         ‘Want a game?’ I asked.
 
         ‘Sure.’
 
         His name was Lewis and I could tell he intended to beat me to a pulp. He did beat me, but not by much.
 
         ‘You’re a fighter,’ he said.
 
         ‘Yep, that’s me.’
 
         ‘You Clarissa’s daughter?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ I said, unsure if he was an admirer or if she’d pissed him off majorly.
 
         ‘You don’t look like her. She’s a real lady, is Clarissa.’
 
         ‘And I’m not?’
 
         ‘I didn’t mean that! It’s just … she’s, well, she’s kind of regal. Gracious, but not very approachable. Oh shit! Why don’t I just shut up and take the foot out of the mouth!’
         
 
         He looked so distraught that I took pity on him. ‘Hey, it’s fine. I get what you mean. But how come you know her?’
 
         ‘We’re both in the horti society. She organises the garden tours. They’ve become big fundraisers since she took over. She’s pretty sharp, your mum.’
 
         Yeah, so sharp she cuts me to pieces.
         
 
         He shook my hand. ‘That was a good game. Much better than I expected, to tell you the truth.’
 
         Once again I was left to ponder the enigma that was my mother. A fine woman, according to Wally Earl. Regal, gracious, unapproachable and sharp, according to Lewis. A real lady, which in my opinion wasn’t the greatest enticement to join the ranks of ladyhood.
 
         Perhaps Hadleigh was the only person in the entire world who could describe her as loving. Except that he wouldn’t. He made use of her willingness to spend money on him, but he kept her at a distance. For the first time, I wondered if he did that because of the way she treated me.
 
         Back at the land of wood shavings, saws and sandpaper, the men wanted to know if I’d heard from Maurice. I shook my head. ‘Had to go and play tennis to stop myself texting him.’
 
         Clint looked gloomy but said, ‘Message for you from Nick. Text him. Says he owes you an ice cream.’
 
         ‘Is he home?’ It was all I could think to ask as a sudden flash of excitement and god knows what else crossed my face.
 
         ‘Nah,’ said Clint, ‘he’s in Africa. You’d better like melted ice cream.’
         
 
         He was smiling, so I guessed that was a joke and smiled back.
 
         Nick turned up precisely six minutes after I texted him. I braced myself, preparing for the sight of the ornamental Lulu hanging off his arm, but he was alone.
 
         ‘Is this the ice cream you promised me when I was ten years old?’ I asked. ‘The tree ice cream?’
 
         OMG! That smile, those wickedly glinting dark eyes. That feeling of familiarity, of rightness. ‘That’s the one.’
 
         ‘So it’s gotta be huge? Lots of interest’s been piling up since I was ten.’
 
         He took my arm. ‘It’ll be whopper. It’ll have all the bells and whistles too.’
 
         ‘They’d break my teeth. Can’t I just have chocolate flakes, hundreds and thousands, lollies …’ I turned to Clint. ‘Can you lock up? It’ll take me a week to get through such a huge ice cream.’
 
         He waved us goodbye, Nick ushered me into his mum’s car and we were off. It felt so right, being here beside him. He must be the boy from the olive grove. He had to be. To remind myself of the uselessness of that idea, I asked, ‘Where’s Lulu?’
         
 
         ‘Japan. We’re going to her folks for Christmas, which is why I’m home this week.’
 
         ‘Where do they live?’ I was proud of how casually interested I sounded.
 
         They lived in Australia. Some little place in Queensland, practically on the beach. I hoped the weather would be foul in the extreme. The image of the gorgeous Lulu cavorting with Nick in glorious blue waves was more than I could cope with.
         
 
         ‘That’ll be nice,’ I said.
 
         He drove to a café at the far end of town. ‘They do the best ice creams. Come in and be amazed. How about you grab a table under one of the trees while I order? I can recommend the raspberry ripple with real fruit. Okay?’
 
         When Nick appeared with the ice creams I had to laugh. My raspberry ripple in a cone had morphed into a long plate with three mountains of ice cream surrounded by a sea of raspberry coulis.
 
         ‘Blackberry, peach and butterscotch. Eat and enjoy.’
 
         I did enjoy, but it was his company, just being with him, that made my heart sing. I gave myself up to the moment. This was my afternoon, my one time in the sun with the guy who, just maybe, kept popping up in my head from long ago.
 
         Then, damn it all, I found myself asking, ‘Do you two go over to Aus often?’
 
         ‘Nah. I get sick of the travelling actually.’
 
         ‘To Australia? Harden up! It’s just a quick hop and you’re there.’
 
         He gave me peculiar look, one that said Don’t you know what I do?
         
 
         Come to think of it, I didn’t. ‘Do you travel a lot? For work, I mean.’
 
         He started ticking countries off on his fingers. ‘Thailand, Egypt, South Africa, Rarotonga. All in the last twelve months.’
 
         ‘So what do you do? Airline pilot? Spy?’
         
 
         ‘I’m a model.’ He said it totally deadpan.
 
         ‘Um, what sort? What do you model?’ The idea was bizarre. Clint’s son — a model? I propped my chin on my hands, all the better to examine him. ‘Yeah, I guess you’re okay to look at.’
 
         He roared with laughter. ‘Chicks are usually impressed as hell, or write me off as a bit of fluff.’
 
         ‘What does your dad think? Does he introduce you as my son the model?’
 
         ‘He’s fine with it. Mainly because I showed him my first pay slip before I told him what I was doing.’
 
         ‘But how come I haven’t heard about it? This town being the size it is and all?’
 
         ‘Ah, I’ve sworn the family to secrecy and I use a different name.’ He struck a pose. ‘Meet Nico Hamilton, model.’ Before I could ask, he said, ‘It’s just easier. I can be me, then when I’m working I step into Nico’s shoes. I don’t have to carry him round with me, see.’
 
         Oh yes, I did see. He only had two personas, though, not a whole swag of them.
 
         He took a scoop of my ice cream.
 
         ‘Hey! Hands off! That’s mine.’ I batted the spoon away.
 
         ‘But you’re not eating it. Can’t have it going to waste.’
 
         I got busy again. He was right, it was the best ice cream.
         
 
         ‘And speaking of parents,’ Nick said, ‘how’s it going with your mum?’
 
         I shrugged. ‘Let’s not wreck the afternoon.’
 
         ‘No Hadleigh to deflect her rage?’ He’d stopped smiling now. ‘Are you okay? You’re going to live with her next year?’
         
 
         I sighed. ‘Yeah. I’m surviving. Iris helps. She’s great. But there’s so much going on that—’
 
         To my astonishment, I found myself pouring out the entire saga of my drinking binge, the images that had led to it, and the whole Iris/Gwennie past-life regression scenario. I finished up with, ‘Don’t tell anyone. Please. It’s all so bizarre. I feel like a whacko.’
 
         But Nick just burst out laughing again. ‘Sorry, I was just picturing what Dad would say. Betcha you haven’t told your father either.’
 
         I shuddered. ‘Hell, no!’
 
         ‘You know, I envy you. Not seeing that particular life, of course. But what an experience! For you here and now, I mean.’
 
         I fear I was gaping at him. ‘You mean, you believe it? You don’t think I’ve gone crazy?’
         
 
         He said, ‘Okay, here’s my whacko story. Ready?’
 
         Nick, son of solid, sensible Clint, with a whacko story? ‘I can’t wait.’
 
         ‘When I was fourteen, we stayed at Kawhia for a couple of weeks in the summer. I was being my usual rotten self. Driving the parents insane, being really obnoxious, and the little bros followed where I went and did what I did. One night, just on dark, Dad was so fed up with me that he sent me out to run along the beach for an hour. Well, there I was jogging along at a nice easy trot and, I remember, I was devising a way of getting back at Dad, so I wasn’t looking much where I was going.
 
         ‘I almost flattened an old guy out for a stroll. Stopped just in time. I took a breath to yell at him for being old and in my way, but he looked right in my face, and that knocked the wind straight out of me. It felt like he could see inside my heart, soul, whatever. I couldn’t see him too clearly because the light was behind him. Then he said the weirdest thing.’
         
 
         Nick stopped talking then and got busy spooning ice cream into his mouth.
 
         I grabbed his hand. ‘Keep talking!’ Then I let go, figuring it might be a good policy not to come between a guy and his ice cream.
 
         ‘Mmmm, bloody good,’ he said. ‘So, this old guy says to me, I have known you from afar. You are not worthy of the talents you have been given. I am grievously disappointed in you. Why do you trample the hearts of those who love you? Why do you set the feet of your brothers on the road of ruin? Is it not enough for you to choose destruction for yourself? Let your brothers find their own pathways. Then he walked off, but I heard him say, A sorrowful day indeed. Such promise. Such waste.’
         
 
         ‘Holy crap!’ I didn’t quite have the courage to ask what I really wanted to know: Was he real?
         
 
         ‘The strange thing was — I didn’t go after him. I just stood there watching him limp away. He had a stick, a carved staff, that he leaned on. It sank into the sand each time he thumped it down. What he’d said kind of banged around inside my whole body, not just my head. I tried to get mad at him, but it didn’t work. All I could think was that some old guy I’d never seen was disappointed in me. It didn’t occur to me till later that he must know my family.
 
         ‘I must’ve stayed where I was for well past the hour I was meant to be out, because when it was fully dark Dad came looking for me.’
         
 
         ‘Did you tell him about the old guy?’
 
         ‘Yeah, I told him. He wasn’t impressed. Said the whole world probably knew by now what an idiot I was, but he shone the torch around, looking to see if the old guy was still in sight. My footprints were clear and sharp on the sand, and so were Dad’s. But there were none coming towards me where the old guy had walked. There were no holes where he’d thumped his staff into the sand. Dad cuffed me over the head. He wanted to know if I was on drugs, because if I was I could leave and never come back.’ Nick gave me a grin. ‘You realise I haven’t told a living soul about this until now? My cred is in your hands, fair maiden.’
 
         He hadn’t told Lulu, but he’d told me. ‘I won’t tell yours if you won’t tell mine. Did seeing him make you stop being Nick the Nasty?’
 
         He gave a crack of laughter. ‘Yes, it did, and man did that spook the parents! They went around for weeks on tiptoe, waiting for me to bust out in wicked excess. The brothers couldn’t work it out either. They still wanted to walk on the wild side, and they gave me a hard time until we got into sport. Rugby, distance running and competitive woodchopping are good for using up teenage aggression. Tried shearing too, but that didn’t go too well.’
 
         ‘For you or the sheep?’
 
         ‘Both.’
 
         We sat quiet, listening to the birds and the chatter of the families behind us in the garden. At last, I said, ‘Did you look for him later?’
         
 
         ‘I spent the rest of the holidays trying to find him. I asked everybody I met if they knew of an old man who was skinny, bent over and walked with the aid of a staff. The only other thing I knew about him was he had a deep voice. I went out every night at the same time, hoping he’d come back, but I never saw him again. I don’t know who he was, or where he came from. All I really know is that he didn’t leave footprints in the sand, and he knew me better than I knew myself. And,’ he added, ‘he didn’t think much of me.’
 
         ‘I’ll swap you,’ I said. ‘You have my pictures and I’ll have your old man.’
 
         Nick shook his head. ‘No-go. He’d like you. You wouldn’t disappoint him.’
 
         I was pleased he thought that about me. ‘So what you’re telling me is that if I’m a nutcase, then so are you?’
 
         ‘That, my friend, is about the size of it. Life’s full of surprises. Who’d have thought ice cream could be so soul-baring.’
 
         ‘They’ve probably got a secret recipe. They—’ I broke off because my phone started ringing. ‘It’s Maurice.’
 
         ‘Answer it! Quick, woman!’
 
         I crossed every available finger. ‘Maurice? How’s things? Any joy?’
 
         ‘Three orders for dining tables. An order for a bookcase and three expressions of cautious interest.’
 
         ‘That’s amazing, Maurice — that’s way better than we’d hoped. I’m not at work right now, but have you told the others? Does Dad know?’
         
 
         ‘You tell everyone, Bess. I’m off for a celebratory drink with the missus.’
 
         Success! At last! I jumped to my feet, hauled Nick up and together we danced around the garden, copping looks from disapproving to indulgent from other patrons. Then he grabbed hold of me, swinging me off my feet. And, between one moment and the next, we stopped the wild dancing, our arms still around each other. I dropped mine, aware that my heart was racing, and not from the leaping about, but he pulled me in close.
 
         I looked up at him. ‘Nick?’ A mistake.
 
         We stared into each other’s eyes and I’ve no idea what he saw in mine, but I saw warmth and joy and belonging in his.
 
         ‘Bess.’ He bent his head, and I knew he was going to kiss me. I knew I should pull away and remind him it was Lulu he loved. I didn’t. It was a gentle kiss, sweet and undemanding. I closed my eyes and abandoned myself to the small world of the two of us.
 
         Somebody in the garden clapped. Somebody else wolf-whistled.
 
         Nick straightened up, his face rueful. ‘Sorry, Bess. That was out of line.’
 
         I kept my voice as light as I could. ‘It’s okay. Don’t worry about it. We just got a bit carried away.’ I stepped back, collected my bag from the table. ‘But it’s such good news. I’m really feeling hopeful about the factory.’
 
         Nick put his arm around my shoulders in a comradely sort of way as we left the garden, but he didn’t talk then or in the car except to swear at a driver who overtook us on the blind brow of a hill.
         
 
         My car — Hadleigh’s car — was the only one left at the factory. Kent had shut the caravan up and gone home. Nick pulled to a stop and, before I could get the door open, he said, ‘Have a good year, Bess. You’ve earned it. And don’t let that mother of yours destroy you.’ He flicked my cheek with a finger. ‘That was quite an afternoon. You okay? Truthfully?’
 
         I turned to face him. ‘Yes, I’m okay. It was good to hear your story. Nice to know you’ve got a pet spook too. Have a good life, Nick. That old guy wouldn’t be disappointed in you now.’
 
         I got out of that car before my face could give me away. I wasn’t okay, I was a mess. He should be with me, not with Lulu.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Twenty-three

         
 
         I DIDN’T GO straight home. I drove out into the country, found a quiet road off the main highway, put my head down on the steering wheel and cried my eyes sore.
         
 
         A car drove past, slowing down to check me out. I lifted my head, waved and stretched a smile across my face. It kept going. According to the rear-view mirror I was a splodgy, splotchy mess. I couldn’t go home with swollen eyes and a red nose, and I didn’t want Dad to start asking probing questions either. I took myself back to the factory where I did damage control on my face. Then I sat for ages, looking at nothing, thinking about as little as possible.
 
         Afterwards I realised I’d put myself into a semitrance state. It could have been that, or it could have been connecting with Nick — whichever one, the result was that I saw the olive grove boy again. He was running, arms outstretched, towards a girl who ran towards him. They met and his arms held her. She lifted her head, smiling at him, and they kissed. I recognised them both. As I’d hoped all along, my olive grove boy was Nick, and his sweetheart was me. Their happiness shone around them. I felt it as I was now: a heartsore mess in the twenty-first century.
         
