
   
One

Driving to the holiday house, I made sure there was acres of empty seat between my sister and me. I sat hard up against the car door and watched the scrub by the side of the road blur past my window. My mother played Queen’s Greatest Hits on the car stereo and passed around a bag of hard jubes. At an intersection, my father stopped suddenly, spilling the jubes. ‘Fuckwit,’ he muttered. I wondered if he’d only just begun to use that word, or if it was a word he’d used for years, which I’d only just begun to hear.

The drive took a couple of hours and we stopped twice: once for corn on the cob and once for an antique shop. My sister Vanessa opted to stay in the car both times, so both times I opted to get out. The antique shop was dark and cool, and my mother bought a teapot to add to her collection.
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In the past we had always spent our summer holidays in remote places where there were no fences and the local fruit shop was just an honesty box by the side of the road. That had always been my mother’s preference – my father would ask her, around the start of September, when we were just beginning to feel that winter was behind us and spring was coming: where to this year? And he would go down to the street and get the New Zealand road map out of our car, where it lived in the back pocket of the driver’s seat, and they would sit down together at the dining-room table and try to flatten out its hopelessly curled edges. My mother liked to lay open a map of the North Island, shut her eyes, and plant her finger somewhere (once, when my parents were ‘feeling flush’, she opened it to a map of the South Island). It was funny because sometimes her finger landed in the middle of the ocean, and my father would tease us about hiring a boat. But mostly her finger found land, and if it found a place that was too built-up, or too much like a town or city, she would screw up her face, shake her head, and start again.

This year was different. My father still went and got the road map from the car, but my mother had already made up her mind. She wanted to go to a place with people.

‘What people?’ my father said. ‘Which people?’

‘Just any people. No specific people.’

‘Strangers?’

‘Well, yes, people.’

We were all a bit stumped. My mother had been known to rule out a beach on the basis that there was one umbrella already up, or a lone fisherman standing on a rock. She’d bypass a picnic spot if there was a couple kissing on a rug in a far distant corner. (Once, when we were trying to find somewhere for dinner, I saw a restaurant with nobody in it – every table completely empty. I pointed it out to my mother – I was sure that she would love it. She shook her head. Not that one. But it’s empty, I said, just the way you like it. It’s different for restaurants, she said.)

‘Why people?’ my father asked. ‘What purpose will they serve?’

My mother got exasperated then. ‘Oh, I don’t know, for goodness’ sake. I just want to try it – a place with people. Is that too much to ask?’

My father had only been teasing – anyone could tell. We all went quiet for a bit. My mother’s face was flushed. Then my father said, ‘Did you have anywhere in mind?’

My mother nodded. She walked over to the dining-room table where the road map lay. She was wearing an apron and was halfway through cooking dinner. I saw that she had taken off her rings, probably because she was afraid of losing them in the stew. She picked the road map up with oniony hands. ‘There,’ she said, putting it down and planting her finger.

My father peered at the point where my mother’s finger had left a watery mark. I saw that it was north of where we lived in Wellington, but not by much. ‘That’s a popular spot,’ he said. ‘I hope we haven’t left it too late.’

‘See what you can do,’ my mother shrugged. ‘It really doesn’t matter either way, it’s just a suggestion.’ She turned back to the kitchen, wiping her hands down the front of her apron, alternating front and back. The rest of what she said came to us over her shoulder, in a light, casual voice that barely carried through the open kitchen door. ‘Wherever we go, I’m sure we’ll have a lovely time, so long as the four of us are together.’

I reached out, spinning the map around so that I could see it, right way up. My mother’s watery mark had dried already. I scanned the coastline but couldn’t find the popular spot. My father was getting up from the table – he was stretching his arms, yawning. I hoped he’d taken proper note of where my mother’s finger had landed, because I didn’t believe what she’d said about it being only a suggestion. I believed that it mattered very much.
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After the two-hour drive, I climbed out of the car and walked a few steps toward the holiday house with my shorts sticking to the backs of my legs. The garden was big and square and flat. Parched. The ground not dirt but sand you could sink your toes into, cool and fluid like a lake. Big, prickly weeds and little circles of tough, springy grass that felt like plastic. No trees. Not even a bush or a daisy. Just a wooden fence right around, with an opening wide enough to drive a car through. For weeks my father had been telling us how he’d found the most wonderful place, right where my mother had requested. A house all to ourselves. A holiday house, with a lagoon on one side and a beach on the other. But this place had no lagoon and no beach. I turned a full circle in the tough, springy grass. The house sat at the end of a wide, flat road. I wondered if my father was going to get angry. Where was his lagoon? Where was his beach? But my father was unpacking the boot as if it was all exactly as he’d expected.

