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  Blurb, Reviews and Thanks


BLURB 
No Middle Ground?
Racism has no favourite colour. If Pearl cannot get help from the police, the courts, or her community, her grandchildren may lose the one thing she spent a lifetime giving them: the belief that people matter more than race.  
REVIEW
ARC reader: A hard read, you have to think beyond the stereotypes in this story. I can see why Kiwi editors daren't touch it in this Cancel culture age!
Editing: Fiona Brown
Editor Fiona Brown: https://reedsy.com/fiona-brown
C.V.  University of Westminster then 20 odd years as a copyeditor and proofreader for HarperCollins, Watkins, Profile, Quercus and Penguin, Reedsy, among others.  Now a freelance editor and invaluable to me for her depth of knowledge and her understanding of historical fiction. 
Cover: 100Covers.com
Thanks to my Writer's Choice colleagues who encouraged the writing of difficult topics.
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  NO MIDDLE GROUND?

Racism has no favorite colour
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Meg is Pearl’s granddaughter, she’s not gullible, she listens to the polit-speak claiming that ‘God defends New Zealand, no racial problems here,’ with a sceptical ear. She’s a nice kid, has grown up with friends and school mates of many cultures, has learnt to see the person, not a skin colour, is wise enough to thank her family for the tolerance they demonstrated to her. She knows that the claims and speeches about ‘Integration and easy living between Maori and Pakeha being the norm.’ is far from 100% true. Despite the Treaty to settle problems, and the Treaty settlements which are meant to have put things right, she’s beginning to understand that it’s individuals, their outlooks and attitudes, who ruin the idea of national multicultural integration. Some people prefer racism. She’s facing one such person now.  
‘Keep your mouth shut, pakeha, complain about me and I’ll have you up in front of the Race Commission, honky bitch.’ 
Meg, standing with her brother, Tom, and cousins, Sam and Ben, can’t believe what she’s just heard, puts an arm round her grandmother, who is trembling. 
Pearl is seventy-six. She's lived in this small town all her life. She and her neighbour, Flo, both love flowers, love irises, compete each year as to who can breed a new colour. They are both gifted gardeners, both lost their husbands some years ago, both have lived quietly and pleasantly side by side, two busy women getting on with life and helping each other out with baby sitting, at holiday time, feeding each other's cat, fetching in the milk and the post. Pearl and her kids have joined Flo and her kids at the dos at the Marae. Flo and her kids have come to Pearl’s church community dos. They are comfortable friends, easy with each other, have been for over fifty years. 
Three weeks ago Flo fell. Nothing serious, thank God, but, badly bruised and sore, she had to rest her hip and leg. Pearl offered help, to stay in her house with her. She knows that Flo’s sons work in the States and her daughter, Meri, is away in the U.K., won herself a year’s special scholarship at Cambridge University, to Flo’s delight. 
‘Nah, don't you bother yourself,’ Flo tells her. ‘I spoke to Meri, she’s organising some of our whanau, cuzzies she said, to come. She’s told the whanau she wants me to have live in family support. Good eh? I can boss them around a bit and get my veggie garden done.’ She cackles with wicked delight. 
Pearl grins. ‘Maybe your cuzzies can do a bit of heavy work for us both?’ She quirks her eyebrows, grins some more. ‘There's that boundary tree to trim and turn into firewood.’ Both old ladies look at each other. Pensions don't go far and not paying a man to chainsaw the tree means a little extra for a treat. Anticipation lights their eyes. ‘Maybe give us a nice meal out together,’ Pearl says. Flo grins.
Pearl's out when the cousins arrive, but when she returns from her monthly check up with the doctor she finds five cars sprawled across her verge, the pavement and one is blocking the ramp to her garage. Pearl looks at that obstructing car and sighs. It isn't a beat-up hoon's car, but the back window sticker say 'Maori First' in loud capitals. Looks like some of Flo's whanau are a bit stroppy. 
Several young children are roaring around Flo's garden with a couple of pit bull type dogs. They aren't mindful of the flower beds or the plants. Pearl winces, what will poor Flo say about her precious garden? She hovers at Flo's gate and calls politely. The dogs fly at the gate, trying to leap it, jumping up and snarling at her. The children egg them on with cries of ‘Get the honky.’ Some adults come to watch from the open front door, two walk out onto the verandah. They do nothing, say nothing, but they laugh.
Pearl is annoyed. She’s not used to hostility, fears these cuzzies might be members of one of those Auckland gangs. ‘Please move your car, I can't get into my garage,’ she calls . She waits, and waits and waits some more. The children and dogs go back to tearing up the garden, the adults have gone inside. No one comes. 
Fortunately another car arrives. The Maori driver parks neatly against the kerb and looks at her. ‘Complaints already, eh?’
Pearl is shocked. ‘No, no, not at all. I want to put my car in my garage, but I can't get anyone to come and move this one blocking the way.’
He gets out of his car. ‘You're her neighbour, Pearl eh? Auntie Flo told us about you.’ He bellows and a young man comes running. There's a quick discussion and the obstructing car is reversed into the road and parked there.
Pearl thanks them both and drives her car into the garage. She wonders if she should lock the door, something she’s not had to worry about before. 