 
         But the world can’t be shut out for ever. My phone pinged the arrival of a text. It was from Dad wanting to know if I’d heard from Maurice. I got back in the car. I’d tell him in person and I’d stay there until my eyes came back to normal. I so did not need comments from Mum about my state of mind.
 
         Dad leapt up from his armchair as soon as he saw me. ‘Tell me! You’ve heard from Maurice?’
 
         ‘Three dining tables and a bookcase. Three other places showed interest. Ring the men, Dad. They’d like to hear it from you.’
 
         He settled back down in his chair. ‘Tell them tomorrow, Bess. At morning tea. That’s the way I always do it.’
 
         My shaky hold on self-control snapped. ‘Ring them now. They deserve to know. Jason included. We’re all in this together. They’ve been fantastic — coming up with ideas. Working as a team. You bloody ring them and tell them. Right bloody now.’ I burst into tears again.
 
         Dad stared at me, his mouth open and his face scrunched up with worry. Iris swept into the room. She seized me by the arm. ‘You’re coming with me. Charlie will ring the men immediately.’ She towed me into the kitchen and shut the door on him. ‘Not a word,’ she ordered. ‘Not yet. You’ll have some soup, then after that, we talk.’
         
 
         I hadn’t the will to argue even if I’d wanted to. Iris put the food in front of me, then looked at me hard. ‘You’ve got your heart broken?’ she asked.
         
 
         ‘Yeah. Smashed to a pulp.’ I didn’t even bother asking her how she’d worked it out. She was a witch, pure and simple.
 
         ‘Explain. From the beginning.’
 
         So I told her about my olive grove boy, about how I’d only just seen the girl, and that I recognised them as being Nick and me. ‘He’s got a girlfriend. Lulu. She was with him the day Dad went to hospital. She’s gorgeous. But he kissed me today and I know we should be together. We belong together. He was sorry he’d done it. He didn’t talk to me all the way home.’
 
         Iris was frowning at the wall, her thinking face on, then she said, ‘Listen, Bess, for a start you’re very young. Yes, Nick might be the lost love from long ago and it might be that you eventually get together in this life too. But if he doesn’t come back to you, if he marries Lulu or some other girl, then it’s up to you whether or not you let that wreck your life.’
 
         ‘But we belong together! How can I love somebody else?’ She didn’t understand, she just had no idea.
 
         ‘Well,’ said my stepmother, ‘it’s your choice. Go round being miserable, or go out and live your life. Expect to find somebody else and, for the love of Eros, don’t panic if you haven’t met him by your twentieth birthday.’
 
         I didn’t want her astringent advice. I wanted sympathy. I wanted her to mourn with me for a love I couldn’t have.
 
         ‘And put your bottom lip back where it belongs.’ That surprised a laugh out of me. ‘Look, love, tragic heroines are all very well in opera but they get very tedious in real life. And think about it: if we have truly lived many times before, there must be others you’ve loved. You might well miss one of them if you’re set on Nick being the one and only.’
         
 
         ‘Yeah. I guess.’
 
         ‘Good girl. Let’s go and smile at Charlie. He’s not good with tears.’
 
         No, he wasn’t. He had worry written all over his face.
 
         ‘Sorry, Dad,’ I said, and kissed his cheek. ‘I’m okay now. Just a bit of a blip.’
 
         ‘Your mother?’
 
         ‘She doesn’t get any easier.’ I was quite happy to make her the villain — and I couldn’t face telling him the truth.
 
         ‘Then you’d better come and live here, my girl. Can’t have you getting upset like this.’
 
         ‘Thanks, Dad. I think I’ll be okay, but if I’m not I’ll be hammering on your door. I promise.’
 
         ‘Well, make sure you do. By the way, you were right about letting the men know about the orders. They’re tickled pink. Every man jack of them. That Jason, I could tell he was proud as punch I’d rung him.’
 
         ‘That’s great, Dad. They’ll be pleased when you’re back.’
 
         He dropped his eyes to his feet and studied them very hard. ‘Um, been thinking. Might change a few things when I’m back on deck. More discussions. Ask their opinions. Give them more responsibility.’
 
         ‘Good idea, Dad.’ Dear god I was tired.
 
         ‘Home time for you, Bess,’ Iris said. ‘Pop in tomorrow after work if you feel like it. You know you’re always welcome.’
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         I ARRIVED HOME to the usual storm from Mum.
         
 
         ‘Where have you been? Why didn’t you ring me?’
 
         All I could do was stand there while she ranted. She had a point. I hadn’t let her know I wouldn’t be home for dinner. But why was it always my fault?
 
         ‘You could have rung me,’ I shouted. ‘Why didn’t you ring me?’ I walked off and shut myself in my room. Again.
         
 
         A whole year of this! I sank onto the bed with my laptop. I’d escape into the world of friends — a world whose rules I understood.
 
         All my intentions to post a chatty, cheerful update about tennis and a busy factory vanished as up popped a message from Hadleigh. A long message — for him. I stared at it, scared to start reading.
 
         Oh, get a grip. Read it and go to bed.
         
 
         It was to all of us.
 
         
            Hi family, 
            
 
            Sorry for lack of news at this end. Have been tramping up in the Amazon. Sending this from Manaus. Hope it arrives okay — internet can be dodgy. Dad, I hope you’re doing well. Rather a shock to hear you nearly carked it. Good that Iris and Bess are on your case. Mum, Bess says the garden and your cooking are up to the usual standard of perfection. Looking forward to sampling both. Don’t know when I’ll be home so have a happy Xmas/NY. Think of me on a beach in Bahia while you lot get rained on as usual Xmas Day. 
            
 
            H
            

         
 
         I read it again and concluded that he’d forgiven me, because the message to Mum was complete fiction designed to soften her.
 
         Well, she’d have to wait. There was no way I was going to go and show her the message tonight. She didn’t bloody deserve it.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Twenty-four

         
 
         I WOKE WITH THE MEMORY of Nick’s kiss and a brief, fleeting taste of bliss before reality intruded. He might have loved me once, long ago in a different world. But not now, not in this one. I hauled myself out of bed, preparing to face the day. The men would be happy. That was good. Mum might be happy too, now that Hadleigh had written.
         
 
         Well, if she was, she didn’t show it. She might have been pleased, or she might have been enraged that That Woman was mentioned before she was. I didn’t know. She read her elusive son’s message, then went out to the garden without speaking to me.
         
 
         I called in to show Dad the message on the way to work. He got all sad and old again just from reading it. ‘Tell him he doesn’t need to worry. I get it now that he’s not a wood man.’
 
         ‘It’s not the end of the world, Charlie,’ Iris said.
 
         Dad sighed. ‘It’s just that I can’t see the point of keeping it all going if there’s nobody to pass it on to.’
 
         ‘Talk to Eddy,’ I said. ‘He’d take over like a shot if you asked him to.’
 
         That straightened Dad’s backbone. ‘Absolutely not. He’s far too young.’
         
 
         ‘Just like Bess is,’ Iris remarked. ‘And isn’t he older than Hadleigh?’
 
         ‘That’s …’ He thumped the table with a fist. ‘He doesn’t know the first thing about business.’
 
         ‘Neither did Bess,’ said my valiant stepmother. ‘But she’s doing fine learning on the job.’
 
         ‘Dad, Eddy’s keen. He’s a designer and a craftsman. He’ll soak up all the knowledge you can throw at him. Talk to him. You’ll be surprised.’
 
         Dad said nothing. Iris and I looked at each other. Progress? Apparently, because he sighed again, then said, ‘I’ll talk to him. Sound him out. But that’s all I’m promising. You ask him to come and see me, Bess. Tell him to knock off early and come over today.’
         
 
         ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘I’ll tell him why too. And I’ll tell the men.’
 
         ‘No! You’ll do no such thing!’
 
         ‘Dad, I do things differently from you. The men appreciate being told what’s going on. They’ll have to be okay with Eddy eventually being their boss.’ I crouched down in front of his chair so that we were more eye to eye. ‘I reckon it’s only fair to suss out if they like the idea. You never know, one of them might be nursing a secret ambition.’
 
         Dad just went humph, so I removed myself.
         
 
         Iris came with me to the car. ‘How’s the heart this morning? The truth, please.’
 
         ‘Bruised but functioning.’
 
         ‘It’ll heal quicker if you stay in the here and now.’
 
         I drove my sorry self to the factory. It’d be useful if there was stuff for me to do, something that would take immense concentration. Instead, there was Clint, reminding me of his son.
         
 
         ‘Did that boy of mine treat you right, Bess?’ he asked.
 
         Rub it in, why don’t you?
         
 
         I scrabbled around in my bag, ostensibly hunting for my phone. ‘Yes, of course he did.’ I managed to look up and smile. ‘He’s very different these days from when he was a kid.’
 
         Clint snorted. ‘Lucky for him.’ He shook his head. ‘The girls seem to fall all over him. Can’t for the life of me work out why. He doesn’t take a blind bit of notice of any of them. Except for that Lulu.’
 
         ‘Don’t you like her? She was very kind to me the day Dad went to hospital.’ Tell me more. Please.
         
 
         He shrugged. ‘She’s okay. Not the sort I’d have thought he’d go for.’
 
         But that was the end of the conversation. I didn’t find it comforting.
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         THE WEEK ROLLED ON slowly towards Christmas Day. Dad came in on Friday as planned to talk to Jason.
         
 
         ‘He’s shaping up well,’ he told me later. ‘I’m happy to put him on the payroll.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Uh, you did well there, Bess. Not a lad I would have given a second look to.’
 
         It warmed me to hear him say that, but it was the men who’d turned Jason around. My usefulness at the factory was pretty much over. They wouldn’t need me to be at the place much after the Christmas break, and the matter of how to entertain my friendless, loveless self until school started pressed on my sore heart.
         
 
         It helped that I could play tennis both days in the weekend. I chatted to Charlotte, Maddy and Clodagh via Skype, and didn’t speak of Nick or peasant boys in olive groves.
 
         I kept well away from Nick and Lulu’s Facebook pages, although I couldn’t resist checking to see if there were pics of Nico Hamilton. Oh yes. Lots of them, and every one dripping with sex appeal. Lulu featured in far too many of them.
 
         The Peace rose arrived. I wrapped it in pretty paper and wrote Mum an insincere message on a card. I bought Dad a book of cartoons, and for Iris I found a book on ancient witchcraft.
 
         For once, Christmas Day dawned beautifully sunny. For form’s sake, I asked Mum if she would like me to help her with the meal. She simply raised cool eyebrows. I took that as a negative, and fled to the tennis club on the off-chance some other no-friends-sad-sack would be there looking for a game.
         
 
         Harriet’s non-friend Sol turned up after I’d been bashing the ball at the practice board for about five minutes. He was keen for a game, but he mucked around with the scoring so much it was impossible to keep track. I didn’t care. It was such a relief to laugh.
 
         ‘Why aren’t you at home celebrating with the parents, the siblings, the in-laws, the aunts, the great uncles, the grandparents and the seven nieces all under the age of five?’ he asked as we flopped down on the veranda after the game.
         
 
         ‘Escaping from my mother. You?’
 
         ‘Escaping from the rellies outlined above.’
 
         ‘Seven nieces?’
         
 
         ‘And all under five.’ He looked gloomy. ‘You’ve no idea how loud they are. How energetic. And the little ones howl and stink and throw up on you.’
 
         ‘Sounds pretty good to me,’ I said. ‘My mother hasn’t spoken to me since Tuesday except to yell at me.’
 
         That wiped the lazy expression off his face, but he didn’t ask for details. No, what he asked was, ‘You got a boyfriend?’
 
         ‘Nope. You offering?’
 
         ‘Might be. Wanna go out?’
 
         ‘Gee, what a romantic!’ I was going to refuse, but then I thought why not? ‘Okay. Sure. That’d work.’
         
 
         ‘You’re a glass-half-full kind of girl. I like it.’
 
         And he was so laid-back it’s a wonder he didn’t walk with his feet in the air, but he was funny and I desperately needed a friend. We stayed chatting till it was impossible to delay the delights of Christmas dinner any longer.
 
         So that was how I found myself with a boyfriend before midday on Christmas Day.
 
         ‘You’ve been playing tennis?’ Mum asked as I came in.
 
         Was this a thaw? ‘Yes. Had a hit with a guy I’ll be at school with next year. His name’s Sol. Solomon.’
 
         ‘Solomon Drummond?’ Mum asked.
 
         ‘Might be. Yeah, I think that’s it.’
 
         I do believe my mother actually smiled. Her lips certainly stretched sideways for a millimetre on each side. ‘I know the family. You could do worse than cultivate young Solomon.’
         
 
         For crying out loud! I’d done something she approved of? ‘We’re going to a concert at New Year.’
 
         That got me a regal nod, though it struck me that a single meeting with Sol could well blast her idea of a suitable suitor right out of sight.
 
         ‘You’ll be needing clothes for school, Bess,’ she continued. ‘The sales will be on after Christmas. You can take my credit card to get what you need. Now, come and eat. Dinner’s ready.’
 
         She began slicing the meat. ‘Ask Solomon to go shopping with you. He’ll know what’s appropriate school clothing. Kindly remember you’re my daughter. I don’t want you running around town in tattered jeans. Or shorts. Absolutely no singlets.’
 
         ‘Sure, Mum. I’ll ask Harriet to come with me too.’
 
         The meal, as always, was delicious even if it was far too heavy for the summery day — roast beef and Yorkshire pudding with gravy so full of flavour that my toes curled.
 
         ‘Man, that has to have been the best meal ever,’ I said. I meant it, but I was keen to maintain the unaccustomed harmony of the day too.
 
         She raised her eyebrows. ‘It’s not good manners to exaggerate, Bess.’
 
         Other than that, the meal passed without me putting my foot into any hidden holes. I cleared up, washed up and stacked the dishwasher. At two on the dot we sat down to do the presents.
 
         As expected, she didn’t like my peace offering. ‘You know I never grow roses. Please change it for an azalea or a daphne.’
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry you don’t like it, Mum.’ And bugger exchanging it — I’d give it to Wally Earl, if I could find out where he lived.
 
         My mother turned her mouth down and, with great ceremony, handed me my present. As always, it was precision-wrapped in green and gold paper. What was different was the shape. It was the size of a shoebox, but there was no way she’d have bought me shoes. If there was jewellery in there … oh my god, don’t say she’d bought me a tiara! No!
 
         ‘Be careful. It’s fragile.’
 
         Not a tiara then. I pulled off the paper. The box inside was plain white cardboard. I extracted layers of tissue paper and bubble wrap then stared, dumbfounded, at what she’d given me. I was looking at a china ornament — longer than my hand and with six old-fashioned women standing around a dude on a throne, for the love of heaven.
 
         ‘What …?’
 
         ‘It’s valuable,’ Mum said. ‘You can start a collection. Figurines are very collectable.’
 
         I couldn’t think of a thing to say — not anything tactful at any rate.
 
         She lifted it from the box. ‘This is Henry the Eighth and his six wives. A lovely piece.’
 
         I stared at it and said the first thing that came into my head. ‘Shouldn’t a couple of them be without their heads?’
 
