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One

That year. That year. People always said, that year. It must have been the winter after that year when Mary borrowed a friend’s funny old bach up the coast for a week. Pete didn’t come with her. Go, he said. Go. What a great idea. She could tell he was hurt. 

The bach had a turret room which overlooked a parking area and then on to the sea. The friend was replacing the fireplace with a wood burner, which sat under heavy plastic in the main room. The hole in the ceiling waiting for the connection was covered by a flappy piece of timber. At night the persistent wind slapped it around. Mary and Pete had sometimes stayed here in the summer when Will was little. It was a summer place. Now it refused to warm up. The two small fan heaters slaved away uselessly, scorching her ankles. Mary didn’t mind much, moving around inside with her coat on and a daggy woollen hat she’d found in a cupboard. She went for brisk walks, nodding at the dog walkers on the beach. One day a small terrier was lifted off its feet by a gust of wind. It found itself on its back on the sand and lay there for a moment in total confusion.

Mary ended up staying in bed a lot, reading the crime thrillers she found on the bookshelves. 

Each evening she went upstairs and watched the sunset, with a glass of straight gin from a bottle in the kitchen. Help yourself to anything, Mare. She’d never much cared for gin or drinking. The whole bach stay was an experiment, as she guessed everything was now. A series of firsts. She seldom went anywhere without Pete. It was the first time she’d been here without him. They’d had some wonderful stays. In summer the sky was often magnificent over Kāpiti Island, moving its shades of pink, red, purple. Sometimes it looked as if the edge of the sea was on fire. The dream of living here on this coast was born in those short visits. In winter it was hard to say when the day ended and the night began. The sea was grey, like some molten metal. She watched it all fade into darkness, the seams of water and sky disappearing. It looked like the liquid in which submarines would be suspended. A strange wartime sea.

Mary found a pair of binoculars. The room also had a telescope set up in it, pointing out at the horizon. The telescope had belonged to her friend’s ex-husband. He was supposed to retrieve it, though he always put it off—his way of maintaining the relationship, the friend supposed. Mary had never really known how to look through a telescope. She could never get the knack of closing one eye. 

On day five a woman parked her big black house-bus in the area in front of the bach. She was setting up camp, with her buckets slung over her wing mirrors and her fold-out chairs and mats on the tarseal, a blue tarp tied over the windscreen for privacy. She had a little yappy dog she carried under her arm on her way to and from the public toilets on the far side of the parking area by the boat club building. The woman had wild sculpted blondish hair and was about Mary’s age. Could that be you? Mary said to herself. Caucasian female, mid-forties, five-foot-six. What series of events had led the woman to this situation? The paint job on the bus was homemade; it looked as though the wrong kind of paint had been used. It had almost a blackboard finish. Indeed, there were words on the side of the bus, phrases, mostly smudged and unreadable. One of them said ‘Powered by the stars’. To be out there in the elements on your own was impressive and not quite impressive enough for Mary to walk over the little hump of dune and invite the woman in for a drink. The bus sort of ruined her end-of-day ritual. 

That evening, before 5pm, she went up to the turret room, but instead of training her rapt gaze at the mysterious sky Mary grabbed the binoculars and started following the woman as she fussed about outside her bus and spoke to her dog. 

She didn’t know why she couldn’t leave the woman alone. It was all legal. Her parking in full view was just tough luck. Mary had a kind friend with a bach she could borrow, so where exactly was her leg to stand on? 

Then, as she was watching, a car pulled up alongside the bus and a man and woman got out. They spent a lot of time talking, the three of them. The man was in his forties, tall, in a dress leather jacket and neat jeans. He kept looking around as if checking for others or to see if they were being observed. Mary slunk down lower in her vantage point. The new woman was a carbon copy of the bus woman but stockier. They looked like they were trying to agree on something. Well, Mary surmised, drugs. Or sex. Next the man entered the bus with the bus woman while the other woman got back in the car. 

Hello. The man didn’t re-emerge for another twenty minutes. When he did, it was almost dark, and he got in the car and drove off with the other woman. 

Mary was just about to abandon the turret to heat her packet dinner when the bus woman emerged, walking quickly towards the boatshed, where Mary saw a different car was waiting. She got into this car and it left. Busy lady.