The house was as plain on the outside as a public toilet and not much bigger. My mother saw it and said, ‘It looks as if it’s been dropped from a great height.’ She was trying to make a joke, but I could tell she was disappointed too. I felt a pang of longing for our home in Wellington, where all the neighbourhood cats liked to hide in our hedges, and where we’d left our Christmas tree standing in a window with its lights on a timer to ward off burglars.

My sister walked straight to the front door and said, ‘Key?’ She had recently become too cool for us, and for the boring way we spoke to each other in complete sentences. My father threw her the key, which was in a folded-over white envelope and which – surprise, surprise – she dropped. She had a new bag of which she was very proud, with wide navy stripes across it and woven cotton handles. It had come free with a bumper summer issue of Dolly magazine, and using some of her holiday money, she had filled it to overflowing with creams and lotions that promised to make her tan without burning, and then promised to soothe the burning that always happened anyway. We all had to wait while my sister rooted around in this bag for the key, which had fallen in. Then we had to wait some more while she tried to unlock the door and, at the same time, tried to look like she was too cool to unlock the door. I chose that moment to follow the fence right around the edge of the section, trailing the tips of my fingers along the unpainted timber (a dumb idea – I got splinters that lasted for days). On the fence I saw a lot of cicadas, which I was careful to avoid. Some of the cicadas were singing very loudly and some, on closer inspection, were not cicadas at all – only their old, discarded skins. At the back there was a little aluminium rowboat lying overturned in the grass with its oars tucked beneath it. I thought about turning it over, but being only ten and a girl, I’d learned that things were often heavier than they looked. I’d learned not to try to lift or throw things in front of boys, because they’d laugh and say, ‘You lift and throw like a girl.’ I was standing, looking at the rowboat, wondering if it had a seat in it, when I heard a clicking noise above me. That’s when I saw him.

He was standing in shadow on the second-floor deck of the house behind ours. He wasn’t wearing a shirt and he had a rounded belly and white hair on his chest. In a mall, behind a plastic picket fence, with a red suit on, he might have made a good Father Christmas. I saw that he was holding something in his hand, which he quickly tucked behind his back. He didn’t smile. That’s what I noticed – he didn’t smile. Adults usually smiled at little girls like me. I didn’t smile, and I didn’t run away either. I stood there looking him straight in the eye until I heard my mother calling me back, because when you’re ten and a girl, it’s important not to show your fear. As I walked across the springy grass toward the front door I thought I heard clicking again, but it was hard to tell above the sound of my mother calling, and the singing of cicadas.
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We hadn’t been in the holiday house ten minutes before I was pestering to go to the beach. While my father was unpacking the car, and my mother was surveying the small, colourful kitchen, I was getting changed in the little bedroom I was to share with my sister, where the beds were arranged in an L-shape – mine by the door, and Vanessa’s under the window. ‘They haven’t actually said yes yet,’ Vanessa pointed out, but I wasn’t waiting – my togs were on already, the sticky shorts puddled on the floor. In the bathroom, where a collection of winged creatures lay dead and dying in the bath, I slapped sunblock on the backs of my knees and across the bridge of my nose. My mother had switched on the kettle – a terrible sign – but she knew better than to stand between me and a swim, even if it was a little late in the day. The kettle was allowed to go cold. We set off for the beach, the four of us. I tried not to mind that I was the only one wearing togs.