         Oops, not funny apparently.
 
         ‘You have no taste, Bess. And no business acumen either. Pieces like this increase in value every year.’
         
 
         Any thaw was freezing solid again. But hell on earth, I had to stop this idea before I got swamped with dust-catching collectables.
 
         ‘Mum, neither of us has hit the mark with our presents this year. I appreciate the thought, I really do, but this sort of stuff just isn’t me.’
 
         She rose to her feet, took Henry and his wives from me, and sailed from the room. I suspected she wouldn’t speak to me for the rest of the year.
 
         Collectable figurines! I couldn’t wait to tell Dad and Iris.
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         DAD GREETED ME with his usual anxious expression. ‘How’s the day been, love?’
         
 
         I kissed him. ‘Merry Christmas, Dad. Fair to middling so far. You’ll never guess what Mum bought me. Gotta hand it to her, she’s excelled herself this time.’
 
         They had presents for me too. Dad gave me a jewellery box he’d made himself. It had a hinged lid, compartments and tiny drawers. It was way too stunning to contaminate it with any of the stuff Mum had bestowed on me over the years. Iris’s present was an amethyst ring, a narrow circlet set with five tiny stones. I sat gazing at it, too choked up to speak.
 
         ‘You can change it if you don’t like it.’
 
         ‘It’s beautiful.’ My voice was all husky. ‘But I won’t be keeping it in my jewellery box.’ I slid it on my little finger. It fitted perfectly. ‘Only a witch could guess the right size.’ I jumped up and hugged her, then Dad. ‘You two are the best.’
         
 
         Dad cleared his throat. ‘You’re not so bad yourself, my girl. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’d better get myself organised out there on the barbecue.’
 
         ‘We’re having a bunch of friends over,’ Iris said, watching him leave. ‘Come and chat while I make salads. I’m glad you like the ring, love. Amethysts are healing. They’ll be good for you.’
 
         The friends arrived. There was lots of talk, lots of laughing, and Dad looked cheerful and optimistic. He’d looked like that ever since Eddy had told him he’d be bloody proud to take over the factory when Dad wanted to retire, which he and the men all hoped wouldn’t be for a while yet.
 
         I was the only person present under the age of fifty. I handed around nibbles, collected dirty plates, stacked the dishwasher and tried not to think about Nick and Lulu on a beach in Queensland.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Twenty-five

         
 
         I SPENT BOXING DAY with Sol, and discovered that Harriet was right — he was annoying. The third time he flicked sugar into my cup, I said, ‘Do that again and our romance stops here. And I’m not impressed by that kicked-puppy look either.’
         
 
         The rest of the afternoon wasn’t much better. We went to the pool where he ducked me twice and dripped on me when I got out to lie in the sun. When we left, he walked behind me and trod on the backs of my sandals. Back in the car, he screeched like a siren all the way to his house. I said, ‘Sorry, Sol, but the boyfriend/girlfriend thing is a dead duck. I’ll end up doing you serious damage if I have to spend another second with you.’
 
         He didn’t seem surprised. ‘You’ve broken the record anyway. A day and a half. That’s my longest romance so far.’
 
         ‘Your only one then?’
 
         ‘Nope. Kara lasted for an afternoon. Jody from five o’clock till eight. Harriet for twenty-three minutes.’
 
         ‘You’re a nut. Quite a nice one, in very small doses.’
 
         ‘New Year’s off, then?’
         
 
         ‘Not if Harriet will come too.’
 
         He slammed the door but it didn’t seem to be an angry slam, because he stuck his face against the window and made a blowfish mouth. I pushed the windscreen washer, hoping it would drench him. Ha, Sol Drummond, got you.
         
 
         And so the holidays passed. As expected, Mum didn’t talk to me for the entire week between Christmas and New Year. She placed her credit card on the table in front of me at breakfast the day after Boxing Day. I thanked her, rang Harriet and asked her if she’d come shopping with me. No way was I going to take Sol. I wafted into a daydream where I was cruising round the shops in Nick’s company until sanity kicked in.
 
         ‘Your mum just handed over her credit card?’ said Harriet. ‘No limits? You’re so lucky! I wish my mother would do that.’
 
         ‘Hard to set a limit when she’s not talking to me.’
 
         ‘Jeez! Man, that’s mega weird.’
 
         We had a good day and I was glad she was with me. I left the dockets on the table for Mum to find when she got home. She hadn’t, I noted, left me a message about where she was or when she expected to be back.
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         MOST DAYS I PLAYED tennis, or ended up at the pool with Sol and Harriet, who introduced me to a bunch of others I’d be at school with. Hadleigh wrote more often now, and always bland emails for public consumption. I Facebooked my friends regularly, too, making sure I was cheerful and chatty. They liked the story of my short romance with Sol.
         
 
         The men went back to work amped and ready to rock after the holidays. There wasn’t a lot for me to do. I went in every morning to deal with emails and snail mail, stayed for a cuppa, then left them to it.
 
         In the final week of January, Dad started coming with me in the mornings. The men were pleased he was back, he was pleased to be back — but I discovered I was sorry to lose my project.
 
         Iris, as she always did, picked up that something was bothering me. I so wasn’t used to having a mother-figure who did that. ‘I miss the factory,’ I told her. ‘It was the challenge, I think. Dad had just given up and it didn’t seem right.’
 
         ‘You’d better go for a career that challenges you in that case,’ she said.
 
         ‘Yeah, but what?’ Right now I’d settle for being Nick’s wife.
         
 
         Iris gave me a particularly witchy look. ‘You’ll need work that’ll satisfy you. Even if you marry, you still need a life of your own.’
 
         ‘Especially if I don’t,’ I muttered.
 
         But she heard me, and tugged my hair quite hard. ‘Look forward, not back.’
 
         ‘I’m trying! Okay!’
 
         ‘How many times have you looked at him on Facebook?’
 
         ‘Only once. Twice.’
 
         ‘Twice too often.’ She eyeballed me, and said with emphasis and deliberation, ‘He’s not the one for you right now. Accept it and stop wishing things were different.’
         
 
         ‘I’m trying. You haven’t a clue how hard it is.’
 
         ‘And don’t flounce.’
 
         ‘I was bloody not—’ But I caught her eye and had to laugh. ‘All right! I hear you.’
         
 
         That got me a hug and a cup of something prob ably designed to mend a broken heart — which it didn’t.
 
         At the end of January, on a cloudy, humid morning, and in the face of Mum’s disapproval, I dressed myself in my new shorts, shirt and sandals, and took myself off to school.
         
 
         It turned out I should have enrolled earlier, but the dean simply frowned, sighed and said, ‘Welcome, Bess.’ I had a moment’s panic that she’d ask me why I’d left St Annie’s, but all she did was ask me my subjects. Perhaps it was lucky I hadn’t enrolled when she had plenty of time after all.
 
         I rattled them off. ‘History, chem, physics, calculus and Maori.’
 
         ‘An interesting mix,’ she said. ‘Fortunately for you, they all fit.’ She printed off a timetable and sent me on my way.
 
         The day was strange, so different from St Annie’s, and yet so much the same. The teachers didn’t treat me as if I was a crazy drunk, and the kids I’d met over the summer were friendly. Being back at school, though, did make me think differently about Nick. I was a school kid. It was dumb to be thinking I’d lost the love of my life. It didn’t stop me from grieving over losing him, but in some peculiar way it eased the distress of it. He was out of my league.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Twenty-six

         
 
         MY BROTHER SENT ME a text at 3.16 on a Monday afternoon in the middle of February. Pick me up from Auck airport sis. Have just landed. Don’t tell ma.
         
 
         The rat! He hadn’t ditched his sim card at all. And not telling Mum would get me in so much trouble. Too bad.
         
 
         I sent Dad a text: Going to airport to pick up Hadleigh.
         
 
         Iris texted back: Both of you come to dinner.
         
 
         Yes! And it being a Monday, I wouldn’t have to leave a message for Mum.
 
         My brother was sitting in the sun waiting for me. He swept me up in a massive hug, then whirled me in a complete circle twice.
 
         ‘Good to see you, kiddo. Open the boot, will you?’ We loaded his luggage, but he waved the keys away when I tried to hand them over. ‘You drive, Bess. I’m bushed. Been a long day.’ He settled himself in the passenger seat — and immediately went to sleep. He didn’t wake up till Dad hauled the car door open.
 
         ‘Hadleigh! Good to see you, son. Good to see you.’
 
         It was better than good. The missing piece of my world was back where it should be — one of the missing pieces anyway. He gave us presents, including a lapis lazuli pendant and a Peruvian-style hat for me.
         
 
         ‘To keep your ears warm in winter. Made from alpaca wool, fur, hair — whatever.’
 
         ‘Hey, I hope you got Mum one too.’
 
         ‘Yep. Sure did!’ He scrabbled round in his pack and pulled out the hat. It was a mix of brick red, mud brown, sickly green and bilious yellow.
 
         Iris and I stared at it. ‘It’s perfectly, sublimely hideous,’ I said.
 
         ‘Took me a week to find that,’ he said. ‘Not bad, if I do say it myself.’
 
         ‘Will she wear it?’ Iris asked.
 
         ‘Yes!’ Hadleigh and I chorused.
 
         ‘I hope I see her in it,’ Dad said.
 
         That was the only time my mother intruded into the conversation all evening. In typical bloke fashion too, neither Dad nor Hadleigh mentioned the factory.
 
         Tired as he was, Hadleigh drove me back to Mum’s, where I had to say farewell to the use of his car. We talked about his travels through South America, and not about airport meltdowns or abandonment. I didn’t mind. He was back and he was Hadleigh — loving, kind and imperfect.
 
         ‘You’ll have to come in or she’ll kill me,’ I said.
 
         ‘She mightn’t be home,’ he said — and she wasn’t.
 
         ‘You’re such a tin arse,’ I told him, but I made him write her a note. Hi Mum. Just got home. Sorry to miss you. Love Hadleigh.
         
 
         ‘Liar,’ I said.
 
         ‘The love bit, or the sorry bit?’
         
 
         ‘Both.’
 
         He tweaked my hair, jumped in the car and was off. Mum must have passed him on the road, because half a minute later I heard her coming into the house. I raced to my room and spread homework all over the desk.
 
         It took her all of ten seconds to arrive in my doorway. ‘You’ve seen Hadleigh?’
 
         I swivelled around to look at her, one finger placed artistically on a random line in a history book. ‘He was pretty jetlagged so he didn’t stay long. He said he was sorry you weren’t here.’
 
         She nodded majestically and departed. I thanked gods of all varieties that my brother had the nous to arrive home on her night out.
 
         I sat at my desk, not attempting to do any of the looming assignments, just staring at nothing. I was thinking about Hadleigh, about the evening we’d all spent together — about nothing in particular — until I found myself looking at the olive grove lovers again. I knew them instantly.
 
         They were frightened. The girl was pale and she clutched her lover’s arm as if to anchor him. The pair of them stood on a hilltop, the olive grove at their backs, gazing at the town below. In my twenty-first century life I understood that a sickness, some sort of fatal contagion, was rife in the town. The boy disengaged his arm so that he could put it around her to hold her close.
         
 
         The girl pointed to the town, then swung round to look to the east. She and the boy studied the terrain, then simultaneously they shook their heads. For some reason, they couldn’t escape by that route. There seemed to be no way they could leave — or, if there was, they chose not to go for reasons unclear to me as I was now.
         
 
         Older people appeared behind them. A clutch of young children too, and I understood that family was the reason they would not leave. They turned, holding hands now, and walked towards the elders, who embraced them and took them into the house.
 
         I saw a wedding. The girl wore flowers in her hair. The boy stood tall and had eyes only for her. There was laughter and music and food, but there was also fear. The contagion was spreading.
 
         Mum knocked on my door and the scene vanished. I ignored the knock, dazed by what I’d seen.
 
         She came in. ‘You’re not asleep. Have the courtesy to answer when I knock.’
 
         Have the courtesy not to come in if I don’t answer. ‘What do you want?’
         
 
         ‘My tablet. And please do not take it again without asking.’
 
         I handed it back. She didn’t say thank you and I didn’t say goodnight. How like her to turn up at exactly the wrong moment. Now, perhaps, I’d never know what became of Nick and me in that long-ago life. There was no doubting that we were the couple. It wasn’t just wishful thinking, because I didn’t wish for it. My life would be much less complicated if that boy wasn’t Nick — but he was, just as surely as I was the girl.
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         AFTER SCHOOL the next day, I went into town and, using some of the stash of cash accumulating in my account, I bought my own tablet and gave it a name. ‘I christen you Irony.’
         
 
         By way of distraction from past lives, I checked on the factory’s website for postings of recent work. There were none.
 
         I rang Hadleigh and had a moan to him, just because I could. He laughed. ‘Give it up, Bess. Dad’s a dinosaur and you’re not going to change his spots — or his scales, or whatever.’
 
         ‘No, I guess not. But Eddy should be keeping his eye on things. He’s the one with most to lose if the place goes down the tubes.’
 
         ‘You’ll sort it, whizz-kid that you’ve turned into.’ He so clearly wasn’t interested. Was still terrified he’d get dragged back in, probably.
 
         I changed the subject. ‘When are you off to uni?’
 
         ‘End of the week. Can’t wait. See ya.’
 
         Ah well, at least he’d answered my call.
 
         It looked like if anyone was going to sort things on the digital front it would have to be me. It wasn’t ideal, though. The guys needed to be doing it themselves, and I wouldn’t be around next year anyway. We needed a more lasting solution.
 
         And that was when an image floated into my head of the perfect person. Jason. Jason? Yes.
         
 
         I was still laughing when I rang Dad. But he got in first. ‘The orders are rolling in, Bess. I have to say it’s exciting. And you’ll never believe it, but we’ve had an inquiry from somebody wanting miniature furniture for a doll’s house!’
         
 
         ‘Cool! You’ve said yes?’ He’d better have, or I’d do him serious damage.
 
         ‘Well now,’ he said, ‘I wasn’t going to, but then I thought I’d better talk it over with the men.’
 
         ‘And did you? Did Alton grab the job?’
 
         ‘He did indeed. Thrilled to the back teeth, he is.’
 
         So was my father, by the sound of it. ‘Dad, those pieces have to go on the website. Any items that are different from what’s there already have to go on it too.’
 
         He got soothing. ‘Don’t fuss, girl. I know what I’m doing.’
 
         I got mad. ‘I’ll bloody tell Beverly on you. You’ve got to keep current. She’ll tell you that. Listen, Dad, ask Jason to be in charge of posting photos. He’ll be good. Knows what he’s doing round a computer.’
 
         The dinosaur humphed and hawed, but in the end decided that could just be a grand notion and he’d put it to Jason tomorrow.
 
         I rested my head on my desk and screamed a very small scream. He’d better do it, or I really would tell Beverly on him. Then I sat up and called Eddy to give him a rocket about the lack of current photos.
 
         ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I know it needs doing, but you know … I don’t feel good about telling Charlie what to do.’
 