Pete would ring every evening and they would have a short conversation about what they’d done during the day. He would speak about something that had happened at the library. People asked such funny questions. She would wait until he’d finished and then tell him about the weather, unusually detailed descriptions of the hourly changes. First it was this and then it was that, things got better before they closed in again. He must have been beside himself to hear her talk like this. With obvious painfulness they were attempting to piece it all together again, somehow return to each other. She felt guilty about this, but no matter how normal she tried to sound, she realised Pete would be worried that one day she could walk out of the bach and into the sea. Surely her strange new reporting on the weather was a prelude to some disastrous event? No, she never mentioned anything like this or gave any indication she was heading towards it. We just talked about normal things. Such an act was not on her mind, though sensing it was on his mind made her doubt herself. Maybe she was capable of it and just hadn’t seen it? Each day she stared down the sea, as if saying, No, not today. 

Mary was woken that night by the sound of the dog barking and howling. When she pulled the curtain she couldn’t see a thing in the darkness. The dog kept it up for hours. The loose piece of timber on the roof banged away. She dozed and woke, looking at the clock on the bedside table every thirty minutes. She was locked into a pattern, deciding to get up, then drifting off to sleep again only to wake to the sound of the dog and the banging. It was as if she’d been thrown down a well and then all her furniture had been thrown down after her. At a certain point early in the morning she was aware of the silence. She was exhausted. 

After breakfast, when she walked past the bus on her way to the beach for a stroll, the woman was there, sitting on one of her chairs, the dog in her lap. She caught Mary’s eye and nodded a greeting. Mary should have kept moving. She was leaving that afternoon. She’d never see her again. The wind lifted the woman’s hair into a tall accusatory pile, a column of spun stuff as if the woman was standing upside down.

‘Quite a performance from the dog last night,’ Mary called out.

‘What was that hon?’

Mary came closer. The woman had bare feet, green nail polish. Mary pointed at the dog. ‘Barking all night. I’m up there in the house, you know.’

The woman glanced towards the bach. ‘Cool spot.’

‘Yeah. Kind of wrecked my sleep.’

‘Oh hon.’ 

Mary thought she was talking to her, but this was addressed to the dog. 

‘Dog seemed really distressed,’ Mary said. ‘And I was almost going to come over and see what was going on.’

The woman stared at Mary. 

Picturing this, as she did for years afterwards and still did and was doing now, more than three decades on, as they prepared to move house again, Mary wanted to give her a fag but she didn’t have one. The woman did have a smoker’s reckoning squint though. Her eyes drilled into Mary. For the first time in ages, someone was looking at her free of any complicating feeling except fresh dislike made in the moment. The woman didn’t have a clue about her. Didn’t know Mary’s son was dead or that she’d lost the job which defined her. They lacked any history except what was happening now. Mary felt alive, capable of an action she couldn’t foresee. 

‘Were you hon?’ the woman taunted. ‘Were you going to come over?’

Mary half turned from her. ‘Thinking of other people would be nice.’

The woman stood up and put her dog down on the chair. Her hands were now on her hips as she leaned towards her. ‘Why. Don’t. You. Die.’

It was strange, and it had always been the case, that without the police uniform on you didn’t feel tough or even capable. It was all a trick. A trick that worked. Everyone said it. The cape of a superhero. Then nothing. A current of fear raced through her. She was aware that she needed to organise herself, prepare herself, yet she was failing to do this. Time sped up. Coming to the bach had been a mistake. Unless this was the real reason she had come. This person in front of her. 

‘Here we go,’ Mary said, taking a step back. 

‘Seriously?’ said the woman.

Mary was moving away now, turning to the bach.

‘Seriously, you nosey bitch?’ the woman called out. 

Was she coming towards her? The dog had started to bark.

‘Yeah yeah,’ Mary said. She flapped a hand behind her. ‘Whatever.’

‘I know where you live, dumbarse.’

‘I’m calling the cops.’ I am the cops. 

‘Ha ha.’

‘You can’t do this.’

‘Do what?’

‘You know.’

‘Look out for what’s coming, lady.’



Behind her there was the sound of something clattering over the concrete. She flinched and kept walking. Maybe the woman had thrown a chair or a bucket, but Mary didn’t turn around. The woman was muttering and cursing, her words carried off by the wind.