We walked to the top of the street and crossed to the other side, where there was a row of houses bigger by far than ours, with large balconies and glass windows wrapping around, and beyond that, a high ridge of dunes, dotted with pines. ‘This way,’ my father said. He seemed to know just where to find the little walkways that snaked between the houses, through the dunes, to the beach. I grabbed on to his hand, sick with hope that the beach would be all right; that it would not disappoint us as the house had done. On the path we twice ran into people coming the other way, barefoot, wrapped in brightly coloured beach towels. They nodded hello. I hoped we were allowed to be there, and that we didn’t look like city people, fresh from our car. When we emerged at last into soft beige sand, I heard my father let out a low whistle. The beach stretched uninterrupted for miles, to the north and to the south. Between where we stood and the distant water, a strip of dirty black sand was strewn with driftwood and seaweed. Beyond that, at the water’s edge, there was an expanse that was dank and grey, hard-packed; the kind of sand that would suck your jandal right off your foot. I looked to my father and saw that he was pleased. ‘Now that’s what I call an adventure beach,’ he said. But my mother’s arms were folded; she was shuddering, muttering that we would not be allowed to swim without a chaperone. I let go of my father’s hand. Was the beach all right or was it not? Vanessa was curling her lip, stepping away from us, and my mother was saying that it was the kind of beach that would take no prisoners. I didn’t understand – surely taking prisoners was a bad thing? Okay, my father said, but wasn’t my sister old enough, at fifteen, to be a chaperone? My mother shook her head. ‘Adult chaperone,’ she said. ‘Case closed.’ My father didn’t exactly roll his eyes so much as cast them sideways. He’d been looking forward to a summer of crosswords and jigsaw puzzles and watching cricket on the television, not chaperoning children at the beach. My mother saw his face and said, ‘I’ll do it. I’ll be the chaperone.’ She still had her arms wrapped around herself; she had not moved more than a foot from the dunes.

‘But Mum,’ I said. ‘I’m going to want to swim all day, every day.’

‘Then that’s what I’ll do, Ally-pally,’ she said. ‘I’ll sit here all day, every day, if need be. I won’t let you out of my sight.’

Ally-pally was my mother’s pet name for me. When she used it, she meant that we were on the same side, in a thing together. But I didn’t believe it; I believed she’d grow tired of chaperoning, and would begin to say, ‘one swim a day’, and ‘only for an hour’. My father sighed, as if he thought the same. I dropped my towel and began to walk toward the water. In the waves I could see heads bobbing about, could hear shouts of fear and laughter. When I glanced around to see if anyone would stop me, I saw that my father and sister were leaving already – they were picking their way back through the dunes. Only my mother remained, standing where we’d first emerged, hugging herself in the cool breeze that flowed under the pines.



   
Two

Early the next morning my father asked me if I’d like to go with him to check out the lagoon. I was the only one up and dressed – my mother was drinking coffee in bed, and my sister was in the bathroom, washing her hair. We walked out onto the street and turned right, away from the beach, following the footpath. It was a clear morning and my father said we were ‘in for a cracker’. He had a long stride and I had to trot to keep up. When we came to a junction in the footpath, I thought we might be lost, but we turned right again. The footpath petered out. We waded through tall grass, down a sloping bank, toward a wall of flax bushes. We are lost, I thought, but my father carried on, pushing through the flax, revealing at last the lagoon, flat and quiet as a bath.

‘What do we do now?’ I asked.

The water was black; clogged at the edges with a mix of rotten branches, flax roots, weeds and mud. A lurid green slime grew in places. On the other side I could see a footpath. On our side there was nothing.

My father frowned. ‘I have an idea,’ he said.

I had learned to be wary of my father’s ideas. We were standing on uncertain ground, with only jandals on our feet. My naked toes were inches from the water.

‘I could go back to the house and get the little boat.’

‘The . . . boat?’

‘We could use it to get to the other side,’ he grinned. ‘We could explore the lagoon by boat.’

I looked across the black water. On the other side there were tracks where people had launched boats or maybe canoes, but I couldn’t see how it could be done on our side.

‘Am I supposed to wait here?’

‘Yes. It’ll only take a minute. Don’t move, I’ll be right back.’

I hadn’t been waiting long when across the lagoon, I heard a noise. It was a boy, chubby, with short hair that looked as if it might curl. A Māori boy whose brown skin was pale in places where it had burned and peeled. He was wearing a small greenstone carving around his neck, and he was carrying a long stick with a natural fork at one end. He was close to the water’s edge, barefoot, about my age, and alone. I envied him that stick. It wasn’t every day you found a stick like that, and when you did, it was rare for your mother to let you keep it. I watched him lift slime out of the water with the forked end of the stick, and then I watched as he flung the slime far across the lagoon. It made a nice plop when it landed, sinking under its own weight. Eventually he flung the slime in my direction, and our eyes met. He seemed not to find it strange – a girl hanging on to a flax bush, alone, on the side of the lagoon that was muddy and difficult. No words were exchanged, not even a nod given, but when he went back to his slime-flinging, he was more self-conscious about it. When he couldn’t hook a decent payload of slime, or when it slipped off the stick before he could fling it, he muttered excuses under his breath, and once or twice – after a particularly impressive fling, or a really loud plop – he glanced proudly in my direction.