         ‘Get over it. The place will go backwards if you don’t. Dad’s going to ask Jason to post them, but he probably hasn’t thought about captions.’
 
         ‘Good idea. Jason’ll be stoked too. Don’t worry. I hear you. Thanks … boss.’
 
         The next day, after Mum and I had dined at the late hour of 6.30 because I’d volunteered to cook, I decided to phone Clint to find out whether Dad had put Jason in charge of keeping the photos current. It was sneaky, but I really didn’t want to badger Dad to his face again.
         
 
         My call was answered on the second ring. ‘The Castello Southey. To whom is it your earnest wish to converse?’
 
         Nick? The blood rushed from my head. ‘What are you selling?’ the voice asked. ‘Or do you wish to inform me that my computer has a virus and that you—’
 
         ‘George! You idiot! I need to speak to your dad.’
 
         It wasn’t Nick after all. I wanted to cry.
 
         ‘Not so fast, lady. I don’t let my honoured pater speak to just any stray female.’
 
         Heaven grant me patience. I told him my name.
 
         ‘Ah, little Bess Grey. For you, signorita, anything.’
 
         At last! Clint came on the line. ‘Sorry about that, Bess. What’s up? Something wrong?’
 
         ‘I hope not, but I want to check with you first, just in case there’s no need to put a bomb under Dad.’
 
         That got me a laugh. ‘The website? Young Jason’s as proud as a peacock. He’s posted photos already.’
 
         ‘That’s awesome. Hey, can you tell him from me that he’s a dude?’
 
         ‘Sure, word for word. Good to know you’re keeping an eye on your dad,’ he said.
 
         I checked the website. The photos were clear, crisp and showed the work to advantage. Somebody had written brief captions for each of them.
 
         It wasn’t till I was in bed that I let myself think about hearing Nick’s brother’s voice. What an idiot I’d nearly made of myself. Iris was right: I had to keep going forwards, I had to let go of the whole belief that Nick was my one and only.
         
 
         I was nearly asleep when it occurred to me to wonder why I hadn’t just checked the website myself. It was the obvious thing to have done. I came to the sorry conclusion that subconsciously I’d been hoping for news of Nick.
 
         Bloody subconscious.
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         I THREW MYSELF into school, immersing myself in work and any activities going: Stage Challenge, tennis, swimming, peer support.
         
 
         ‘Are you always like this?’ Harriet asked.
 
         ‘Pretty much,’ I said. ‘My brother reckons I’m hyperactive.’
 
         Harriet lay back on the grass. ‘Give me the quiet life.’
 
         ‘Yeah right!’ She was up there in the workaholic category.
 
         School was okay. I was making friends with boys as well as girls. None of the boys made my heart race, and I wondered if I’d ever fall in love again.
 
         About the middle of March, Iris sat me down for another of her motherly type conversations. ‘How’s school going? The truth, please.’
 
         ‘Fine. I like the teachers. I’ve got friends. It’s all good.’
 
         ‘And the boys?’ she asked, skewering me with her witch eyes.
 
         ‘They’re nice. I really like Anaru and Peter. Sol I can tolerate except on Tuesdays. He’s always really obnoxious on a Tuesday for some reason.’
         
 
         She wasn’t deflected. ‘And I’m willing to bet you wonder every day if you’ll ever fall in love again.’ One look at my face was all it took for her to grab my shoulders to make me look into her eyes while she said, ‘You are eighteen. Enjoy it. Have fun. If you hadn’t seen those images, Nick would be just another nice guy. Like those boys at school.’
 
         The trouble was, I had seen the images and I’d felt the connection when we’d been together on the day of the ice cream. He was my olive grove boy.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Twenty-seven

         
 
         TWO DAYS BEFORE school broke up for Easter, I talked to Mum about my plans for the holidays. Clodagh had asked me to stay with her for the second week.
         
 
         She didn’t lift her eyes from her tablet. ‘That won’t be possible. I need you to be here during the holidays.’
 
         My heart sank. ‘But Mum, why? The garden’s perfect. Lily’s a brilliant cleaner. There’s nothing for me to do.’
 
         ‘Elizabeth Symes has arranged for you to look after her grandchildren the first week. In the second week Mrs Chapman is entrusting her dogs to you. They need walking twice a day. On Easter Saturday there’s the Horticultural Society dinner. I have put your name down to waitress.’ She still didn’t look at me.
 
         I headed for the door. ‘Please thank your friends for me, but I won’t be able to oblige them.’
 
         She caught me up at my bedroom. ‘You’re as stubborn as your father, but you will do as I ask.’
         
 
         ‘You didn’t ask!’ Disengage. She can’t help it. Don’t react.
         
 
         I counted to ten, then to twenty. ‘Please will you talk to me first before you make plans for me?’
         
 
         She went off. Total nuclear fission. I tried not to listen, tried not to let her damning words sink in.
 
         ‘Holy hell, Mum — give it up will you!’
 
         She kept on and on at me until I couldn’t stand it, couldn’t take any more. I ran out of my room, out of the house as she shouted after me, ‘Don’t you dare walk out when I’m speaking to you! Where do you think you’re going? It’s nearly midnight.’
         
 
         It was nine o’clock, not midnight, and it was raining.
 
         I tore down the road, heading as usual to my haven. Dad opened the door, took one look at me, bellowed for Iris, put his arm around my dripping shoulders and hustled me inside.
 
         ‘Your mother?’ he asked.
 
         I just nodded, couldn’t speak.
 
         He said, ‘I’ll make up the spare bed. You’re staying here tonight.’ He patted my shoulder. ‘Any time you want to move in. You know that.’
 
         I tried to smile. Couldn’t. Shivers wracked my whole body.
 
         ‘Hmm,’ said Iris. ‘This isn’t good, Bess. But how about we make decisions another time? Let’s get you warm. Jump in the shower, I’ll make you a drink, then you can hop into bed with a hottie.’
 
         It was balm to be fussed over.
 
         I sent Hadleigh a text just before I went to sleep: Mum excelled self this time. Have taken refuge with Dad & Iris.
         
 
         His reply came swiftly: Spare room here all hols. Wanna stay? U can meet girlfriend.
         
 
         I be there Thurs after school. Off to Auck second week. Can’t wait 2 meet GF.
         
 
         The next morning I went home to change into fresh clothes and collect my school gear. Mum turned her back on me. I tried to disengage, tried to remember the statue. Only one more day to get through and I’d be free of her for two whole weeks. Strangely, though, when I got back that afternoon, she had afternoon tea set out on the table — matching china and a clutch of cupcakes.
 
         ‘Don’t worry, Mum, I’ll keep out of your way if you’re having friends over.’ No way was I going to play the dutiful daughter, especially not to dog-woman and grandkid-woman.
 
         ‘This is for you. Come and sit down.’
 
         She was several degrees above glacial, and I was suspicious as hell. What was she up to?
 
         ‘I’ve cancelled the arrangements with Elizabeth and Gloria,’ she said.
 
         The grandkids and the dogs? ‘Thanks, Mum. Appreciate it.’ Not that she deserved thanking, but this was one huge concession.
 
         ‘However, you are still needed at the dinner. I can’t reorganise that at this late stage.’
 
         She poured a cup of tea, handed it to me and gestured towards the cupcakes. I don’t like cupcakes. The cake part is disappointing and the icing is always too sweet. I took the plainest one. Pink icing. Gross. I didn’t respond to the waitressing topic.
 
         ‘Hadleigh’s asked me to stay with him from tomorrow night. For a week.’
         
 
         ‘That’s good of him,’ she said, making it sound as if he’d be babysitting a monster. ‘I will drive you there. I haven’t seen my son for several weeks.’
         
 
         Apparently we’d done with the chat, because she got up and began clearing away the tea things. ‘He can bring you over to the dinner. I’ll buy him a ticket so that he can take you back with him.’ She sailed from the room, leaving me gaping after her.
 
         How had she done that? All without me yelling, or telling her yet again that no way was I going to be a waitress at her garden do? I shrugged. Just do it. It was a small price to pay for getting out of the baby- and dog-sitting.
         
 
         I packed that night, and texted Hadleigh about the joys awaiting him.
 
         I spent a good portion of the last day of term trying to work out what my mother was up to. Why hadn’t she gone silent on me? Why the concessions? Driving me into Hamilton to Hadleigh’s flat was no puzzle. She wanted to see him — and maybe she was glad to be rid of me for a while as well. Even as I walked home from school I kept mulling over her motives, and (for once) praying she’d be home and ready to go. It’d be just like her to keep me waiting. But no, she was there and keen to hit the road. She even offered a few remarks as we travelled to Hamilton: two weather-related comments, one observation that the town was growing, and two expressions of disdain about the driving habits of other people.
 
         I did my best to respond. ‘Yes, the paddocks are starting to get green again … You’re right, there’s never a cop when you need one.’
 
         Apparently it was enough. She inclined her head graciously at each dumb reply.
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         WE ARRIVED at Hadleigh’s flat after the longest drive in the universe. I leapt out, rolled my eyes at him and stood back to let him turn on the charm.
         
 
         ‘Great to see you, Mum. Come in, come in. And what do you think of our garden? Pretty good, huh?’
 
         Surely she wouldn’t fall for that? The ‘garden’ was a parsley plant, a scraggly lavender bush and a lemon tree.
 
         She sparkled at him. ‘You have a little way to go, dear.’
 
         He laughed and led the way into the house to serve tea made with teabags in cracked mugs. Mum drank hers without a murmur. She commended Hadleigh on his housekeeping, which wouldn’t have looked so snappy if I hadn’t given him a day’s warning. She inquired about his studies. Interesting, she’d not once asked me about mine, or about how I was settling in at school. She remembered the names of his three flatmates and asked after each one.
 
         Hadleigh got to his feet. ‘Sorry to hurry you, Mum. But I’ve got a meeting with my supervisor in twenty. If I’m late she’ll mark me down. Regular dragon, she is.’
 
         At once, our mother stood up. She kissed her son farewell, nodded to her daughter and tootled off out the door, leaving the Saturday-night waitressing gig unmentioned — until she had one foot in her car.
 
         ‘By the way, Hadleigh. You’ll need to bring Bess over on Saturday evening.’ She outlined the treat he was in for.
 
         He bent down to give her a smacker of a kiss. ‘Gee, Mum. That would have been so cool! Why didn’t you let me know earlier?’
         
 
         Oh god, he was going to bail on me. She’d have to come and get me, and I’d bet a zillion she wouldn’t bring me back again.
 
         ‘There’s a problem?’ she asked.
 
         He rubbed his hair, and I wanted to yell Stop because he looked so like Dad when he did that. ‘The thing is, I’ve got tickets for me and the infant here for that new play up at uni.’ He looked worried — have to hand it to him, he truly did. ‘I really can’t cancel. I’m helping on the door, and Bess, I hope you don’t mind, but I kind of volunteered you to be an usher.’
         
 
         I had to look at the ground. ‘Oh, uh … well, I’ve never done anything like that. Is it hard to learn?’
 
         ‘You’ll pick it up,’ he said. ‘Sorry, Mum. It’s going to be a huge nuisance for you. Will you be able to sort it, do you think?’
 
         She slid into the car. ‘Please don’t worry about it. I can make other arrangements.’
 
         We stayed frozen until the car vanished around the corner, then I jumped at my brother, hugging him. ‘Gazumped, by heaven! By an expert!’
 
         ‘Not bad, eh?’ He unwound my arms. ‘Come on, let’s go and relax, and you, my dear sis, can explain exactly how she finessed you into agreeing to that lark in the first place.’
 
         So I told him the whole sorry saga of the babysitting, the dog-minding and the waitressing. When I’d finished he shook his head at me. ‘You’re an idiot, sister mine. She set the entire thing up because all she wanted was to watch you be a minion. Bring you down a peg or two.’
         
 
         I let that sink in. ‘You mean, she made up the babysitting and the dogs?’
 
         ‘Betcha.’
 
         ‘But that is … it’s Machiavellian. Evil.’ I paced around the room, picking things up, putting them back, trying to get my head around the grenade he’d tossed at me. ‘Hads — do you truly, honestly believe she staged that row? If she did, it means she knew all the time what she was saying. And she said horrible things. Mean and nasty and horrible.’
 
         He strolled over and dropped a brotherly arm across my shoulders. ‘Seriously, I do believe that’s exactly what she did. And seriously, you’re going to have to watch her very, very closely. Don’t take anything at face value. She’s a nutter.’
 
         I stared at him. ‘You’ve never said anything like this before.’
 
         ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘but I’ve never had a psych major for a girlfriend before. Get your skates on. We’re going to rescue Su Lin. She’s been hiding out in the library.’
 
         ‘Su Lin as in the GF?’ I asked. ‘You’ve got an Asian GF?’
 
         ‘Yep.’
 
         I started to laugh. An Asian girlfriend definitely wasn’t in Mum’s plan for her son. She’d have it all sorted for him to marry the daughter of one of her friends whose pedigree she knew backwards.
 
         ‘Excellent. Can’t wait to meet her.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Twenty-eight

         
 
         SU LIN WAS A RIOT. For a start, her dress style was gypsy crossed with fairy. Her hair was long, with the back in skinny braids. She wore round, academic-style glasses and her boots were patterned with pictures of high-heeled shoes.
         
 
         When she saw us, she piled up her books, dumped them in her bag and said, ‘Good. I’m done here.’ She kissed my cheek. ‘You must be Bess. Welcome to the big smoke.’
 
         Hadleigh took her bag. ‘You need a bloody elephant to carry this lot. Haven’t you heard of e-readers? Embrace the twenty-first century, why don’t you?’ He hooked his arm round her waist. He’d never been this much at ease with any of his previous girlfriends.
 
         ‘How long have you known each other?’ I asked.
 
         ‘A couple of years,’ she said. ‘Did Hadleigh tell you we’re moving in together in a month?’
 
         ‘No, and I only discovered he had a girlfriend yesterday.’
 
         ‘Can’t tell you all my secrets, sis,’ he said.
 
         ‘On the grounds that I might run straight to Mum?’
 
         ‘Breaking the news to her is a joy yet to happen.’
         
 
         Back at Hadleigh’s flat, Su Lin wandered off and returned with yet more books. ‘Hadleigh’s told me about your mum,’ she said to me. ‘I don’t want to be pushy or anything, but I’ve got some books you might find useful. Have a browse through this lot if you’d like to.’
 
         Hadleigh picked one up. ‘Start with this. Most enlightening.’
 
         It was a book about personality disorders. I sat at the kitchen table while they made dinner. Every few minutes I’d give a yelp. ‘Hey, listen to this! This is what she does. All the time.’
 
         Enlightening? Hell, yes. I should have gone back to Gwennie, should have found out more. I could still do it. Next week in fact. But right now, Su Lin’s books were like a light going on.
 
         We ate dinner, laughed a lot, and by the time we’d done the dishes I was certain that my brother and Su Lin were in love.
 
         ‘When will you tell Mum?’ I asked.
 
         Hadleigh shrugged. ‘Dunno. We’ve got to get on the right side of Su Lin’s family first.’
 