When Mary got back to the bach she was shaking. She stomped around swearing and packing her stuff. She was leaving right away. Then she thought, why? The plan was to leave in the afternoon. Stick with that, and stuff her and her ugly bus. But she found herself emptying the fridge, vacuuming, wiping the benches. She placed the viewing cap on the telescope and tidied away the binoculars and the books she’d read. She worked furiously. 

She rang Pete and told him she’d be home a bit earlier. He asked if everything was all right and she said it was fine, just that the weather had packed in so she may as well come home. Okay, he told her, that’s great. 

She was on the road within the hour, still trembling. 

Sometimes, thinking back to that year, Mary couldn’t remember in any sort of detail the major things or the order in which they’d happened. Yet the woman with her black bus and her blue tarpaulin was always there. Mary could walk to that carpark now and be there within ten minutes. But she didn’t need to. She could replay it all in her head, feel again the solidness of the dunes under her feet when she made it to safety, the stiff brush of the lupins against her damp jeans. She’d never told anyone about it. Yes, it was that year, when a pair of middle-aged women might easily have got into a physical fight in a deserted beach carpark in front of a small dog. What had Mary planned to do, grab her by that tall column of hair? It was the most obvious method of attack. She would have torn at it with all her might. She felt sure that the woman wouldn’t have lasted a second. She felt sure that, had she managed to gain possession of the hair, source of her adversary’s strength, she would have been able to return home renewed. 







Two

At first she thought it was a wrong number. Couldn’t even recognise her own name when it was spoken. Who? She was busy with all the jobs that had to be done ahead of the big move. And her phone didn’t ring much anyway. Pete of course would call if he was out and about. Did you say we need or didn’t need potatoes? His fingers couldn’t manage texts and she’d need her glasses. Colin was a regular caller, though mostly at night. She remembered her mother would always say, Now who could that be? As if every phone call was remarkable, shocking. And her sister Claire would say, I think it might be the Prime Minister with news of Daddy’s knighthood, the first man in a metalwork factory to receive the honour. I think it’s Mary’s boyfriend!

One of Mary’s hearing aids had popped out and she poked it back in. Some days she didn’t bother with them. On the phone the caller was asking again if he was speaking to Senior Sergeant Mary Brunton. ‘Back in the day,’ she said finally. She knew he was a cop. ‘Senior citizen more than sergeant now,’ she added. 

‘I hate to bother you. Have you got a minute?’

‘I have many minutes.’

‘Okay, good. You see, something’s come up.’

The caller paused. Mary could hear voices in the background, then a scuffled sound as if he’d put his hand over the phone. She waited. Immediately she was back at the station, making calls herself, with people not caring you were on the phone, not interested that perhaps you had issues of great sensitivity to communicate. Difficult things. Impossible things. Or even routine things. It was all the same. Even if you found a quiet space, someone would burst in with news, with some urgent matter. Or just for a joke. Men on a mission, or just men. You were needed. Right now! Hey! Knock knock. Phones weren’t real policing. You ringing your hubby, love? It was pretty awful. She missed it with a sharp pang. 

‘Call me Mary. And anyway, you’ve promoted me. I’d better come clean. I never made Senior. They got rid of me before I could put in for it. I had most of the exams under my belt.’

‘Right. Mary. I’m Dave Monk, CIB Wellington. This matter, Mary, it’s not really to do with the job. Not you and the job. Just to reassure you.’

‘Okay,’ said Mary. ‘I feel better now. Do I?’

‘We’ve had a development and I’d like to maybe sit down with you, Mary, and go over it. If you have some free spots.’

‘All my spots are free, Dave.’

‘Excellent. Then let’s aim for next week. Friday? 11am?’

‘What are we dealing with here, Dave?’

The scuffling muting sound happened again. It was definitely his end, not hers. Not her graunching stones. After decades of her thoughts moving against themselves, it seemed her brain was about to trickle from her ear and pool on the floor in a conical mound of fine gravel. At which point darling Pete would walk in and say, Never mind, love, let’s clean up this little mess, shall we. Lately he’d been hovering near her, expecting something. She felt watched. 

Then on the phone, ignoring her question, ‘Yes, yes, good. Friday, 11am.’ Was she on speaker phone now, with Dave scribbling on a pad? The world of the station filled in behind them once more. She caught laughter. Dave said, from further away, ‘It’s a matter of some—’

‘Sensitivity,’ Mary supplied. ‘Yes, but what sort of sensitivity? I’m so old, Dave, I might not be around next Friday to hear it. Give me a clue.’