Next morning she waits until that stroppy young man, most of the other adults, the kids plus the dogs, drive away in three cars, then she takes Flo the smoko they would normally have shared. She's made some of Flo's favourite Anzac biscuits, dipped in chocolate as a bit of a treat, added a banana cake and some coconut squares for the visitors. She uses Flo's front gate and tuts as she looks at the wrecked garden, the dog bones and dog mess. The front door is half open, but she doesn't walk in as she would have done if it were just Flo. She knocks and calls. ‘Hello, Flo, it's Pearl. Brought you some Anzacs for smoko.’ She hears people moving, but no one comes. She counts to ten then knocks and calls again. Someone laughs. A toddler comes and sticks out its tongue then scampers off. A woman yells out. Pearl calls again and a young woman stomps down the hallway, making go away motions with her hands, and telling her to 'Fuck off'.
Pearl's never heard Flo use that word and she knows she won't like hearing it in her house. She says 'Hello', ignores the young woman's dismissal, and calls out again to Flo. 
The young woman blocks the doorway. ‘Aunty's having a rest, she don't want pakeha visitors. Whanau's here to help.’
Pearl offers her gifts. ‘I brought her our smoko biscuits, and some cake for the kiddies.’
‘Huh!’ The food is snatched out of her hands. 
Pearl doesn't protest, but she asks again to see Flo. As a reply the door is shut in her face, the young woman saying loudly ‘Honky do-gooders,’ as she slams it.
Pearl is truly distressed. She's never dealt with this kind of racist rudeness. She and Flo, both their men, and her children and Flo's, always got on. But she doesn't recognise any of the people here as Flo's family. They might be cousins, for she's only seen the cousins occasionally, and only when they were little. She goes home disturbed, she is afraid of the atmosphere in Flo’s house, worried about Flo and why she can’t see her. She’s scared of the hatred she felt aimed at her.
Next morning she wakes to pattering, like little footsteps, on her verandah. When she sits up she can see small faces pressed against the glass of her bedroom window. Children. They see her looking and stick out tongues, dribbling on the glass. Someone is rattling the front door knob. She wraps herself in her fleece dressing gown and hurries to the front door. 
Two small boys are standing on the verandah, beside the front door, having a peeing contest, aiming into her lovely big bowl of water lilies.
Pearl has cherished these plants, had hopes they will bloom this summer. They won't now. ‘You dirty little boys,’ she cries. She is so angry she rushes out onto the verandah and grabs the yard broom. She swishes it at them, sweeping them off the verandah. Suddenly she's surrounded by men. She counts four and the big man from yesterday. He pulls her broom out of her hands and snaps it in two. 
‘Don’t you touch our mokopuna or we’ll….’ He looms over her but distress and anger keeps Pearl on the attack. ‘You'll pay for a new broom, you...you nasty bully.’ She snatches back the broom pieces and waves them in the big man's face. ‘What's wrong with Flo's toilet or even the compost heap that your children have to come here and kill my lilies.’ She’s shaking now, backed against the house wall, these large men surrounding her ‘You've no right in my garden, no right to snoop round my house.’ She glares at them all. ‘Get out! Get out of my garden and don't come back.’ She runs out of steam and the men move closer. They loom, silent. Now she is afraid.
‘All right, Mrs. Booth?’ It's her new neighbours, a couple from across the road, about to head off for work. He crosses, open her gate, holds it open. ‘I think you men had better leave.’ His wife grasps a mobile 'phone, poised to use it. Flo's relatives move off, muttering comments about racist pakeha. 
But Pearl’s not racist. When things go wrong, like this, why does making a complaint, a genuine complaint, become a matter of skin colour, of being politically correct? Where is the justice, the truth? Pearl doesn’t know, but she’s experiencing the problems of being a white skinned pakeha needing to complain about a Maori.  
Poor Pearl, soon it's a stream of incidents day and night. She keeps trying to see Flo. She can’t get past the front gate for the dogs, which are sent to scare her. She can’t keep up with who is in the house or who these people are, but she fears for Flo. 
When Pearl takes her morning shower, the children are lifted over the fence to pinch her fruit, ripe or unripe, the veggies, the flowers. She chases three out of the back and there are two more lifted into the front. The dogs again prevent her from opening Flo's gate, but she tries to speak, calling over the fence, stopping the adults out on the pavement, to ask what the problem is.  
She gets a barrage of hate, a mouthful of filthy words. She begs the young men and women to explain what the problems is. 
‘It’s you, honky pakeha, you’re the problem. You’re racist.’
She’s gobsmacked, gapes at them, gives up all hope of being able to communicate with them. 
Soon she finds someone’s been in the garage, tools go walkabout, return broken, the car's been deliberately scratched in several places. Then, returning one afternoon from her weekly shopping, she’s sure someone's been in the house.
She doesn't know how they do it, she locks up the doors and windows, yet things are moved, food goes missing, the newspaper, magazines, once even the toilet roll. By the end of the second week Pearl's trembling all the time, startling at noises, wedging chairs under the back door handle and her bedroom door knob. She's nailed her windows shut, keeps her rolling pin under her pillow. Her other neighbours work and don't see much, but they encourage her to ring the police and promise to say they've seen the children lifted over in to her garden, seen the damage in the garage and garden, heard the racist comments.
Pearl fears that worse will happen if she does ring the police. Finally, after a frightening episode when she wakes at 5 a.m. and thinks she hears someone trying to open her bedroom door, she is terrified enough
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