         ‘They’ll come round,’ she said. ‘Give them time. It’s hard for them. I’ll be the first one to marry a non-Chinese, even though the family’s been here for over a hundred years.’
         
 
         ‘And nobody’s married an outsider in that whole time? Wow!’
 
         ‘No cross-pollination at all,’ Hadleigh said. ‘And they still speak Cantonese at home.’
 
         ‘Man, is it ever going to be the clash of the Titans when they meet Mum! How d’you reckon she’ll handle it?’
         
 
         Hadleigh crossed his eyes at me. ‘I could be out of the will.’
 
         ‘She wouldn’t do that. Not to you. But would you mind?
 
         ‘Not too much. Besides, she’ll live till she’s a hundred and ten. Long time to wait for an inheritance. The bummer will be if she leaves it to the Association for the Extermination of Cats Who Pee in Her Garden.’
 
         I didn’t want to talk about her any longer. Su Lin and her family were far more interesting.
 
         ‘My sister and both brothers are all tidily married to Chinese partners,’ she said.
 
         ‘So you’re the youngest?’
 
         She laughed. ‘Yes, and I’m the freak who’s unmarried at the ripe old age of twenty-three.’
 
         So she was older than Hadleigh. Mum wouldn’t like that either. This got more interesting by the minute.
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         HADLEIGH AND SU LIN had plans for Easter to visit friends in Taupo. They asked me if I’d like to go with them, but I didn’t want to play gooseberry, and anyway I had a tonne of work to do. When they’d gone it was like being back at St Annie’s — plenty to do and no mother around to yell at me.
         
 
         I’d put in a good couple of hours on Sunday morning when there was a knock on the door. My first thought was that Mum was on the warpath, but the silhouette through the wavy glass on the door didn’t look like her. Somebody peddling religion then. I went to answer it, a polite but firm response in my head.
         
 
         It was Nick. All I could do was goggle at him. I couldn’t have said a word to save my life.
 
         ‘Sorry, Bess. I should have warned you I was coming.’
 
         I stepped back, motioning for him to come in, terrified he’d vanish. ‘No. It’s fine. I’m just surprised.’ Oh god, get it together girl. I peered over his shoulder. ‘Where’s Lulu?’
         
 
         He came inside, shutting the door. ‘I don’t know. We broke up at Christmas.’
 
         ‘Oh … I mean, I’m sorry. That must’ve been hard.’
 
         ‘It wasn’t fun. In the end it came down to us wanting different sorts of lives.’ He gave me a slight smile. ‘Look, the thing is, I’ve got to fly out at five, but I wanted to talk to you. Can we sit down? Does Hadleigh have a lounge, for example?’
 
         ‘Sorry. Yes. Of course.’ I sounded like a complete idiot. Why on earth had he come? ‘Where are you flying off to?’
 
         ‘Honolulu. Runway show.’
 
         I bit my tongue on asking if Lulu would be there and led the way into the lounge. Nick sat on the sagging couch. I sank into the nearest armchair.
 
         ‘But you and Lulu,’ I said, ‘you’re both models, both jetsetters. How come you want different lives?’ I had to make sure about this, had to press hard on the bruise.
 
         That seemed to surprise him. ‘I’m just doing the modelling to work my way through uni. Not Lulu, though. It’s the only life she wants.’
         
 
         I could almost feel the cogs readjusting themselves in my brain. ‘I didn’t know that. I thought you were … What are you studying?’
 
         ‘Microbiology. Can’t wait to finish, get a real job and ditch the modelling.’ He jumped up. ‘Have you got time for a walk? We could go along the river.’
 
         ‘Yes. Of course. But Nick, why are you here? Why have you come?’ I couldn’t have got out of that chair if the house was on fire.
 
         He stopped still for a few seconds and I held my breath. When he turned round to look at me, his face was intent — intense. He knelt down in front of me and reached for my hands. His touch nearly undid me, my heart was so near to choking me. ‘Bess, I had to see you. I wanted to see you. Yes, Lulu and I broke up because we were headed in different directions. But ever since that day — the day of the ice cream—’
 
         The day of the kiss.
         
 
         ‘—I haven’t been able to get you out of my head. Out of my heart. It makes no sense. I can’t explain it, but I feel like we’re connected. That you’re the other part of me.’
 
         ‘Nick …’ It was all I could say. I leaned forward, touching my forehead to his.
 
         His voice shook. ‘I’ve been wanting to kiss you again. Ever since that day. Is that okay with you? You’re so young. Four years younger than me. I don’t want to—’
 
         I put my hand over his mouth. ‘Please, kiss me.’
 
         ‘For real? You mean it?’ He looked into my face — at the brimming tears, and the smile I couldn’t quite hold steady. ‘You do? Come here where I can reach you!’
         
 
         Both of us scrambled up, got tangled together and fell sideways back into my chair. So there I was, stuck in a stupid squashy chair with the guy I loved almost flattening me, and his arms were around me and it was magical. I could feel the beat of his heart, and his warmth flowed into the frozen pieces of my soul.
 
         We stayed like that, heads together, bubbling with laughter until he said, ‘Shall we try that again?’ He pushed himself free of the chair, then tugged me upright and kissed me.
 
         There’s nothing so sweet as a kiss you’ve thought would never come. I swear I melted. There were no bones in my body, no sinews, and the only muscles were in my heart.
 
         The fate of the olive grove lovers, whatever it was, would not beset us this time.
 
         ‘I love you.’ He held me away to look into my eyes. ‘It’s crazy. We’ve spent no time together. We don’t know each other. Logically, I can’t love you. But bugger it, Bess, I’ve spent every day trying to convince myself I don’t, and it doesn’t work.’
 
         I reached up, took his hands from my shoulders and held them tight. ‘I’ve done exactly the same thing. Sore, bruised heart. Head saying get a grip. Keeping busy, trying not to grieve—’
 
         ‘You have? Whoa! That’s way too freaky. I might have to kiss you again.’
 
         He gathered me up in his arms, sat himself back in that chair, with me squished in beside him. ‘Comfortable?’
         
 
         ‘Can’t tell. Too blissed out.’
 
         It was ages before we extracted ourselves from the chair. ‘Man, I’m hungry,’ my beloved said. ‘Let’s go find a horse I can eat.’
 
         Me, I didn’t care if I never ate again. Well, not until we were sitting in a restaurant, then the hunger kicked in. Nick ordered steak and I went for the spiced calamari. It’s tricky eating when you can’t stop smiling.
 
         ‘This is beyond bizarre,’ I said. ‘I don’t know anything about you. For starters, I’m still trying to see you as a uni student and not a model. And anyway, what uni are you at?’
 
         ‘Massey. The Palmerston North campus. What about you? You’ll go to uni?’ He grabbed my hand, fork and all. ‘Bess, it’s crazy to be even thinking about this — but I really want us to be together. In the same town, at least. I’ve got another year of my Masters to do, then possibly a PhD. Could you study in Palmy? What do you want to do?’
 
         All my insides leapt into meltdown. ‘I want to be with you. It’s what I’ve been dreaming of.’ My tear ducts went into melt mode too.
 
         Nick mopped my face with the serviette. ‘I still can’t believe it.’ He stroked his thumb across my hand. ‘You are real, aren’t you?’
 
         ‘Tell you what,’ I said. ‘I’m real if you are.’
 
         Do all people in love say daft things to each other? I didn’t care about others. Nick loved me. My olive grove boy.
 
         ‘Nick, listen. There’s something I haven’t told you.’
 
         His eyes sharpened. ‘Might this be another past life you’ve seen, by any chance?’
         
 
         ‘Smart as well as handsome! You should definitely do a PhD instead of modelling.’
 
         ‘Yes, well, this is intuition, not smarts. I rather think I want to hear this story. Let’s go for that walk, eat ice cream and talk.’
 
         ‘I’ll buy and I’ll choose,’ I said. I got him blackberry ripple, and classic hokey pokey for me.
 
         We walked beside the river and I told him about my olive grove lovers. ‘They’re so happy. I can see that by the way they are together. I saw their wedding. Lots of family, children, flowers, food — the whole caboodle. Happiness just shines out of them.’
 
         ‘Well, they’d make a pleasant contrast to burning Iris to death.’ He tucked my arm more securely into his. ‘Did you recognise them? In this life, I mean.’
 
         ‘Sorry. Forgot I hadn’t told you that part. The boy is you and I’m the girl.’
 
         ‘Ah.’ We walked in silence until he said, ‘You know, I don’t think I’d believe it for a minute if it weren’t for the fact that I love you. Against my better judgement, common sense, reason.’
 
         His better judgement? ‘Don’t you want to love me?’ Love. It did such terrible things to the breathing. My lungs felt squeezed empty.
 
         Immediately, his arms went round me and he was kissing me, in between saying, ‘Never think that! Never. It’s just that you haven’t had time yet to get out into the world, to meet other guys.’
 
         ‘I don’t want other guys.’
 
         He held me away from him and I put a finger on his lips to shush him. ‘Please don’t get all … fatherly on me!’
         
 
         He gave a crack of laughter. ‘I assure you, I feel anything but fatherly.’
 
         ‘Good.’ I grinned at him, my lover with his movie-star face and his dark, dreamy eyes. ‘You’re taller than you were in that life. And I’m shorter.’
         
 
         ‘We were happy? Got married and lived happily ever after?’
 
         I shivered, and he held me close. ‘That’s the trouble. I don’t know. They seemed to be worried about something. I think it was a sickness in the town, but I haven’t seen any scenes since the wedding.’
 
         ‘Well, if they did come to grief that could explain why we’ve got such a weirdly strong connection now.’
 
         But just then the alarm on his phone shrilled. ‘Shit. Time to go. Come with me to the airport,’ he said. ‘I’ll pay for the taxi back again.’
 
         And so I sat with him in the back of a taxi while it took us to the airport. We kissed goodbye while the driver waited to take me back again.
 
         ‘Known each other long, have you?’ the man asked, suspicious as hell.
 
         ‘Only for several hundred years.’
 
         Strangely, he didn’t talk to me after that.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Twenty-nine

         
 
         NICK’S LOVE LIT MY DAYS for the rest of the holidays. Hadleigh picked up immediately that my head and heart were in a space far away.
         
 
         ‘Spill. Who is he and why didn’t you tell me you had an assignation today?’’
 
         Su Lin made coffee and winked at me.
 
         ‘Assignation! Get over yourself! Besides, look who’s talking.’ I glanced at Su Lin. ‘I bet you didn’t freeze her out when you vanished to see the world.’
 
         He had the grace to look shame-faced for a whole two seconds. ‘Don’t change the subject. Who is he?’
 
         ‘Nick Southey. And don’t bloody tell Mum.’
 
         He laughed for the rest of the week.
 
         Su Lin, though, took the news much more seriously. ‘Listen, Bess. I suspect your mother isn’t going to like this at all. She’s not going to approve of any boy that she hasn’t personally selected. So be careful.’
         
 
         Of course I’d be careful. It wouldn’t be difficult. Nick wasn’t home very often, and when he was I’d stay with Dad and Iris so he could pick me up from there.
 
         Meantime, he sent me messages every day. They were light-hearted and they were loving.
         
 
         At the end of the week, I caught the bus to Auckland, unsure how much of the story I’d tell my friends. If Charlotte was staying at Clo’s as well, then it would be the abbreviated version.
 
         But Clodagh was alone when she picked me up from the bus station. ‘Charlotte and Maddy arrive on Thursday,’ she said. ‘They’ll go straight on to school from mine.’
 
         ‘Maddy!’ I clapped my hands. ‘Thanks a million, Clo. You’re an angel.’
 
         ‘But a cunning one,’ she said. ‘I want to hear all the news that would send Charlotte running for the pills.’
 
         I grinned at her. ‘Good thinking.’
 
         ‘Ah,’ she said. ‘So there is more. Excellent.’
 
         ‘Did you tell Giles? What did he think?’
 
         ‘He’s inclined to think your brain is messing with you,’ she said. ‘We’ve had some riveting discussions.’
 
         ‘He hasn’t convinced you?’
 
         ‘I prefer to keep an open mind. It’s far too interesting to dismiss. Besides, I have the advantage of knowing that you’re not given to indulging in flights of fancy.’
 
         She drove to her house, parking the car beside the other two in the garage. All the family were home — parents, grandmother and the devil twins — and the house was full of noise and movement. I thought briefly of Mum dining in splendid silence all by herself.
 
         After lunch, with a skill born of long practice, Clodagh ensured that the boys disappeared. All she did was pick up our plates and then look thoughtfully at her brothers. They got the message, dumped their own plates in the kitchen and vanished. I was still laughing when we shut ourselves in her bedroom.
         
 
         ‘Tell,’ she said.
 
         This time I chose to sit in the armchair Charlotte had occupied, rather than the beanbag. ‘Remember I told you about Nick Southey?’
 
         ‘The babe magnet? The one with the girlfriend?’
 
         ‘Ex-girlfriend now.’
 
         ‘Ah! And does he just happen to have a different girlfriend now? One he’s known for — oh, a few centuries, for instance? I like it! And you look really happy. You’ve been very quiet about him, though.’
 
         ‘Don’t be mad at me. I haven’t. Truly, I haven’t.’ I ran my hands through my hair, realising how crazy it all was. ‘It all only happened on Monday. Kind of, anyway.’ I told her about the ice-cream date and how he’d kissed me. ‘Then he went silent all the way home. I was a mess. He was my olive grove love. I knew that without a doubt. But he went all quiet and distant. Besides, I’d met Lulu.’
 
         She said nothing for a few seconds, her face abstracted. ‘Between December and last Monday, he’s dumped the girlfriend and declared undying love for you? Did he feel a connection between you? Did you tell him about the past-life thing?’ She smiled. ‘Sorry, too many questions.’
 
         ‘Easy to answer, though. Yes to everything. He said he wouldn’t have believed it for a second except that he had no explanation for why he couldn’t get me out of his head.’
 
         ‘Wow, what a story.’ She went back to being abstracted. ‘I wonder if I’ve been with Giles before. I’ll have to think about that.’ She snapped back into the present moment. ‘So this Nick. What does he do?’
         
 
         I fished the tablet from my bag and brought up images of Nick Southey as Nico Hamilton. ‘Have a look for yourself.’
 
         She took one look, her eyes popped and, probably for the first time ever in her life, she squealed. ‘He’s a model? You’ve fallen in love with a piece of eye candy?’ She scrolled through the photos. ‘He’s definitely to die for.’ She fanned her face. ‘Jeez. What a babe.’ She got serious. ‘But Bess, will you like that world? Glamorous women, buffed blokes, flying all over the place all the time?’
         
 
         ‘Clo, I’d have done it, just to be with him. But I’m glad I won’t have to. It’s not his career, he’s just doing it to earn his way through uni. Microbiology.’
 
         ‘So he’s not just a pretty face.’ She looked at the photo of him bare-chested in jeans. ‘No, he’s more than just a face.’
 
         I took the tablet from her. ‘Wipe your chin, you’re drooling.’
 
         ‘Guilty!’
 