‘Ah,’ he said, picking up the phone again, switching it off speaker and making his voice uncomfortably close, ‘it’s connected with your son.’

The phrasing was trapped in her ear for a moment, going around. 

She was standing at the French doors of their bedroom, looking out towards the island whose bushy lower reaches carried all those amazing birds. The island was theirs, the birds’. It belonged to them. Within minutes of leaving the boat, there was a welcome or a warning zipping along overhead. She and Pete had done the overnight stay years ago. A kiwi had sniffed her boot when they lined up outside the lodge and waited in the dark. The Dutch woman beside her was weeping. They’d heard their first karakia, spoken by the lodge manager over their roast chicken. Funny what came back. Plenty of Māori battles had taken place there. Hand-to-hand, very bloody. Pete was a history buff. Imagine the surprise of the musket, he’d told her. In the olden days the island guarded the way south. Whales swam past and were slaughtered. Imagine the surprise of the harpoon, she’d said. None of it seemed likely the day they’d visited the quiet place, enjoying the birds and the views back to where they lived. Now the island rested, exporting kiwi, taking in tourists.

Pete had told her recently that he was weaning himself off their bedroom view so that when they left he wouldn’t miss it as much. He’d pass the doors with his head averted and she’d laugh at him. His strategy was wise and, for her, completely unworkable. Her eye was always drawn. She had to look at things. She wished she didn’t.

Finally, the decision was made, the house was going on the market. Open homes starting soon. They had to cope with that in their own ways. They’d done it before. They’d come through. It wasn’t the end of the world. It was only a chapter closing, Pete said. How long was this story, Mary wondered. 

When her phone rang, she’d been sorting through old clothes, preparing a load for the hospice shop, a load for the recycling bin. One for the rubbish. Pete had jeans and trousers going back twenty years, more. He hadn’t thrown anything out. Good painting clothes. She’d laid them out on the bed, as if inspecting the wardrobe of a man who’d died. All these former Petes. Her shirt collection was equally sad. It was not that she couldn’t imagine wearing some of this stuff; it was that she could—and no one would notice or care. Somewhere along the line she had become a Lady with a Scarf, invisible, typical. Mary thought she would pass herself in the street and not even notice.

It’s connected with your son. There was the echo of the last time such a phrase had sounded, almost forty years ago. Back then she chased crims in a skirt—she was in the skirt, not the crims, though in fact there’d been a few. A stiletto chucked accurately was no laughing matter.

And nor was this.

‘What did you say?’ She hardly wanted to hear the words again, but she felt she must, since these days she easily missed some bits when people spoke and got the wrong end of the stick. She needed to make another appointment with the hearing place. Jo. Nice woman. No judgement. The stuff she’d pulled from people. Lovely! she’d say, when it was the unloveliest thing in the world. Mary always closed her eyes as the suction probe started, and saw herself underwater, pressurised, obliterated. It wasn’t terrible at all. She almost looked forward to it. It wasn’t like the prickly and rasping invasion of the dental hygienist, with her questions. How many times a day do you floss? Do you drink coffee or tea? How many times a day? What about snacks? Do you snack? Do you even care about your gums? Have you ever drowned a kitten? Jo had no moral position. And when the roaring stopped, there was the amazing plug of wax, the stiff brown cartridge Mary had made simply by what had happened in her head. Lovely! She’d thought it into being, this repulsive undeniable part of herself. See you next time, Mary. You will, Jo, you will. 

‘William Paul Brunton,’ said Dave Monk, Wellington CIB. ‘Your son . . . died . . .’ he was fishing for the bit of paper ‘. . . March fifth 1982, aged eleven years. From drowning . . . on a school trip . . . which I probably just need you to confirm, sorry I should have done this earlier, but I need you to confirm, Mary, that this is all correct and I haven’t somehow found another Mary Brunton who was in the force.’

There’d been high-level meetings about whether a female officer could wear trousers. It went all the way to the top. The Minister had an opinion. A Very Important Man had spent time thinking about her legs. Mary used to borrow a pair of Pete’s trousers to do late shifts in winter—and there were complaints from some of the blokes, jibes. Hey, Morrie, come over here will you? Oh Mary, sorry thought it was someone else. 

