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      The rain stopped as the Inverness rode into Otago harbour on the high tide under an escort of albatrosses. A rainbow flashed out over the bay, ribbons of coloured light intensifying into a broad curve from the island to the waves of the Pacific. A gauzier rainbow fluttered below its arc, the spectrum in reverse. Dazzled into silence, the passengers on the wet deck clung to one another, many of them in tears, the long voyage over and the New World glittering at the end of the beams which streamed from the fingers of God as a sign that all would be well.

      Men who had uncovered their heads, women in hats and bonnets and wide tartan shawls or ‘screens’, and children looked to Jack Mackenzie hoping for some blessing or affirmation of the miraculous or thanks for deliverance, and would have fallen to their knees or joined their voices in praise on the diamond-hung ship, but the minister’s binoculars were raking the bright green hills sloping upwards to darker growth against the slate-blue sky. Already, in his imagination, he was far away, halfway to the snowy peak of Mount Cook with a knapsack full of antipodean alpines, and a Mount Cook lily within his grasp. The women who had sailed to join pioneering husbands and fiancés, the disgraced sons sent to redeem themselves in sheep farming, the opportunists and ne’er-do-wells, the children taller and thinner after weeks at sea, stood in awe until the shouts of crew and gulls returned them, from the awareness of themselves as at once individuals of destiny and specks on the ocean, to practicalities.

      Here and there white buildings sparkled in the emerald grass and the boundaries of farms stood out as the sky blazed into sapphire. On the quayside black umbrellas folded like the wings of cormorants and the sound of bagpipes with a melancholy undertone, a hint of lament even in welcome, came over the water. At that, some of the passengers were quite undone; they had set sail to the strains of ‘Will Ye No Come Back Again’, leaving loved ones diminishing in an ever-widening wake.

      Jack Mackenzie was the first passenger ashore: he had determined from the moment the ship left Glasgow that he should be, no matter who he had to elbow out of his way. The elders of St Enoch’s church unwound themselves in a small black knot from the tumult and came forward to greet him, puzzled to find him alone and, his distinguishing stock and collar apart, dressed in tweeds more suitable for the grouse moor than for the pulpit. Jack Mackenzie pumped papery calloused hands, and clapped frail black backs heartily, a big glossy auburn fellow like a fox in a parliament of fowls. Eventually they found, among the people streaming off the ship, hugging, kissing and bewildered, Mrs Mackenzie, obviously with child, looking greenish in the regatta atmosphere, and holding tightly to the hand of a small redheaded girl in a grubby sailor dress, and boy in a kilt. With them was a young servant girl struggling with the hand baggage. As Jack Mackenzie introduced his family, shaking and straightening the children for inspection and berating the servant for her tardiness in getting them ashore, one of the elders was shocked to see the tip of the maid’s tongue, pink and pointed as a licked strawberry ice-cream cone, thrust out at the minister’s back. What kind of menagerie was this they had been sent, to replace the Craigies so tragically taken from them?

      The party was conducted through the crowd towards the wagonette which was to take them to their new home, Louisa Mackenzie and the children engulfed by a group of ladies of the congregation. Their luggage would be delivered by the shipping company’s carrier. The maid screamed, bringing them to a halt. She had seen a cannibal, black as the Earl O’Hell’s waistcoat, lounging against a pile of crates, eating a pie. The children stared at the first black person they encountered in their new country, gripping their mother’s hands.

      ‘Come along, Lilian. You’re attracting attention. What on earth’s the matter with you?’ demanded Jack.

      ‘Yon p-pie,’ she gibbered.

      ‘It’s a perfectly ordinary mutton pie,’ said the chief among the elders testily. ‘One of Galbraith’s from the look of it.’

      ‘You’ll find, Mr Mackenzie, that most of the natives are a living testament to the wonderful effects of Christian teaching and the brave struggles of the early missionaries, some of whom were witness to quite dreadful scenes of carnage and debauchery. Of course, there has been a certain amount of interbreeding among the less desirable elements, as you can see. The unfortunate products of miscegenation…’ He pointed the ferrule of his umbrella at a pair of barefoot children with coppery skins and red lights in their knotted hair.

      ‘Well, they look bonnie enough. Our guid Scots blood has done them no harm, evidently,’ was Jack Mackenzie’s unsatisfactory reply. He poked his own son between the shoulders with an admonition to watch where he was going, the big tumfy. The Maori, having finished his pie, took a handkerchief from his trouser pocket and wiped his lips. He gave a brief nod to the wide-eyed Pakeha children being dragged away, the land undulating under their wobbly legs, beneath the fading rainbows. Then on the edge of the throng and tumult were other dark faces, blue-black hair like magpies’ wings, women in gaudy clothes, with bluish patterned chins, selling fish from flax baskets.

      ‘Well, Mr Mackenzie, there’ll be all kinds of things ye’ll be wanting to know. St Enoch’s is no a…’

      ‘Indeed yes, Mr Cameron,’ Jack interrupted. ‘I’m particularly interested in the flightless birds of the region – although entomology’s really my field. The island’s geographical isolation and consequently unique flora and fauna make it fascinating to a student of the natural sciences, which in my humble way I am.’

      ‘Quite so,’ said Mr Cameron, agitating his furled black wings.

      ‘I feel we know you already, Mrs Mackenzie,’ one of the ladies, who introduced herself as Miss Kettle, was telling Louisa. ‘We’ve read all about your little family in the Outlook – that’s our church newspaper.’

      ‘Fancy,’ said Louisa faintly.

      ‘I’m sure little Alexander and Kitty will be happy in Dunedin. We’ve some fine schools here, and there are plenty of nice children for them to make friends with. There’s a reliable girl up at the manse, Madge, who was with the poor Craigies; she’ll be able to take your own girl in hand.’