I was relieved when I heard my father huffing and puffing on the other side of the flax, and knew I wouldn’t have to be the boy’s audience any longer.

‘Coming through,’ my father said. With the little aluminium boat balanced on his head, he began to crash through the flax. I closed my eyes because I didn’t like to see him fail – especially didn’t want the boy to see him fail. Around me, the flax bush shook – I heard its leaves squeaking along the sides of the boat. Then there was a hollow smack. My father had made it through the flax – he’d flipped the boat right off his head and landed it in the water, directly at my feet. ‘Get in,’ he said. He had cobwebs in his hair, and sweat trickling down his nose. I looked at the water. My moment to get in was passing. The boat was drifting slowly away from the bank. With an impatient sound, my father stretched one of his long legs out, hooking the boat with his toe.

‘Get in,’ he said again.

I didn’t want to get in – I couldn’t see how. Across the lagoon, the boy had dropped his stick in the grass and was standing, watching. I reckoned I could guess what he was thinking – stupid girl isn’t brave enough to jump. I closed my eyes and leapt right off the slippery bank, landing off-centre in the boat. It rocked and rocked, and I thought for sure I was going to lose it, but then I remembered to get down low and grab the sides of the boat with both hands. There wasn’t time for celebration though – in the commotion, the boat had moved even further from the bank. My father was busy retrieving the oars from the other side of the flax. I cried out for him to hurry, jerking the boat with my own body weight, trying to move it closer to the bank. But each jerk only seemed to put me further from where I wanted to be. Behind me, the boy was still watching. My father emerged on the bank with the oars. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Ready?’

I saw what he was going to do – he was going to throw me an oar. The oars were small, lightweight – aluminium with a bamboo paddle – but still, I was convinced I wouldn’t be able to catch one. Not even standing on two feet on firm ground could I ever catch one. ‘Ready?’ he said again. I shook my head and he threw the oar. Bending down low he threw it flat toward the boat, paddle first. It sailed like a dart straight into my shins. ‘Sorry,’ he said. It hurt a lot, but I was so glad to have the oar in my possession, I hardly flinched. First thing I did was stick the wrong end in the water. The boat moved further away from the bank. Embarrassed, I turned it over. Still it didn’t work – the boat moved another foot in the wrong direction.

‘Other side,’ my father said. ‘Other side of the boat.’

I did as he said, plunging the paddle in on the other side, and to my amazement, the boat moved closer to the bank. ‘That’s the girl,’ my father said. I felt a surge of pride so pure I could burst. With another push, I came within inches of the bank. My father stepped out over the water, placing one foot in the boat. He stayed like that for a moment, steadying himself, and then he lifted his other foot off the bank and sat down.

And suddenly all was peaceful. I was drifting on the lagoon with my father’s gigantic knees pushed up against mine. ‘Well done,’ he said. I thought I had never been so happy in all my life. My father seized the oars and started to row. The little boat that had seemed so unpromising on land, on water, flew. We sailed past the boy on the other side – he watched us all the way down the lagoon and around the corner, with his mouth open and his stick lying at his feet.
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In the afternoon, my mother took my sister and me to the beach. Vanessa set off with her togs under her clothes, as did I, but somewhere along the way, she lost the urge to swim. I think it was the breeze under the pines that did it. I begged, but she wouldn’t. ‘It’s cold here,’ she complained. ‘It’ll be warmer in the water,’ I pleaded. My mother said nothing, only stood, looking to the south, as if expecting to see someone there, or recognize some landmark. ‘Please, Vanessa,’ I said, but Vanessa was spreading her towel, arranging herself for sunbathing. ‘When I get hot enough,’ she said. I knew she never would. I knew she’d become, or was becoming, one of those people we thought we’d never become – the kind who walk carefully into water, cringing. At home she was generally horrible to me, but I’d thought out here it might be different – she’d swum with me the summer before. I walked to the water in a mood, sulking as I swam, hoping somehow that my sulking would persuade her. Before long I saw her stand, shake out her towel, say something to my mother, and disappear back into the dunes.

I swam more freely then – my mood left me. I paid no attention to the shore. It was okay to be alone. I would never become one of those people. I would never spread my towel for sunbathing.

When at last I came out of the water, my mother was gone too.