‘1982,’ she said. ‘How old were you then, Dave?’



‘Me? I was born in 1980.’

‘How incredible. Police these days, getting younger and younger.’ Mary took a deep breath. 

‘So, confirming it’s you.’

‘Yes. Yes, Detective, you’ve got your man.’

After the call, she went down the narrow stairs one at a time, kicking the first big plastic bag of clothes ahead of her while holding on to its taped-up top. Probably unwise. Old woman falls down stairs. Hip fracture. Pneumonia. Curtains. You’d rather have the skull fracture and be done with it than drown in your own fluids. She’d attended a fatality just like it in her first week. A bone-cold house at the back of Karori. A neighbour had called it in. The ancient husband still in bed when they arrived, waiting for his breakfast. He’d thrown off the blankets and then he couldn’t or wouldn’t move. His entire narrow body encased in an ancient pinkish one-piece long john, like the first stage of mummification, with his oddly prominent scrotum a bulging pocket of folds as if a kitten or a soft toy was hiding there. Idly, he scratched himself and stared at Mary. Who are you, girlie? They brought him a cup of tea and he asked where the toast was. And the senior constable had told her what was she gawking at, get the toast. Honey, said the husband. You can’t go calling her Honey, said her senior. Two men laughing and she was stepping over the body at the bottom of the stairs, with a cat watching from the top step, then following her into the kitchen. Forensics had been delayed. Young Mary was alone downstairs, opening the cupboard of the deceased woman, finding a jar of honey almost frozen solid. It was touch and go whether she would run from the house. The cat pressed its tail around her legs, and she was saved. You’ll need feeding too, I guess, she told the animal. 



Halfway down Mary knew she should have waited for Pete to come home, but now the bag was blocking her way and there was no option but to give it another kick. It was like kicking a bag of human organs.

It would have been better to throw all the clothes out the window. 

Their great love for the house, built up over twenty years, now had an asterisk or two attached to it, these stairs being a major. Pete had a hip; she had an ankle, and a knee. It wasn’t the only reason they were leaving but it was on the list. She still had to check in with Pete regularly: ‘Explain again why we’re doing this?’

The first time she’d asked, Pete had said, ‘Because we’re going to a better place.’ And they’d both burst out laughing. It was now a routine. The better place. 

The independent-living units at the retirement village ten kilometres up the coast were, objectively speaking, better. They’d scoped them out quietly. It wasn’t quite confirmed yet. They were selling and would need somewhere to live. They had their names down. The little houses were nice-looking, tucked inside their neat low hedges, secure in their aluminium-framed windows, their all-round weather-tightness. The tidy paving everywhere seemed not so terrible. Weren’t they sick of weeds? Certainly they were done with drains, with draughts and leaks. 

For ages they didn’t discuss it, not properly. They were afraid. They were proud. And they were not old old. They semi-resented her nephew Colin’s not-so-secret scrutiny of their capacities whenever he visited, his educational anecdotes about elderly patients who’d waited too long. He was a GP. They weren’t, Mary said, ‘village people’, and she’d done the ‘YMCA’ chorus, with her arms in the air, shaping the letters. She didn’t really know how she knew this. Pete certainly didn’t. He listened to folk and blues, mostly on the LPs he’d picked up when they were no longer needed by the library. It was now a large collection. If she had to think of him quickly that was the image which arrived: Pete bent over the stereo, blowing at the needle with pursed lips. And would those hundreds of records be coming with them? Surely not. Every move was a subtraction. You shed possessions until you were left with your pyjamas, after someone had stolen your slippers. She thought of Pete’s mother.

‘Do it while you can,’ Colin told them. He was middle-aged, pale and rope-thin, and with his shock of white hair looked, Mary thought, like an unlit candle. They laughed about good old Colin—how decrepit did he think they were? In many ways they still thought of him as about twelve years old, bounding into their place like a big puppy. Is Will home? Is he home?

And again they were not old old. Not in their own minds. Yet people seemed unsurprised when they announced they were selling. This caused Mary and Pete to feel two things at once: that it was a good decision, and that they were older than they thought. She was seventy-nine and he was seventy-eight; she enjoyed it most, of course, for the three months they were the same age. 