         ‘Clo, can we not tell the others? Su Lin — she’s Hadleigh’s secret girlfriend and a psych major — she says be careful with Mum. I don’t want to risk her seeing something on Facebook.’
 
         ‘Don’t worry, I’ll keep quiet.’ Then, as she was apt to do, she jumped a few steps in the conversation. ‘You’ve made an appointment with Gwennie?’
 
         ‘Tuesday at nine. That okay with you?’
 
         ‘I’ll even drive you there. And I’m going to book a past-life session for me too.’
         
 
         I started laughing. ‘You’re such a surprise box. Are you going to tell Giles, your family?’
 
         ‘Giles, yes. The family — Granny probably. Yes, I’ll tell her. Not the others though.’
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         I SLIPPED INTO LIFE in Clodagh’s family as if I’d lived there for ever. They were busy, kind and friendly. I sent Mum several dutiful emails and got nothing in reply. Iris wrote several times. The orders were still coming into the factory, she told me, and Dad was bounding out of bed in the mornings. He wasn’t even grizzling about the healthy meal regime.
         
 
         On Tuesday I had the session with Gwennie, starting with the whole story about Nick and including Su Lin’s warning.
 
         ‘I agree with your brother’s girlfriend. Your mother will object to your choice. And I have to give you another warning. Even though you and Nick were together in the past, it doesn’t necessarily mean it’ll work this time.’ She held up a hand to stop my protest. ‘You’re very young, both of you. You’ve a lot of growing to do in the next few years. People change, go their separate ways. This may not happen, but be aware that it could. Don’t go blindly on with the relationship if it stops feeling right. But enough of that. How have things been?’
 
         I outlined the dog-walking/babysitting fight. ‘It went nuclear. And Hadleigh says those jobs were entirely fictitious. She just wanted to make me do the waitressing. She probably hadn’t even talked to her friends about the other stuff.’
         
 
         ‘There’s a high chance he’s right. It’s no good getting angry, Bess. It gets you nowhere other than upset. In a situation like that, listen to her, then say something like I’m not going to do those things, Mum. Thank you for thinking of me, it’s nice of you. But please will you check with me first next time.’
         
 
         My face must have shown what I thought of that. She said, ‘Wait! There’s more. She’ll probably start the name-calling and so on. At that point you tell her you see she’s upset but repeat that you’re not going to do what she asks. Don’t give her a reason. Stay calm and don’t engage.’
 
         ‘She’ll keep yelling. You’ve no idea.’
 
         ‘Yes. I do know. Set boundaries. Mum, I’m sorry you’re upset but if you keep on pushing this I’m going to stay with Dad and Iris. Then go. You have to be consistent. Follow up on what you say.’
         
 
         She hammered the disengagement idea. I was to look as though I was listening while screening out the crap she handed out. ‘If she starts being nice, be on your guard. Don’t take anything she says or does at face value.’
 
         By the end of the session I was feeling battered and depressed — until she said, ‘Get out of home as soon as you can. You’re a remarkably resilient young woman, Bess. I’m impressed.’
 
         Clodagh drove my resilient self to a café for vast quantities of sweet, sugar-laden food. Heaven on a plate. Hell on the hips. Who cared? Lulu would, but I didn’t have to worry about Lulu. It was me Nick loved.
 
         ‘You’re thinking about him, aren’t you?’ Clodagh said.
         
 
         ‘Yep!’
 
         ‘Not to be a wet blanket, Bess, but you’re not going to see much of him this year.’
 
         ‘I know. It’s going to be tough, what with Mum and all, but we’ll manage. We’ll be together once school finishes.’
 
         Maddy and Charlotte arrived on Thursday afternoon. Maddy leapt from the car, talking flat out, wonderful marvellous brilliant to see you Bess how are you how’s things what’s going down tell me tell me tell all.
         
 
         Charlotte was welcoming but wary. It was sad. I knew she’d never really be at ease with me again.
 
         Several times over the next few days I so nearly spoke of Nick, but each time I drew back. The girls were gorgeous, I adored them to bits, but discretion wasn’t the strong point for either of them. I couldn’t let Mum get wind of my relationship with Nick, even if it meant my friends being angry and hurt when they discovered I’d had a boyfriend for months and not told them.
 
         On Friday, I took myself back to St Annie’s to visit Miss Wilding. I appreciated that she didn’t ask if I’d come to explain my drunken binge. She wanted to know how my studies were going, had I settled into my new school? ‘We gave you a glowing testimonial.’
 
         ‘You didn’t tell them about …?’
 
         ‘Yes. We had to. I also said I believed you would never again be so …’
 
         ‘Stupid,’ I said, and she smiled. I gathered my courage. ‘I want to tell you why. If you’d like to hear?’
 
         She looked hard at me. ‘It’s still difficult for you? I confess, I’d very much like to know, but not if it distresses you.’
         
 
         ‘It doesn’t. Not now. But it’s bizarre. Hard to believe. Charlotte knows and now she keeps her distance.’
 
         ‘You’re only making me more interested. Please, go on.’
 
         I began the story of burning Iris in a life long ago. When I’d finished, Miss Wilding didn’t run screaming for a straitjacket. What she said was, ‘Unusual. I can understand why you couldn’t tell us after it happened.’ She treated me to one of her sharp looks. ‘Did you see anyone about it professionally?’
 
         I told her about Gwennie. She knew of her. She was an old girl of the school.
 
         ‘Well done. I’d be inclined to think you dreamed up the whole thing if it was any other girl. Hmm, except Clodagh Peterson possibly. As it is, I’m going to need to think about it. I’ll keep it to myself in the meantime.’
 
         I stood up to leave. ‘Thank you.’ I stuttered out my thanks too for the years I’d spent at the school. ‘It was my home. My real, true home. I was so lucky.’
 
         She hugged me farewell and kissed my forehead. ‘Go well, Bess. I’m happy you came today.’
 
         The week hurtled to an end. It seemed I’d only just arrived before I was heading home to my mother. I sat in the bus and brought up the photos of Nick. The old lady next to me leaned across. ‘My, but he’s a hottie! Who is he?’
 
         ‘Some random. I’m trying to find a model history essay.’ I crossed my fingers. It would serve me right if she turned out to be a history professor.
 
         She cackled. ‘If I were you, I’d bookmark him. Stick him on your bedroom wall.’
         
 
         The wall wasn’t where I wanted Nick in my bedroom. I counted the months till I could leave home to be with him. Seven. Such a long time. We’d already waited several hundred years.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Thirty

         
 
         FROM THEN ON I lived for each contact with Nick. Knowing that he loved me had an unexpected spinoff, too, in making it easier to deal with Mum. Her accusations about my selfishness, thoughtlessness and general inadequacy mostly skated past me. I even began almost enjoying the quiet times with her when she wasn’t being icy, when it almost felt as though she might come to like me enough for us to have some sort of adult relationship.
         
 
         A couple of weeks into the term, she said, ‘Mr Barber tells me your teachers are pleased with your work.’
 
         She’d talked to the principal? She was actually saying something positive? About me? I just about fell on her neck. ‘Thanks for telling me, Mum. Did he ring you specially to tell you?’ No way would she have rung him.
 
         ‘He has recently joined my Rotary club.’
 
         She didn’t offer any more information. But — wow. I sent Hadleigh a text: The mother-load said sthg good. About me!!!!
         
 
         I got one right back: Watch for sting in tail.
         
 
         I did watch, but she went back to behaving normally, which meant no more compliments in my direction. She also had a major spit at the beginning of June when she tried to turn me into her project manager.
 
         ‘You’re to be in charge of the Horticultural Society blog,’ she said. ‘We require a posting twice weekly. You’ll need to photograph gardens and interview the people concerned.’
 
         My heart sank, but I gathered my courage and embarked on step one of Gwennie’s system. This wasn’t going to be pretty.
 
         ‘I’m sorry, Mum. But I’m not going to do that. You need to check things like this with me first. I’m up to my ears in schoolwork this year.’
 
         The storm broke over my head and I strove not to cringe. The fact that I’d spent weeks helping That Man got chucked into the mix.
 
         Step two. I stood up, trying to let her know I meant what I said, trying to appear more forceful. How come I could yell at Dad’s workers, but not at my mother?
 
         ‘Mum, I can’t do it. I’m sorry, but if you can’t accept that then I’m going to stay with Dad and Iris for a few days.’
 
         Her wrath swamped me. My hands shook as I packed up my books. I tried to shut her words out, I tried not to let them sink into my heart, but enough of them got through to hurt. As I ran from the room, her voice followed me: ‘I fail to understand why you go out of your way to upset me. No normal daughter would be so cruel. I don’t ask much of you. You’ll soon discover you can’t get far in life taking everything and never giving in return.’
         
 
         I packed up my gear, phoned Dad and asked him to come and get me. I was shaking and near tears. Mum shut herself in her room. I stood in front of her closed door for a couple of minutes, wanting so much to knock, to go in and apologise, to hang my head and agree to everything she’d accused me of. She’d be expecting an apology and I longed for things to be calm between us. It was hard to walk away. But Gwennie’s voice hammered in my head: She’ll aim to make you feel guilty. Every upset will be all your fault, according to her. You have to understand that it isn’t.
         
 
         I stayed away for three days.
 
         ‘Pack your things and move in for good,’ Dad said when I got there. I knew he meant it.
 
         Tears pricked at my eyes. ‘Thanks, Dad. Not yet, though. It’s okay. I can handle it.’
 
         Later Iris sat me down for a serious chat. ‘Is it the money?’ she asked. ‘Is that why you’re staying?’
 
         ‘No. It isn’t that. I’ll get a job if I have to.’
 
         She seemed baffled. ‘Then why don’t you leave now? She’s corrosive, Bess. I hate it — Charlie hates it. It’s not right and you don’t have to stay, so why?’
 
         I drew circles with my finger round and round on the tabletop. ‘She’s my mother. It’s hard to cut your mother out of your life. We were getting on okay until this happened. She even seemed interested when I told her stuff about school. I thought …’
 
         She took my hand. ‘You’re still hoping she’ll love you?’
 
         ‘No. Yes. I don’t know.’ I sniffed back tears.
 
         ‘You realise all hell will break loose when she finds out about Nick?’
         
 
         ‘I’m hoping — I was hoping — that if things really were better between us, then she might be okay about it. Enough to still talk to me, at least.’ A boyfriend she hadn’t pre-approved was always going to be a risky proposition. Nick being connected to Dad’s world wasn’t going to help either. I should just tell her and leave. Except that I couldn’t, not yet, not without trying harder to be at peace with her.
         
 
         The eight days of silence that followed my return home were bad. She spoke to me once to say, ‘Pass the salt.’
 
         At least Nick helped me make light of it. ‘Any advance on the salt question?’ he’d ask. But I didn’t want to use our precious time talking about it. We told each other the little events of our lives, the daily trivia. His flatmate Dion had acquired a kitten — cute and almost house-trained. Sol went to sleep in a history lesson, so the rest of us snuck away, leaving him to wake to an empty room. Nick never talked about his modelling work, it was always stuff about his studies or his life in the flat, and I didn’t talk about Mum.
         
 
         On a cold Wednesday evening in the last week of June, he called me and didn’t wait for my greeting. ‘I’m coming home! The day after tomorrow. A whole weekend free! Can you pick me up? Flight gets in at 7.30.’
 
         ‘You’ll be here? Two more sleeps? For real?’
 
         ‘Real and true. Can’t wait to kiss you, girl of mine.’
 
         How strange. His absence until then had been bearable, just something to endure, but now two days seemed impossibly long.
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         I DROVE IRIS’S CAR to the airport an hour early, just in case the plane was blown in on an obliging wind. It landed dead on time. I watched people alighting, walking across the tarmac. Then Nick was there, pausing in the door of the plane to say something that made the flight attendant give him a genuine smile.
         
 
         Hurry! I was jigging up and down. Impossible to keep still.
         
 
         ‘Nick!’ I rushed at him, flinging my arms around him.
 
         He grabbed me up. ‘Hey, you’re real! I kept having nightmares that I dreamed you. You always vanish when I touch you.’
 
         I put my palm against his face. ‘It’s me. Flesh and blood, and all yours.’
 
         I led the way to the car. ‘You want to go straight to Clint and Daisy’s?’
 
         ‘No. I said not to wait up. We’ve got a party to go to, my girl.’
 
         He leaned across, gathered me up and kissed me. The handbrake dug into my thigh, we were both skewed sideways but the discomfort only kicked in when that first, sweetest kiss was over.
 
         ‘I’ve missed you so bad.’ We spoke the words in unison, laughed and kissed again.
 
         He rested his hand against my cheek. ‘We should get moving.’
 
         I settled back into my seat, his arm across my shoulders. ‘You’d better tell me where this party is, then.’
         
 
         ‘At Jeff Perry’s. He’s celebrating big-time. Scored himself a job in New York.’
 
         Alarm kicked through me. ‘Nick, we can’t! Jeff Perry was in Hadleigh’s class at college. There’ll be a million people there who know him. Somebody’ll tell Mum.’
 
         ‘Bess. Chill. She has to know at some stage.’
 
         I squeezed his hands. ‘You don’t understand. She’ll make my life a misery. Or else she’ll kick me out and never speak to me again.’
 
         ‘I think,’ he said, ‘that you’d better tell me everything. We’ll give the party a miss and you will spill everything about what’s really happening.’
 
         I told him much more than I ever had to date about my relationship with my mother. I told him about Gwennie, how Hadleigh had finessed Mum over the waitressing gig and Su Lin’s warning.
 
         He said nothing for a while, then asked, ‘Why do you stay? Charlie and Iris would have you. They adore you. Any idiot could see that.’
 
         ‘It’s dumb. I know that. But I want to move out without any drama. A natural progression, sort of thing. I’ll leave home, go to uni and still have a mother.’
 
         Nick was quiet for ages. ‘Okay,’ he said at last. I’ll go along with you for now. We try and keep things secret from her. I don’t like it, though. I don’t like skulking around hiding.’
 
         ‘You’re not! Dad knows. And Iris.’
 
         He smiled at me, the gentlest of smiles. ‘And that makes it better?’
         
 
         ‘Let’s not talk about it.’
 
         ‘All right. But I’m warning you, if I have to I’ll swoop in with a helicopter and rescue you.’
 
         ‘Will you take me away to your castle?’
 
         We were back to talking lovers’ nonsense.
 
         It was a cold but windless night. I stopped the car and we walked, not going anywhere, just being together and talking. He drove us back via a quiet country road where he stopped, took me in his arms and kissed me.
 
         ‘Sheer, beautiful torture,’ he whispered, holding me tight.
 
         ‘I want to be with you. I want to be yours.’ I didn’t care how or where. I wanted him here and now.
 
         He lifted his head, glanced at the back seat, then took a couple of deep, determined breaths. ‘We will be. I promise you. But not yet. Not in the back of a car either.’ He kissed me, long and lingering. ‘We haven’t known each other long. Let’s not rush it.’
 
         ‘Okay. You’re probably right. I just wish …’
 
         ‘Things were different with your mum? That we didn’t have to hide?’
 
         ‘Yeah.’
 