I tried not to panic. ‘Never leave a place,’ she’d told us, on many occasions. ‘If we ever get separated, stay where you are. I’ll find you.’ But I wasn’t sure – now that I was older – if I was supposed to find her. Had I been swept south by the tide, or north? Had I drifted, or had she? I’d been in the water a very long time; my lips were numb, I was cold. I walked, looking for a dip in the sand that might have been made by my mother’s bottom, but every dip looked the same, every stick of driftwood. I was becoming tearful, shivering. I was sure my mother had been sitting on my towel, and now that was gone too.

‘Lost? Need help?’

I turned, swallowing my tears. It was a man in a checked shirt and sunglasses. He was standing higher up, in the dunes. He was off the beaten path.

I shook my head.

He took his sunglasses off. That’s when I realized he was the same man I’d seen the day before – our neighbour from across the fence, the one who didn’t smile. He wasn’t smiling now either.

‘You look a little lost,’ he said.

‘My mother’s looking after me.’

‘Is she? Are you sure?’ He stepped down off the dunes, glancing left and right. ‘I can’t see her anywhere. Can you describe your mother for me?’

I took a step back. I didn’t want to describe my mother.

‘That means, tell me what she looks like,’ he added.

‘I know what it means.’

‘Okay, well then – does she wear a hat? Carry a notebook?’

I frowned. My mother was writing a book. That was why she carried the notebook – to write down her ideas. To make sure nothing was forgotten or lost. But her book-writing was a secret. We girls were not allowed to talk about it, or to ask her how it was going.

Still, I had lost my mother, and I wanted her back.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘both of those things.’

‘Ah, in that case I’ve seen her. She was right here, in the sand.’ He pointed to his feet. ‘She might have needed to stretch her legs. She might have gone for a little walk.’ He took another step toward me. ‘I wonder what she keeps in that little notebook? Recipes?’

I shrugged.

‘A journal? Some ladies like to keep journals.’ He looked me up and down. ‘Little girls too.’

I shook my head. Recipes.

‘The problem is they can be distracting – journals, that is. This is a dangerous beach, even for a strong swimmer like you. Your mother might not realize, but we’ve lost little ones here before.’

I took another step back. My heels were in the dirty sand now – shells crushed beneath them. I said, ‘I think I’ll go now.’

‘Well, now, I’m not sure about that.’ He frowned, folding his arms across his chest. ‘I wouldn’t feel right about that. A child running around alone without its mother? Why don’t you let me walk you home? I think I have an idea where you’re staying.’

I was shaking my head, stepping back, across the driftwood and the broken shells. I was shivering all over. He reached out a hand. ‘Come now,’ he said. ‘Your mother wouldn’t want you catching a cold.’ He glanced to the south, and his arm dropped. I turned, and saw my mother approaching slowly. Her eyes were down, and she had my towel in one hand, and her notebook in the other. I turned back to tell the man that my mother had come, and that I wouldn’t be needing his help, but I was too late. He’d already gone.



   
Three

My favourite game in the water was to pretend I was a dolphin. Diving under the waves and popping up again. Diving under and popping up. Dive-pop, dive-pop. I could do this for hours. I tried to dive low and pop high – I wanted my chin to graze the sea floor, and my hips to clear the water. Sometimes I kept my eyes shut for long periods, becoming completely disorientated. I’d open them to find myself facing the horizon, when I thought I’d be facing the shore, or I’d find myself miles down the beach, staring at the wrong trees, the wrong houses, the wrong-coloured towels lying in the sand.

On the third day, when I’d been at the beach for maybe half an hour, I popped up with my eyes shut and heard a voice close to my ear saying, ‘Hey.’

It was too late to halt my next dive – I was under the water before I’d had time to react. I popped up again, eyes open. It was the boy with the greenstone carving around his neck. The chubby one from across the lagoon. He was startlingly close, bobbing aimlessly in the water. I looked past him, toward the beige sand. My mother, my so-called chaperone – a pale speck at the corner of my eye – was gone.

‘Hey.’ Slightly louder this time, slightly more insistent.

I dived, but this time I didn’t pop back up. I let myself drift a few metres, and then I surfaced lazily on my back. He was still there.

‘What.’

‘You’re from the lagoon.’

I dived for a third time, and this time, I stayed under as long as my lungs would allow. I wondered if he was impressed by my lung capacity. I wondered if he would tell his family he’d met a girl who was part dolphin.

‘I saw you,’ he said, when finally I popped back up.

‘I know.’

‘Is it your boat?’

I shook my head.