There was no crisis, Mary thought. Not until Dave Monk called—and what might that change? The worst had happened already. 

The first bag of clothes tumbled free at the bottom of the stairs. It hadn’t split open. Good. She paused. In the distance the sea percussively rinsed the sand. A flash of doubt passed through her. She knew how to wait it out. Why were they moving? Tell me again. Could they not rewind the last few months and set out on a different course? She was looking at the chimney of their wood burner. Had that been a significant moment in their choosing, in their dithering? The Day of the Sweeps, some months ago now.

The husband-and-wife team were into the living room with their tools before they had time to think, Oh yes, we booked them ages ago and finally they’re here, good! In fact, Mary and Pete both felt it was, strangely, not good, yet they couldn’t stop them. Once the drop cloth fell over the floor, it was as if the space had been solemnly claimed, like a sheet over a body.

The room instantly was not theirs. 

The pair were filthy, their overalls covered in soot, smears of it on their faces. Before they’d even started! Mary had laughed, she couldn’t help it. More from a sort of joy. It was like they were hosting the nineteenth century. Incredible to be so dirty. It was easy to imagine a small boy appearing—their son—and being shoved up the chimney, his little feet poking out the bottom, then disappearing. Yet here was the industrial vacuum cleaner with its telescopic brush. 

‘This will be pretty quick,’ said the woman, whose name was Susie. She sounded uncertain.

‘Pretty straightforward,’ said the man, Chris, who was having trouble finding a plug. Pete pointed one out. 

Mary and Pete were stunned into silence, like children whose game had been taken over by adults.

When the sweep sent the hose up the chimney, Mary recalled the colonoscopy she’d had a year ago. All clear. Chris’s chimney hose was jammed, and he jiggled it, giving it a shove, then releasing it back down before a renewed assault. He puffed and muttered and smiled. Soot settled on the drop cloth and—as they discovered later—elsewhere.

Pete had noticed a bird’s nest in the wire basket at the top of the chimney. He’d been about to climb the ladder to remove it, but Mary had stopped him. He’d got it in position when she arrived on the scene. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’ She saw his body splayed out, his spasms. Ever since his heart diagnosis two years ago, flashes of his end came to her with a vividness which made her gasp.

If she found him and they were all alone in the dark house at night . . . She would cope, she knew she would. And if he came across her . . . ?

It had been ages since the chimney had been cleaned. They’d get someone in, Mary said, kill two birds—and their nest—with one stone. And this had turned into the need for a full replacement of not only that antiquated section but the whole flue since it was deemed ‘a future problem’. Another man had come—the sweeps’ boss—and tutted and grinned, saying that a flue like the one they had was really from the dark ages. They’d felt bullied but in a kind way. With the new set-up, the man said, they wouldn’t recognise themselves. The wood burner’s efficiency would dramatically improve. They’d be adding years to its life. And no more nests. 

The chimney should have been someone else’s problem, Mary thought. Like a few things around the house. The downpipes, the cracked retaining wall, the wobbly fence, the garage threatened by the deadish banksia which dropped its grenades under the lawnmower, dulling its blade and threatening Pete’s shins. They’d let things slip a bit. The maintenance. Oh, the maintenance. 

But there was no backing out of it. Susie and Chris were here, covered in someone else’s soot, ready for action. Susie held the new section in bubble wrap in her arms, babying it, and studied the wood burner. It appeared then that they’d never done anything like this before, and Mary laughed again. Maybe they’d purchased the gear a month ago, watched a YouTube video, then dabbed soot on their faces. Crazy! Who were these people? 

In the kitchen, Mary said to Pete, ‘We’ll pay them in shillings.’ 

He frowned. He didn’t like her being satirical about working people. He was very sensitive on this issue, since he didn’t believe he’d ever been a worker. Through some quirk of fate, he’d been allowed to live among books. 

After Susie walked up the stairs there were black smears on parts of the wall where her side had brushed it. She carried the top section up and through the doors on to the deck. Chris followed her with a ladder, banging it happily and burping when he got to the top. It was wonderful how they worked in a wave of minor destruction. 