         ‘Come on. Better get you home before Charlie comes looking for me with a shotgun.’
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         THE NEXT MORNING, when Nick arrived ten minutes earlier than he’d said he would, I ran out and jumped in the car before Dad could embarrass me by giving him the protective father lecture. But my beloved had other ideas. ‘I accept hiding from your mother, Bess, but I’m sure not hiding from your dad.’
         
 
         Dad shook his hand, his face so stern it looked wooden. ‘I’m trusting you with my girl, young Nick. Make sure you look after her.’ Which apparently is father-code for don’t bloody have sex with her.
         
 
         Nick looked him straight in the face and said, ‘You don’t need to worry.’
 
         When we were back in the car, I said, ‘Well, I did warn you. He’s not used to me dating. I’ve led a very monastic life until you turned up.’
 
         ‘I can handle it. Don’t stress.’ He dropped a kiss on my hair. ‘You know, I reckon I’ll be the same if we ever have daughters.’
 
         We looked at each other. Daughters? Sons, too? My gut went fluttery. We’d talk about all that, but not right now. Not yet.
         
 
         The weekend went by so quickly. We walked a lot and kissed a lot — unworried by either the rain on Saturday or the wind on Sunday. I took him to the airport, then went home to my mother, wondering if she’d notice my happiness. If she did, she kept it well hidden.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Thirty-one

         
 
         AFTER THE TUMULTUOUS few months since I’d left St Annie’s, life was at last feeling settled. Living with Mum might never get better than our current tentative co-existence, but there were compensations elsewhere. School was busy and always entertaining. I had new friends as well as old ones. And always there was the joy of Nick, an ever-present warmth in my heart.
         
 
         After his visit I began dropping into the factory every couple of weeks. It gave me a sense of connection with him to see his father. Clint never spoke directly about us being together, but he always greeted me warmly — tropically warmly for him. ‘Good to see you, Bess.’ Then he’d say, ‘That lad of mine — keeping out of mischief, is he?’
 
         ‘Yes.’ Then I’d sigh and add, ‘Unfortunately!’
 
         And he’d try to look stern. ‘Glad to hear it.’
 
         I began checking the factory website every week, to make sure the business was on track, but also because I liked to keep that connection with the men. Jason was doing a fantastic job of the photography, and the captions personalised the whole enterprise. Dad said Eddy was writing them — the guys gave him a hard time, but it was easy to tell they were chuffed to be acknowledged as the creator of each piece. Clint Southey made this sideboard in Canadian cherry. Finishing work by Jason Crossland and Bernie Cooper. Design by Edwin Linford.
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         MID-YEAR EXAMS kept me busy. I worked hard, largely because it helped pass the time between Nick’s fleeting visits. I stayed at Dad and Iris’s most weekends. A couple of times, I stayed with Hadleigh and Su Lin. Mum drove me there on each occasion. Su Lin disappeared to the library the first time, but the second time Hadleigh introduced her to both of us as the new flatmate.
         
 
         ‘How do you do,’ said Mum, not offering a handshake. ‘Did Marlene or Deirdre leave?’ She pronounced it Deirdra, which wasn’t how Deirdre said her name.
         
 
         Hadleigh kept a straight face and said, ‘Gavin’s gone. It’s just me and the girls now, Mum. D’you reckon I’ll be safe?’
 
         She didn’t answer, but took a good hard look around, frowning as she took in Su Lin’s Chinese scroll hanging on the lounge wall, her blue and white bowls on the kitchen bench, and the chopsticks beside them. At last her glance alighted on something worthy of comment. ‘Your car’s not outside, Hadleigh. Has something happened to it?’ She had her hand in her bag, ready to bring out the chequebook. I was standing beside Su Lin. Neither of us was in the room as far as Mum was concerned.
         
 
         ‘No, Mum. It’s sweet. Deirdre’s borrowed it.’
 
         ‘That’s very kind of you, I must say.’ She took out her car keys instead of the chequebook. ‘Can I drop you off anywhere?’
 
         ‘No. But thanks for the offer. Good to see you.’ Somehow, he manoeuvred her to the door, where she touched a finger to his cheek and said goodbye.
 
         There was no farewell for me, and nothing for Su Lin.
 
         ‘I foresee storms ahead,’ Su Lin said in the voice of a soothsayer.
 
         ‘Let’s go and eat,’ Hadleigh said.
 
         Three days later I borrowed Iris’s car to drive to the airport so that I could spend two hours with Nick who’d factored in a break in Hamilton en route to Tokyo.
 
         Stolen moments. Precious moments.
 
         We met again five days later on his way home. We stayed in the airport, him collapsed into a chair. ‘I’m so over being photographed. And that bloody manly glower. I’m over that big-time.’
 
         I clapped my hands. ‘Show me!’
 
         He sighed mightily but struck the pose. I shrieked with laughter.
 
         ‘I’ll have you know,’ he said, ‘that look is designed to make damsels swoon.’
 
         I kept bursting into giggles the whole time we were together. He didn’t mind. He tucked my hand in his and said, ‘I quite like you, Bess Grey.’
 
         We talked, as we often did, about the year to come. I’d be with him, studying science at Massey. ‘I’ll find us a warmer flat,’ he said. ‘The current one’s a fridge.’
         
 
         ‘Won’t our love keep us warm?’
 
         He considered that. ‘Not a chance.’
 
         ‘Nick, these holidays — are you going to be staying around in Palmy?’ I held my breath. I wanted to go down there to spend the two weeks with him. I didn’t let my mind dwell on what that would mean.
 
         I got a very long look, one that sent my sinews into meltdown. ‘Give me the dates.’
 
         I knew them by heart. He whipped out his phone to check his diary, and groaned. ‘Bollocks. I’m helping with a science discovery programme. Young kids. It’s live-in. That’s the first week. The second week I’m doing a shoot in Samoa. But there’s always the next holidays. Tell me the dates. I’ll block out every single day.’
         
 
         We looked at each other, our eyes full of promises.
 
         They called his flight. It was wrenching to say goodbye. I watched as he turned to wave in the doorway of the plane and I didn’t leave the airport until I could no longer see the dot in the sky.
 
         I missed him. Every second of every day was filled with the awareness of his absence. It was the same for him, he told me. Winter hit hard, and when we talked on Skype he was always wrapped in a blanket, usually with the kitten on his lap. Sometimes he helped me with a tricky chemistry problem, but I didn’t want our talks to become coaching sessions so I’d only ask if I was really stuck. Always, he’d finish with, ‘Dear girl, I love you beyond the years.’
 
         ‘I love you now, and for always.’
         
 
         The olive grove lovers had been put to rest by the joy of our present. There had been no more images, and I didn’t need them or want them. The present was so much more vivid. No shadows hung over us now.
 
         I spent the July holidays at home studying, and every second there was the yearning to be with Nick. Clodagh was in Australia, Charlotte didn’t invite me to her place, and Maddy had stayed at school to get extra tutoring. Nick phoned me every evening from the camp and I could hear the voices of excited kids in the background. ‘It’s good,’ he said. ‘Not near as good as being with you, but these kids are a hoot.’
 
         Samoa, on the other hand, was a washout. ‘You wouldn’t believe it,’ he said over a scratchy connection, ‘this is the dry season and it’s rained every day.’
         
 
         I drove up to Auckland to be with him for the three hours between when he landed and when he had to catch his flight back to Palmy. He held my hands tight.
 
         ‘How many weeks till the next holidays?’
 
         ‘Ten. Eleven.’ Such a long, long time.
 
         We went outside the terminal to find a secluded corner.
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         AUGUST CAME. Mum tried another trick. ‘Bess, I want you to vacuum the house tomorrow. Wash the bathroom floors and clean the showers.’
         
 
         ‘Didn’t the cleaner come yesterday?’ I knew she had.
 
         ‘I want the house cleaned twice-weekly. Get it done before ten.’
         
 
         I felt tired at the prospect of another battle. ‘Mum, I’m not going to do that. The house doesn’t get dirty, Lily’s an excellent cleaner.’
 
         That went down as well as expected. ‘You’d do it without a blink if That Man asked you for a little help. I wonder at you, Bess. I really do. You are utterly lacking in generosity of spirit.’
 
         ‘Thank you for that, Mum. Now please go away and let me study.’
 
         That earned me two days of silence, spiced with the cooking of meals she knew I didn’t like. Corned beef that night, and liver on Saturday. But on Sunday to my astonishment, she was back to talking to me again. I discussed it with Dad and Iris, and we figured that it was Gwennie’s rules that were making the difference. Mum also seemed to more or less accept me dining with them a couple of days a week. Nor did she kick up a fuss when I stayed with them for the weekend.
 
         I thought Dad was back to his old self, and Iris too was becoming confident enough about his recovery to relax her dietary regime now and again. A couple of weeks after the liver and corned beef episode, she cooked roast chicken followed by feijoa crumble. ‘It’s a treat for Charlie,’ she said. ‘He’s doing so well that I figure we can push the boat out now and again.’
 
         ‘And,’ said Dad, lifting his wine glass in a toast, ‘thanks to that Facebook, we’ve solved the problem of what to do with Bernie.’
 
         I gulped a bigger mouthful of wine than I’d meant to. ‘What? Why? How?’
 
         He laughed. ‘A woman saw the photo of the gate. She rang up right away, asked if she could order one.’
         
 
         I lifted my glass to him. ‘That’s wicked, Dad. He’s pleased?’
 
         Iris said, ‘Pleased? He’s like a dog with three tails!’ 

         ‘It might only be a one-off,’ Dad said. ‘But it’s a start. And Maurice had the idea of putting a sign up. Bespoke gates and other wood turning. Orders taken. It’ll be ready next week.’
         
 
         The three of us sat there grinning at each other.
 
         ‘How’s Nick?’ Dad asked then, not quite succeeding in removing traces of anxious father from his voice.
 
         ‘He’s good, thanks,’ I said. Here we go. ‘I’m going down there next holidays. All holidays.’
         
 
         His face went red, and he took the deep breath to blast me, but Iris put her hand on his arm. ‘Relax, Charlie. She’s nearly nineteen. She’s a young woman, not your little girl any longer.’
 
         ‘Humph,’ said my father. He glared at me, ground his teeth, glared some more and finally just said, ‘Well, I don’t like it and I don’t approve. Can’t stop you, I suppose. But by god, I’d like to lock you up in a convent for the next ten years.’
 
         I caught Iris’s eye and we struggled not to laugh.
 
         A week later, I found Dad immersed in worry, just like he’d been before he got sick. Oh god, surely he can’t be that upset about me and Nick?
         
 
         ‘What’s up, Dad?’
 
         ‘Nothing’s. Everything’s fine.’ He got out the lawn mower. Cunning. You can’t have a conversation over the noise of a two-stroke motor. I had one with Iris instead.
 
         ‘Something’s eating him,’ she said. ‘But will he tell me? Don’t answer that!’
         
 
         ‘Is it Nick?’
 
         ‘No. He’s not happy, but he sees he’s got to accept the inevitable. If not Nick, it’ll be some other boy, and at least he knows Nick.’
 
         ‘It’s got to be the factory then?’
 
         ‘You might get it out of him,’ she said. ‘I’ve tried. Might as well talk to the kitchen sink.’
 
         We had afternoon tea on the table as soon as the mower stopped. Dad came in, all hearty and cheerful.
 
         ‘Dad, it’s something with the factory, isn’t it? What’s wrong?’
 
         The good cheer hit the floor. ‘The factory’s fine, I tell you. Stop nagging, girl. I can handle it.’
 
         ‘Remind me,’ I said, ‘the partnership. Did it have a use-by date on it, by any chance?’
 
         Iris smiled, but held her peace.
 
         He glared at me for a moment before he gave in. ‘All right! You’ve made your point. Look, somebody’s put in an offer to buy the finishing shed. Wants the land for development, the agent says.’
 
         ‘Oh, Dad! That’s awful. What are you going to do?’
 
         He shrugged. ‘Don’t know yet. And before you ask, yes I have told the men. Told them to come up with ideas about what we can do. We’re going to have a pow-wow tomorrow.’
 
         ‘Between you all you’ll sort it. Bet you.’
 
         He frowned at me. ‘That’s as may be. We’ve got a hell of a problem on our hands. They’re not so optimis tic, I can tell you.’
 
         ‘Sure, Clint won’t be. But Eddy really wants the place to succeed. He’ll bust a gut to keep it going.’
         
 
         ‘You could be right,’ Dad said, looking every bit as gloomy as Clint. ‘But you’re very cheerful these days, my girl. Seeing the world through rose-coloured glasses, that’s you.’
 
         ‘And the problem with that would be?’
 
         He was right. The world was a magical place, full of sunshine even in the face of gloomy factory news.
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         ABOUT THREE WEEKS before I was to fly south to stay with Nick, the past life we’d shared came back. While it answered my questions about what had happened to them, it made me jittery — why turn up now? I’d been so sure I’d put both those lives to rest — left them to settle back where they belonged.
         
 
         I hadn’t been doing anything unusual when they appeared. It was an ordinary school night, and I’d just sat down at my desk. I reached out to draw the curtains, then left them alone so I could watch the light fading from the day. It was that odd, witching light you get sometimes at dusk when the colours turn sharp and clear. And, without any warning, there were my olive grove couple. I didn’t move, concentrating on staying in the zone, staying focused on them and their story.
 
         They were in a sparsely furnished room. The boy fell to his knees, clutching his stomach. The girl rushed to help him, but he held out his hand to stop her. I couldn’t hear any words but he was plainly telling her to leave him, to go away. She didn’t. She helped him to his feet. They struggled from the room to a bigger, lighter one. There were mattresses on the floor. Lying on them were children, an old man, a young woman with a baby at her side. The girl lowered her lover onto a mattress. She bathed his forehead, held the bowl while he vomited. Again, he tried to make her leave him. She kissed his forehead, got to her feet and began tending the others.
         
 
         The scene changed. It seemed to be later, perhaps several days later. She knelt by her lover, keening and rocking back and forth. He was dead, and she too was ill. She slumped onto the mattress, unable — or unwilling — to move.
 
         I felt sick, watching her, feeling her anguish. I was helpless and I experienced that powerlessness all over again, there in my twenty-first century bedroom. Then, just as the scene began to dissipate, I remembered Gwennie’s instructions. I imagined taking off the cloak of that life, shaking it and letting it drop. It’s in the past. It’s done with.
         
 
         All the same, I was shaking and felt weirdly cold. I closed the curtains, turned up the heater and Skyped Nick.
 
         ‘I saw what happened to them,’ I said.
 
         ‘The olive grove couple? What? Did he slay a dragon for her?’
 
         If only. ‘No. He got ill and wanted her to leave him to die.’
 
         ‘Let me guess. She was a stubborn wench, went against orders and died as well?’ His eyes laughed at me from the screen.
 
         ‘Yep, exactly right. So be warned.’
 
         ‘You know,’ he said, ‘I rather fancy being hitched up with a girl like that. Fate, wouldn’t you say?’
         
 
         ‘There’s no escape. Our love is written in the stars.’
 