‘Your dad’s?’

I shook my head again. ‘The place we’re staying.’

He nodded, and began to drift away. I dived, thinking, will he be gone when I come up? He was, and I found to my surprise that I was disappointed. He had turned toward the beach and was meandering away – part doggy-paddle, part breaststroke. He was a clumsy swimmer, nothing at all like a dolphin. Thinking fast, I said, ‘I like your necklace.’

I wasn’t used to paying compliments to boys.

‘It’s not a necklace,’ he said, touching it. ‘It’s a pounamu. A fish hook.’

I reddened, thinking I’d offended him. Taking a deep breath, I prepared to dive again.

‘Have you seen the memorial?’

I frowned.

‘The wooden cross? With the flowers?’ He pointed up the beach.

‘Of course,’ I lied. ‘I’ve seen it.’

‘Wanna look at it with me?’

I did, very much. With my mother walking me to and from the beach, and my sister only interested in sunbathing, I hadn’t had much of a chance to explore. I had only the vaguest idea what a memorial was. Something to do with birth, or marriage, or death. Something churchy. We weren’t churchy people. I dived again, but I didn’t stay under very long this time, and while I was under, I moved toward him.

Pop.

‘Well, do you?’

I shrugged. ‘I guess.’

‘Good. Stop diving then. Just follow me.’
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‘Her name was Charlotte,’ he said. ‘She was nine.’

I thought then how small and babyish ‘nine’ sounded, now that I was ten, going on eleven. We were standing in front of a small wooden cross that poked out of the dunes not far from the path through the pines. From a distance I’d thought the cross was a thing a child had made – I thought a child had found an oddly shaped piece of driftwood and stuck it in the ground and thrown handfuls of grass and seaweed at it. Closer up, I saw that it had been made with love and care. You could tell that if you yanked hard on that cross it wouldn’t budge, and that if a strong man like my father finally did manage to get it out of the ground, you would find as much of it buried underground as there was visible above, and you would find its buried end sharpened to a point like a garden stake. Above ground, the cross had rounded edges and a smooth, waxed finish, bleached white in places by the sun. The stuff that I thought was grass and seaweed was actually a collection of wild flowers, faded and beginning to wilt. These flowers had been carefully threaded through a piece of wire that looped around the centre of the cross.

‘She’s buried here?’

‘No, course not. It’s a memorial.’

I nodded as if I knew what that meant.

‘How old are you?’

I thought about lying – I would be eleven in a matter of months. But in the end I admitted I was ten.

‘I’m twelve,’ he said. ‘My birthday was in October.’

I wished I’d lied. I was very cold without my towel. I dug my toes into the sand and clenched my fists to bring feeling back to my fingers. I had a million questions, but to ask them all would have given the boy from the lagoon all the power. He was already a whole two years older than me – if I revealed how little I knew about the cross and what it signified, he would become the one who knew stuff, and I would become the one who didn’t. I was already that person at home – always needing jokes explained to me, never allowed to know the full story. To hide my ignorance I turned away and forced a yawn, as if memorials – even ones to nine-year-old girls – bored me.

‘Your lips are blue,’ he said.

‘I should probably get my towel.’

‘Where is it?’

‘Over there.’ I pointed to where Vanessa was lying on her stomach in the beige sand.

‘Okay, let’s go get it.’

We clambered down from the dunes and ran across the sand to my sister. It wasn’t a race. I thought it was a race, and ran fast, the way I always ran when racing boys – with all of my heart. I sprang off the balls of my feet and pumped my arms, but when I got to where my towel was, I looked behind me and saw that he was well behind, and that the effort of running was all over his face – he wasn’t trying to hide it. When he caught up to me, he didn’t say, ‘You got a head start,’ or ‘I let you win,’ he just doubled over and panted a while.

Vanessa raised her head one inch off her towel and opened one eye. ‘Who’s this?’

I didn’t know his name and I didn’t want him to meet my sister, who liked to torture my friends, or, according to her mood, charm them, and torture me instead. I grabbed my towel and pulled it roughly around me. ‘Someone I met,’ I said, by way of an answer. ‘Where’s Mum?’

She propped herself up on her elbows. ‘Dunno. Gone for a walk, I guess.’

‘I thought she was supposed to be chaperoning us.’

‘Chaperoning you. I’m fifteen, I don’t need a crappy chaperone. So, does this someone have a name?’