Susie bashed at the chimney with a mallet while Chris steadied the ladder. Mary and Pete stared at them through the glass doors. It was common now to feel bullied. They gave in, believed other people, their confidence sapped by assertion. The world was full of these figures who knew what was right, who saw them and concluded they were more or less useless. Pushovers, said Mary. We’re a pair of pushovers. We don’t have a spine between us. Was that why the village beckoned? A sort of strength-in-numbers deal? Outsource our decision-making to the management, hide behind our hedge? On the other hand, the village were also experts at old age. They knew a thing or two about . . . Mary guessed it was called caring. She shuddered at the thought of underpaid and highly stressed strangers touching her, assisting her. Surely she was getting ahead of herself. And Pete was really okay. You looked at him and you thought of self-control, and bicycles. He still biked to the shops. The indoor life of his profession had marked him with a certain quietness but it hadn’t robbed him of basic physical competence. He could change a washer. He had a chainsaw and a pair of chaps which made him look like a cowboy in a musical. 

Yet when Mary had ordered him not to climb the ladder, he’d agreed at once. She’d not been a police officer since 1983—thirty-five years!—but she could still summon it. The tone. Sometimes, she knew, she moved about as if she still wore a uniform. In a box they hadn’t got to she would find her hat, her medals. 

Finally, the chimney was reconstituted. In the living room again, Chris was wiping the new pieces with a rag soaked in spirits, while Susie on a step ladder stabilised the black cylinder with a pair of dirty gloves. When she stepped down, they saw she’d rubbed against the curtain, leaving black marks. 

‘Oh, don’t worry about that,’ said Mary. ‘Easy to clean.’ She wanted them gone then. She was sick of the show. 

But Susie was already pulling at her gloves with her teeth to get them off, and then reaching up to unhook the curtain. ‘No, no, that’s my fault. I’ll get it washed and back to you. No worries.’

‘Mucky pup,’ said Chris, flicking at her backside with a rag. 

They watched again wide-eyed as this thing happened, their curtain gone. 

Afterwards they sat in shock, full of resentment but also delight. It was something to tell Colin. 

The window, lopsided when the remaining curtain was pulled, sat strangely. At night people could stare in. Who? Their house was on a rise fifteen metres above sea level, surrounded by karaka trees whose glossy leaves caught the moonlight. No one was coming up the path to catch a glimpse of these two useless old people bumbling about. 

A few days later they came home to find the curtain in a paper bag by the front door. When Mary put it up again, it was an inch shorter than its mate. The sweep had put it in the dryer. 

Mary stared at the short curtain now. It said to her, It’s time. Then she got on with her rubbish bags.

The night of Dave Monk’s call Mary lay awake in bed beside Pete, her mind going, merging with the constant sound of the sea, like the ambient noise of a distant city, or a jug boiling in a far part of the house. I must go and turn that off, she thought. She grew convinced there was something she needed to do to stop the noise. In the next moment she knew again it was the sea. She went back and forth like this, unpleasantly, wishing it were later and that she could get up and start the day. On sleepless nights as a child her mother used to tell her, Think of something nice. For a while she shared a room with Claire and her sister would say, Better not think of me. 

When Mary and Pete had first bought the house, it was all unbelievable. They’d walk to the end of the street, cross the dunes—the poor dunes!—and meet the sea as if visiting a giant in a fairy tale. It was always a surprise to come across it. In summer, lying on their backs, they’d be rocked in the giant’s arms. She’d bought a wetsuit and entered the water even when daylight saving ended. Sometimes she would wave to an elderly couple—‘elderly’—who also swam in winter. He was apparently a retired rear admiral. They were tall and fit and they always waved back. How strong and healthy she’d felt! Mightily, she and Pete wielded badminton rackets. The net was hooked up between trees by the garage. They swatted the shuttlecock in the warm evenings, drank beer on the deck with friends and were bitten alive as the sky went crimson. Those were the healing years, she thought, when some benign wave carried them forward and out of harm’s way. 

And though they’d known it was coming, here was a new wave, catching them unawares. Like the fantastical sweeps. And here was Dave bloody Monk with his development. How could she wait to hear what he had to say? It seemed a mercy not to put Pete through the same thing, so she hadn’t told him. Simple. He didn’t know and didn’t need to. Not immediately. Not in his condition. She would carry it. This was her rubbish bag. Not that she was in tip-top condition. She’d had those months with a walking stick after her knee op. Embarrassing at first, then she got over herself. Her joints. Her weight. 