         ‘Bess, hon — seriously, are you okay? Seeing us die back then hasn’t freaked you out? You’re not worrying it’ll happen again?’
 
         ‘I’m okay while I’m talking to you. While I can see you. I think I’ll be okay. I’ll ring Gwennie if I have to.’
 
         We talked for an hour, stopping only because Kitty wanted to be let out. ‘I’d better go,’ he said. ‘Only twenty more sleeps and you’ll be here. Don’t forget to get on that plane!’
 
         As if I would.
 
         Later that week I called in at the factory on my way home from school to see if they’d found a solution to the problem of the vanishing finishing shed.
 
         ‘It’s not looking good,’ said Clint.
 
         Eddy was much more positive. ‘We’ll get it sorted, Bess. I’ve got an idea. Need to talk to the bank, though. Keep it to myself till I know if it’ll be a starter.’
 
         Jason said, ‘I wanna give that bastard the bash.’
 
         ‘Actually, who is the buyer?’ I asked.
 
         Dad shrugged. ‘The agent won’t say. Bloke wants to stay anonymous. Probably a consortium rather than a single buyer.’
 
         The future of the factory depended on Eddy and his idea.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Thirty-two

         
 
         THREE DAYS BEFORE the holidays started at the end of September, Mum announced that she would be away for ten days. ‘I’m leaving in the morning. There’s food in the freezer. I’ve transferred money into your account for you to order in. You won’t need to interrupt your study by cooking.’
         
 
         I gulped. She was being thoughtful? But no, possibly not. ‘Mum, that’s lovely of you. But remember? I won’t be here. I told you. I’ll be away all the holidays.’
         
 
         ‘Take Clodagh out for a meal then. You must learn to pay your way when you stay with people.’
 
         ‘Where are you off to?’ I hadn’t said I’d be staying with Clo. I carefully hadn’t said where I was going.
 
         ‘I’m competing in an international bridge tournament. In Dunedin.’
         
 
         ‘Hey, that means you must be a top player. Good luck, Mum.’
 
         She inclined her head.
 
         I went into my bedroom to check my bank account. She’d deposited $500 in it. I shivered. What was she up to? This wasn’t normal behaviour. To Hadleigh, yes. To me, no. I rang him after I’d waved her goodbye, but he had no useful ideas either.
         
 
         The next morning I got a text from Nick. Will be out of contact today. Sorry. I stared at the message. That was odd. Out of character as well as out of contact. I phoned him back and got the answerphone.
         
 
         He didn’t ring me that night either. Instead, he sent me an email. I read it, and for the second time in my life my world fell to pieces.
 
         He was dumping me.
 
         
            Bess, we need to end it. It’s all got too intense. 
            
 
            Please don’t try to get me to change my mind. 
            
 
            Don’t come down. 
            
 
            Sorry. 
            
 
            Nick 
            

         
 
         I didn’t believe it, I simply didn’t believe it. I rang. The call went direct to answerphone. I sent a text: Why?
         
 
         Got one back: It’s just how it is. Sorry.
         
 
         It was true, then? Real? My love didn’t want to be with me? I gave a howl, the anguish of the olive grove lovers searing through me. I rushed into the bathroom but threw up on the floor before I reached the toilet. I cleaned up the mess and wept.
 
         All evening I kept trying to ring him. He’d switched his phone off. I sent a text: Just tell me why. Please.
         
 
         There was no reply.
 
         I didn’t go to school the next day. When Iris came that afternoon to take me to the airport as planned, I was still huddled in my bed, unshowered, unfed and broken.
 
         ‘Bess! Where are you?’ she called, hammering on the front door. ‘You’ll miss that plane if you’re not careful.’
         
 
         I trudged to the door, opened it and threw myself into her arms.
 
         ‘What’s happened? Come on, Bess, tell me. He’s not dead or Charlie would have heard by now.’ She held me tight, right there on the doorstep.
 
         I just shook my head.
 
         She came into the house, an arm still around me. ‘You’d better tell me everything. Get showered and dressed first. I’ll find you something to eat.’
 
         I shook my head again, and showed her the email.
 
         She pushed me towards the bathroom, then had to take me by the hand, pulling me till I started walking. She turned the shower on. ‘Get in. It’ll help.’
 
         Later she came back with a towel that she’d warmed. She turned off the water, wrapped me up. ‘Get dry. Put some clothes on. You can do this, Bess.’
 
         I was in the bedroom now, not the bathroom. Clothes were set out on the bed. It reminded me of school and Clodagh. I dressed, then stood still, unable to move.
 
         Iris must have taken me into the kitchen. I sat at the table. A plate in front of me.
 
         ‘There’s only toast. Eat. It’ll help.’
 
         The thought of food convulsed my stomach again. She didn’t say anything and soon I was aware that she’d gone from the room. Then I was walking, propelled by her hand pushing and guiding me. We were in her car, back at their house. I sat at the kitchen table, drinking something strong and sweet.
 
         I don’t know how long I sat there. The cup was empty. Hadleigh and Su Lin were there. Dad too. He swung between looking mad and looking relieved. Later, a million years in the future, I might smile about that.
         
 
         ‘Council of war,’ Hadleigh said. He pulled a chair up to the table. The others took their places. ‘Su Lin, the floor is yours.’
 
         Iris and Dad glanced at each other, but let Hadleigh do the orchestrating. Su Lin spoke kindly but firmly.
 
         ‘Bess, get it together. We need information here, not emotion.’
 
         I shook my head. Numb. I was just so numb.
 
         ‘Where’s your mother?’
 
         ‘Away.’
 
         ‘Where? How long for? When did she leave? Where did she go?’
 
         ‘She wouldn’t!’ Iris said.
 
         ‘Oh yes, she bloody would,’ Dad said. ‘Come on, Bess. This mightn’t be what you think.’
 
         A trickle of hope slid into my soul, jostling with sickness. Mum. She couldn’t have made Nick break up with me. ‘Dunedin. Wednesday, I think. Bridge tournament. Ten days.’
         
 
         ‘What sort of tournament?’ Hadleigh picked up his phone.
 
         ‘International, she said.’
 
         We watched him flick through site after site. I wavered between hope and despair. Whatever the outcome, I would lose either my mother or the man I loved.
         
 
         Hadleigh looked at us, his face grim. ‘No bridge tournament anywhere. Rotary, though — there’s a big do on in Auckland next week.’
         
 
         ‘What do you want to do, Bess?’ Su Lin asked.
 
         I made an effort to clear my mind. Didn’t work. ‘I don’t know. He won’t talk to me. His phone’s off.’
 
         ‘Go down there then,’ said Dad. His voice was gruff. ‘Find out the truth.’
 
         ‘Oh, Dad!’ I fell against him.
 
         He patted my back. ‘Come on, girl. You can do this. You need to get to the bottom of it.’
 
         ‘But what if he’s not there? He might have gone somewhere.’ I couldn’t bear it. Couldn’t go down there only to discover he’d gone away.
 
         Dad got tough. ‘You want to stay here moping? This isn’t the girl who rescued her old dad.’
 
         I sniffed, scrubbed at my eyes and sat up.
 
         ‘That’s better,’ Iris said. ‘I’ll make us a cuppa. And you, Bess, are going to eat something.’
 
         Hadleigh got up to help her. Su Lin said, ‘You need to think about what happens if our suspicions are right and it’s your mum who’s forced him to do this.’
 
         I just shook my head, feeling another roil of nausea.
 
         Hadleigh set a sandwich in front of me. ‘Eat that, sis. And get the brain functioning. You need a plan.’
 
         ‘If Mum has … well, I’ll never trust her again. I’ll leave.’ I turned to Dad. ‘If I can’t live with you two, I’ll move in with Nick. Finish school down there.’
 
         ‘Don’t be daft, girl. That room’s yours and you know it.’
 
         Su Lin pulled me around to face her. ‘You have to be sure about this. If you go against your mother, you won’t get a cent more from her, ever. Think carefully. She won’t pay your uni fees. She’ll cut off your allowance.’
 
         I struggled to keep from bawling my eyes out. I was caught again between two horrible possibilities. Either my mother had betrayed me or the boy I loved had dumped me.
         
 
         ‘I am sure,’ I said at last. Giving in was too high a price to pay. I’d lose Nick, and for ever after she’d use her money like a weapon. I didn’t want her money. All I’d wanted was for her to be my mother. ‘I’m sure.’
 
         ‘Good,’ said Hadleigh. ‘That’s a start. There’s another flight to Palmy tonight. Expensive, though. You want me to book it?’
 
         They waited, silent. My call. My decision. Nick.
         
 
         I nodded.
 
         And so it was that, later than planned, I found myself on a flight to Palmerston North. I had no idea whether Nick would even be there. Maybe he really did want to break up and this was nothing to do with Mum. Mum … I couldn’t think about her. How could you possibly hope that your own mother has done something unspeakably mean, something catastrophically underhand?
 
         I took a taxi from the airport to Nick’s flat. There were lights on inside. I got a grip on my jittering thoughts and knocked on the door.
 
         Nobody came.
 
         I knocked again, thumping it this time.
 
         Footsteps did their own thumping inside the house, then someone wrenched the door open.
 
         Nick stood there, looking like hell. We stared at each other, the cold wind chilling us. ‘Bess. Oh, Bess. Why have you come?’
 
         He went to shut the door in my face. I shouldered my way inside, hope flaring. He looked just like I felt.
         
 
         ‘You shouldn’t have come,’ he said, but I could hear the pain in his voice.
 
         I dropped my bag. ‘What did my mother say to you?’
 
         He went utterly still for a second, then his whole body — his whole being — seemed to come to life. He grabbed my hands. Held them hard. ‘How did you know? She said you didn’t know she was coming. I wasn’t allowed to tell you. If I did …’
 
         ‘Tell me, Nick. I have to know.’ I was crying.
 
         He pulled me into his arms, holding me tight. ‘I didn’t want to send that email. I couldn’t think what to do. It’s been hell. Utter hell. You’ve no idea.’
 
         I sniffed into his jersey. ‘I do know. I know exactly.’ I lifted my head and we kissed, tears running down our faces.
 
         Something scratched my leg and I jumped. ‘Kitty!’
 
         ‘Bloody cat,’ Nick said, his voice wobbly. ‘No sense of timing.’ He scooped up the cat, but kept an arm around me. ‘Come on into the kitchen. It’s the only room we can warm up.’
 
         There was a heater on, but the kitchen was still fridge temperature. Nick lit all the gas burners on the stove. Then he sat down, pulled me on to his lap and held me tight against him as if to anchor me.
 
         ‘Tell me everything,’ I said.
 
         ‘She turned up on Thursday. I’d just got home from uni. She didn’t beat about the bush. You are to stop seeing my daughter. I have other plans for her. I told her I wasn’t going to break up with you, and she hauled out the big guns. You need to understand this will sever my relationship with my daughter. She said she wouldn’t support you, and did I want to be responsible for making a pauper of you.’
         
 
         He stopped talking and rubbed his head against the top of mine.
 
         ‘Go on,’ I whispered. ‘What did you tell her?’
 
         He sighed. ‘I said I’d discuss it with you. I didn’t want to be the one to cut you off from her. I know what her approval means to you. And there was the money. She’s worth millions. I didn’t know what you wanted there.’
 
         I huddled against him, trying not to howl. She’d planned this. She’d fed me crumbs of approval. For weeks she’d been planning it. ‘Why didn’t you talk to me? Why did you just break up with me?’
 
         He held me away so he could look at me. ‘Bess, she had me over a barrel. She said she was about to buy the land your dad’s finishing shed is on.’
 
         ‘What? She’s the mystery buyer?’
         
 
         ‘That’s what she said. If I talked to you about any of this, she said she’d sign the deal. If I broke up with you, then she wouldn’t buy it. I rang Dad. Just to check she wasn’t bullshitting.’
 
         ‘And, being Clint, he said the factory would have to shut down.’ I slid off his lap, unable to keep still. My own mother. How could she be so cruel?
         
 
         Nick pulled me back on his lap, back in his arms. The kitten jumped onto the table and licked my face. ‘I’m sorry, Bess. I’m so sorry.’ It sounded as if he was forcing himself to say the next words. ‘What do you want to do? About us?’
 
         I slid an arm around his neck. ‘I want you. Now and for ever. Mum … how can I ever trust her again?’
 
         ‘You’re sure? What about the money?’
         
 
         ‘Do you mind if I’m poor?’ I asked. ‘I’ll be just the same as any other uni student. Broke and with a loan to pay back when I finish.’
 
         He gave a shaky laugh. ‘There’s only one way to deal to a daft question like that.’ And he kissed me.
 
         We were interrupted by my phone. I pulled it from my pocket to silence it, but it was Hadleigh.
 
         ‘Hi, Hads. I made it. I’m here.’
 
         ‘Well, you sound more cheerful now. In the lover’s arms, are you?’
 
         Nick leaned over. ‘Yes, she is. Any probs with that?’
 
         ‘Hell no! Welcome, bro-in-law. So Mum really did a number on you, did she?’
 
         I said, ‘Yes, she did. One of her spies saw us at the airport, apparently. Put me on speaker, Hads. Dad needs to hear this.’
 
         ‘Shoot. We’re all ears.’
 
         ‘Dad, she’s the one buying the finishing shed. She told Nick if he broke up with me she wouldn’t sign the deal.’ I held the phone out from my ear, expecting that he’d yell. He did.
 
         ‘Calm down, Charlie.’ It was Iris. ‘Bess, are you all right?’
 
         I sighed. ‘Yeah. Kind of. I will be. It’s pretty awful.’
 
         Dad bounced back. ‘Listen here, Bess. You too, Nick. I will not let Clarissa wreck my life, and certainly not yours. She can go to hell. We’ll move out of the shed. Eddy’s applying for a loan to build a finishing shop beside the factory. But even if that doesn’t come through, I won’t renew that lease whatever she does.’
 
         I leaned against Nick, listening to my father and trying not to wish I had a normal mother. ‘Thanks, Dad.’
         
 
         ‘Nothing to thank me for. You look after that girl of mine, Nick.’
 
         ‘With my life, Charlie.’
 
         ‘Fine words,’ my father said, ‘but you’re not a bad lad. I’ll say that for you.’
 
         That was five-star praise from Dad. It was the full tick of approval.
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         WE STAYED WHERE WE WERE long after the call ended, not saying much, just letting the hurt of the past few days seep away.
         
 
         The cat miaowed and tried to butt its way between us.
 
         ‘Bloody animal!’ Nick shoved it away, then tilted my head up with a finger. ‘You tired, girl of mine? Need a nice lie-down?’ His dark eyes were so tender, yet so blazing.
 
         I tightened my arms around his neck, but I couldn’t have spoken to save my life. He took that as invitation enough to carry me from the room.
 
         We tumbled onto the bed, but he held me still for a moment. ‘Are you sure about this, Bess? Are you certain about us? Your mum?’
 
         I held his face between my hands. ‘I’m certain. I’m devastated about Mum, but I’m utterly certain about us.’
 
         There were no more questions. The love we’d shared centuries ago in an olive grove was ours again.
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