I glanced quickly at him, hoping to warn him. My sister was looking him up and down, deciding whether to torture him, or charm him. I felt we had woken a sleeping lioness, and in doing so, had turned ourselves into fat, juicy prey. But the boy from the lagoon stepped forward and said, ‘My name’s Kahu, and your back is really sunburnt.’

‘It is?’ She twisted around to look at her own back. ‘Shit, it is too – I fell asleep.’ I realized that by turning Vanessa’s attention to her favourite thing in the world – her own body – Kahu had disarmed her. ‘So,’ she said, twisting back to face us, ‘what are you two doing?’

We looked at each other and shrugged.

‘We thought we might hang out for a bit,’ I said.

Vanessa gave me a look. It was a dead kind of look, empty behind the eyes. I knew it well – it was the look of a cat about to pounce. I had made a mistake. By thinking that my sister was in a good mood, and that Kahu had won her over, I’d walked straight into one of her traps – I’d admitted that I wanted to ‘hang out’ with a boy, and I’d used the word ‘we’, as if he and I were something more than just two dumb kids who had nothing better to do. The last time I’d seen my sister with that dead look in her eyes she’d asked me, in front of our older boy-cousins, if I knew what a vagina was. I lied – I said that I did know what it was. She asked me to point to one. ‘Go on,’ she said. ‘Point to a vagina.’ I remember the way they burst into fits of giggles – even my older cousins, who were young men of sixteen and eighteen, not usually given to giggling. I was caught in a lie, but it was something more than that – something else about vagina that was ugly and sinister, and I didn’t know; I hadn’t the faintest clue. I remember looking around and, in desperation, pointing toward the window – I thought whatever it was, it was bound to be out there somewhere (to me it sounded like the kind of flower my mother planted in shady spots under trees). I remember that the moment only passed when an adult entered the room to tell us that dessert was ready. I remember eating the dessert, but being unable to taste it, and after that, I felt differently about my boy-cousins. My sister had turned them against me, and the worst part was that I didn’t even know how she’d done it – I didn’t know what vagina was.

Now she was looking up from her towel with the smallest smile on her lips, deciding whether to skewer me in front of my new friend. I braced myself for what was about to come, but then she yawned, closed her eyes, and put her head back down on her towel. ‘Well? Are you two going to piss off or what?’

We ran – back the way we’d come, toward the dunes. I got the feeling Kahu knew, without me having to tell him, how close we’d come to disaster. This time I slowed down – I didn’t try to race. We got to the dunes and sat down. The sand there was cool and welcoming. I was so relieved that Vanessa had decided not to skewer me, I allowed myself a question. ‘So, where is she buried? This Charlotte-person.’

‘She’s not.’

‘She’s not buried anywhere?’

‘She was never found. My uncle said it happens a lot with drownings. He said she ran off to the beach – this was a couple of summers ago. She didn’t have permission from her mum, and the waves were really high that day. That’s why you always have to get permission, even if you know how to swim.’ Kahu picked up a stick and dug it into a clump of damp sand, snapping it in half. I did the same – the sticks that lay in those dunes snapped easily, and made a pleasing sound when they did. We sat cross-legged in the sand at the edge of the dunes, snapping sticks, until we couldn’t find any more that were long enough to snap. Then he stood, brushed the sand off his bottom, put his hands on his hips, and said, ‘Wanna help me find the body?’
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All sorts of things might have happened to the girl’s body after it had drowned, Kahu said. It might have been carried out to sea to be battered by the hulls of large ships and nibbled at by passing fish. Or it might have been eaten whole by a shark, or got snagged on a boat-wreck, or stuck on a reef. Or it might have washed up, weeks after the police had stopped looking for it, or it might simply have got itself lodged somewhere they never properly looked – like in the lagoon.

‘Why wouldn’t they have looked in the lagoon?’ I asked.

‘I don’t know – maybe they did. But maybe not very well because the sea doesn’t flow into the lagoon,’ he said. ‘They’re pretty much cut off from each other.’

‘So how would the body have got there?’

‘I reckon if it rained a lot and everything flooded, or if high tide was a bit higher than usual, and the body slipped over. Or if it slipped through a crack somewhere.’

‘A crack?’