She suddenly remembered with great vividness passing the physical exam at police college, scurrying up the wall, leaping fences, crawling and sprinting in the boys’ school shoes she’d had to buy because there were no suitable women’s shoes. This was a test which wasn’t even required of female recruits back then—it was too unladylike—but which Mary had insisted she take. She needed to show them, the other recruits, her bosses, her family, her sister Claire, who’d doubted the whole enterprise and laughed at her. Oh Mare, don’t pout! How hard she’d worked. Had almost given up a few times. And she’d pulled it off. Then, only a few months into the job, she’d been chasing a pair of offenders in Berhampore, reaching for the same branch they’d used to leave a property because why not? She was young and fit and the adrenaline was pushing her on. The baddies were getting away. The branch snapped, dumping her in a veggie patch, Mary ending up with the ankle which still gave her twinges and worse. It was dumb, humiliating. How’s the silverbeet, Mare? 

Now she told Pete to use the handrail. His hip probably needed to be replaced. They got a man in these days and Pete would tell him in his ‘man’s voice’, ‘I have a chainsaw if you need it.’ 

She knew she could get up any time, go downstairs and read her book—usually that knowledge took over and she was released without having to leave the bed. Tonight the trick didn’t work. Instead, a memory came to her of Claire visiting in the days after Will had died. Her sister and Will were often paired in her mind. Lately they were there a lot, a double act she didn’t know what to do with except watch them come and go, come and go, a bit like the two crims who’d taken the branch to launch themselves over the fence and into darkness. Wait! Stop! Halt! She gave chase and they always escaped. Here they were again. 

Claire had arrived unannounced because Mary wasn’t answering the phone. Pete was out on some ridiculous errand—getting rid of a bunch of stuff which had happily lain under their house for years to the tip. Frankly she was glad to see him go. 

Now here was Claire, walking up the path to the front door, carrying a casserole dish, a dumb look on her face. Mary was at the window in the upstairs bedroom. She thought for a moment of crouching down and not answering the door. Let her leave the casserole on the step. Claire was a terrible cook. The casserole would have stressed her enormously. She’d always considered other people’s interest in the kitchen a monumental bore. If a recipe called for four cloves of garlic, Claire found another recipe. Mary watched as her sister stopped and walked back along the path, still with the casserole in her hands. She stopped after a few paces. Claire turned around and walked towards the door again. Mary saw that her sister’s lips were moving. Claire was at the door but frozen, except for her mouth. It struck Mary that her big sister was rehearsing what she’d say. She was working on her script. How to speak? It was quite funny. Poor Claire. 

Finally, Claire put the casserole on the doorstep. 

Mary, brave police officer, experienced door-knocker and bringer of bad news, slumped against the wall and slid to the floor. It felt as though someone or something was pressing on the top of her head. 

A few moments later there was a knock at the door. Mary peered out the window. Claire was back again, but this time she had Colin with her. He’d been told to wait in the car, or perhaps he’d refused to come with his mother. He was a sulky teenager, gangly and belligerent and competitively attached to his competitive mother. Sometimes it seemed they were more like siblings. They fought over the newspaper crossword and any puzzle. They read the same novels—murder mysteries—and compared how quickly they’d solved them. Did real murderers commit so many basic errors? Colin asked his aunt. Were they all so thick? 

Mother and son demeaned Colin’s father (Claire’s ex-husband) with joint glee, vying for the most inventive putdown. 

Colin also loved Will. He loved him with unabashed sincerity, and was unfailingly protective of a boy who was always pleased to see his much older cousin and who somehow was a good influence—at least for the time they were together. 

Her nephew loved someone and now he was gone. 

The world was stunning. It stunned you. It collapsed on top of you like a wall of bricks.

They were here from kindness, she reminded herself. There was no language. Of course there was no language. Why would Claire even think she might be able to say something? 

At the front door, Colin fell into her arms, almost knocking her down. Mary took the boy’s full weight, the unsupported heft of his heaving shoulders, the hard stone of his forehead against her shoulder. He wailed and wailed. It was a hell of a sound. It bounced around the hallway, hurting her ears. Mary staggered and held on. He cried uncontrollably while Claire, behind him, held the casserole. 

Mary thought, The boy is crying on behalf of both sisters. Claire had retrieved him from the car for this purpose. She sort of admired her sister then. In place of the opening speech, with which she was obviously struggling
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