‘An inlet. I asked my uncle, could a body get from the sea to a lagoon? And he was like, “I don’t know, probably. You never know with water.” That’s what he said. “Try keeping water out of anywhere.” My uncle’s a fisherman. He knows everything there is to know about water, and fish, and all that stuff. One time, he saw a great white shark. You know what a great white shark is? You seen Jaws? They’re the worst – the absolute worst. My uncle had one come right up to the propeller of his boat like it wanted to bite the boat in half. He said its eye was like a black hole, real scary, but then the eye rolled back, and that was even worse. My uncle called it a “brown-trouser moment”. That means he nearly pooped his pants. And another time, he reckons he saw a body. But by the time they circled back, it was gone. Carried away by the tide. He reckoned it was a fisherman who was swept off a rock and never found. That’s what he said. My uncle knows everything about boats and tides and stuff like that. But don’t worry – I checked the lagoon already. I went right along the edge with a big long stick.’

‘I saw you.’

‘Oh yeah, you did. I guess if we could borrow your boat, we could run the stick through the middle of the lagoon. She might have got caught up in the weeds. And another thing we could do is borrow my uncle’s dogs. He has two dogs – Dotty and Scottie. German shepherds. We could take one each, and look for the body that way. Whenever bodies get found, it’s usually by fishermen and people walking dogs. That’s what my uncle told me.’

I didn’t want to borrow the uncle’s dogs. I didn’t want the dead girl to be in the lagoon behind our house. I didn’t want her to be washed up in the surf, not far from where I swam, and I didn’t want to think of her caught on a rock on the sea floor. I thought if I swam over her, her hair would tickle my toes like seaweed. I didn’t want her to be anywhere we were looking – but I wanted to keep looking. It was fun. Kahu was fun – he knew a lot, and unlike my sister, he managed to tell me what he knew without making me feel stupid for not already knowing it.

‘Why do you want to find the body?’

‘Why not? It’s interesting. My uncle would be really proud. If we find it, we’ll be on the six o’clock news, and the front page of the newspaper, plus, we’d probably get to meet the prime minister and maybe even the Queen. I think there’s a special medal you get for finding a body – I’m pretty sure of it.’ We had reached a part of the beach I’d never explored before, where a large concrete pipe trickled sludgy water into a shallow ditch in the sand. Kahu placed one hand on the top of the pipe and leaned in. ‘I’ve never seen a dead body in real life before, have you?’

‘No.’ In my head I had decided I would go no further than this pipe. On the other side the beach looked different – tidier and brighter. The dunes gave way to the row of large houses I had seen from the street – the lucky houses, with views of the ocean from every window, and gates opening right onto the sand. At the same time the beach narrowed, so that there was only the beige sand at the top and the dank sand at the bottom – none of the driftwood in between. I knew I had already gone much further than my mother would allow, and now, I feared that Kahu was going to ask me to look for the girl in the black throat of the pipe. ‘What is this thing anyway?’

‘Stormwater,’ he said, straightening up. ‘I’m sure the police would have . . .’

‘Yeah, they would have. With torches and stuff.’

‘And dogs.’

‘Yeah. Sniffer dogs. And volunteers.’

‘If I’d been here, I definitely would have volunteered,’ Kahu said.

‘They wouldn’t have let you – you’re a kid.’

He thought for a moment, nodding. ‘Yeah, I guess. It’s only this year I’ve been allowed to come and stay with my uncle alone. My mum and dad don’t get much time off in summer. My uncle’s lucky – he’s got money and he gets time off. He has a boat and everything.’

‘You said that already.’

‘Yeah, I guess I did.’

Kahu had clambered up onto the pipe and was looking southward, to the brighter part of the beach. It was easy to imagine a body washed up in the debris on our side of the pipe, but hard to imagine one going unnoticed under the gaze of those glass-fronted houses. ‘I think we’ve done enough looking here,’ he said.

I was so relieved about not having to go into the throat of the pipe, and not having to go any further than the pipe, that I clambered up on top of it too. ‘It’s different on that side,’ I said.

Kahu nodded. ‘I like our side better.’

‘Me too.’

‘It’s more . . .’

But neither of us had the word for it. More real, I thought. More ‘not taking of prisoners’, whatever that meant. We were about to climb down off the pipe when I saw a familiar figure standing on the clean sand further south. How I recognized this figure from such a distance, I’m not sure. It was something about the slope of the shoulders, the particular tilt of the head. My mother, lost in thought. Turning circles in the sand. I squinted down the beach, one hand shading my eyes. Something told me not to yell out. Something told me that this figure, whether it was my mother or not, wanted to be left alone.

‘Are you coming?’

‘Hang on,’ I said, waving
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