      Mistress and maid felt some criticism was intended. Lilian had the look of one who, as an orphan from the foundling hospital, was accustomed to being taken, however unsuccessfully, in hand and who was resigned to riding with the baggage in the cart while the family crowded into the wagonette. It was pulled by a cross-eyed skewbald that the driver, Robert, introduced to the children as Solomon. Lily was jolted along in some trepidation at meeting the reliable Madge.

      Madge stood on the verandah of the white house beyond the hedge of macrocarpa sweetbriar and honeysuckle, shielding her eyes with her hand. Behind her tall dark figure the windows of the manse blazed golden. She took command at once, ordering a surprised but obedient Jack to take his wife upstairs to rest, directing Robert with the bags and taking the children by the hands, pulling them towards the subdued silk print of her best frock.

      ‘So you are Kitty and Alexander. Do you get Sandy?’ she asked the little boy, who nodded.

      ‘Yes, he’s Sandy to the family,’ said Lilian pointedly.

      Madge looked at Lilian standing uncertainly on the threshold, her knuckles white on the handle of her cheap suitcase, feeling usurped, unsure if she were to be nursery maid, kitchen maid or disregarded entirely. Madge let go of the children’s hands.

      ‘You’ll be wanting a cup of tea,’ she said. Madge had filled vases with roses and prepared a meal. It transpired that she had decided against engaging a cook and a girl was employed to do the rough work. As Lilian carried a tray up the stairs of her new home, she thought that Madge, who ruled the roost, with her bright eyes and clever parrot’s face, was well-disposed towards her.

      That night Madge was woken by a scream. Lilian was lying in the moonlight, her eyes wide with terror.

      ‘Lilian, what is it?’

      ‘I had a dream…’

      Madge patted the bedclothes beside her.

      ‘You’d better come in with me for a while,’ she said.

      Three days after the Mackenzies’ arrival Louisa gave birth to a baby girl. They called her Jessie, after Louisa’s mother. Jack had wanted Flora but Louisa looked so frail and tearful lying there that he gave in. The child was baptised Jessie Flora Mackenzie.

       

      Some weeks later Sandy, home from school where the proprietors were the Misses Dunce and Dumbrell, stalwarts of his father’s congregation with a taste for the tawse, interrupted his father in his study. He hovered, fiddling with a piece of scrimshaw, a delicate ivory schooner, until the tip of a mast snapped between finger and thumb. Hiding the ship behind a Bible on the desk, Sandy spoke.

      ‘Father?’

      ‘What is it, Sandy?’

      The boy’s timid voice irritated him. It was not often that Sandy addressed a question to his father. Jack carefully drew out a flower from the green glass collecting jar and laid it on a sheet of paper to dry. His thoughts were of an illustrious predecessor, the Reverend W. Colenso, whose extensive travels in the wilds of North Island and anthropological studies excited his envy. Jack had been reading Colenso’s essay on New Zealanders, written for the Dunedin Exhibition of 1865, that morning and had put it away with a grudging respect for the man’s erudition and frustration at his own limitations, both scientific and those imposed by his calling and his family.

      ‘Well, Sandy?’

      ‘What’s the difference between flotsam and jetsam?’

      ‘Flotsam is found floating on the sea, and jetsam is jettisoned overboard and cast up on the shore. It is perfectly easy to distinguish between them. F and J.’

      ‘Yes, Father,’ said Sandy, but asked, ‘Might not flotsam become jetsam then?’

      ‘Don’t be impertinent. If you’ve nothing better to do than waste my time…’ The minister concluded his explanation. His vague idea of sending Sandy to Knox College at a later date was dissolving; the residential theological college, in its magnificent building overlooking the city from the heights of Opoho, was never to embrace young Sandy Mackenzie, although later in life, jetsam washed up on the coast of South-east England, Sandy would say that he had been educated in the School of Hard Knocks and had graduated from the University of Life. When the occasion warranted it, he laid claim to Knox College as his alma mater.

      Perhaps, his father wondered briefly, the boy’s talents would lie in business or even the law, where his gift for prevarication and general slyness might be put to profitable use. He watched his son back out of the room to seek, no doubt, the company of the maids, and sighed. He noticed at once that his pretty little ship had been damaged; perhaps one of the maids, the foolish Lilian, dusting his desk, disobeying orders? There would have to be an inquisition. His thoughts turned to Myrtille, the dark-skinned laundress who washed and ironed the household linen.

      Once, riding far from home, he had come upon a marae and had glimpsed women dancing in soft, slow, swinging rhythms. Although he had searched, he had never found the place again, and would have thought he had dreamed it had not the patterns of the carved posts and painted lintels of the whare runanga, the tribal meeting house, impressed themselves on his memory almost as clearly as the magnificent massive women. In his imagination Myrtille swayed among them in the undulating line of the poi dance, in the golden age.

      He saw her as Rousseau’s Noble Savage, or Eve naked before the Fall, in a garden where he and she might wander far from the strictures of Presbyterian Dunedin. The words of Diderot, in his Supplément au Voyage de Bougainville, came to him, with their warning to the Tahitians that one day the Christians would come ‘with crucifix in one hand and the dagger in the other to cut your throats or to force you to accept their customs and opinions; one day under their rule you will be almost as unhappy as they are’. He put the picture away from himself, but not before regarding for a moment or two, with moistened eyes and lips, dark girls with blossoms in their hair in a languorous dance on the shore of what Bougainville had named Nouveau Cythère after the island where Aphrodite rose from the sea. Myrtille was among them, bending and swaying under the Southern Cross and all the stars of the whispering South Seas. His sympathies would have been entirely with the two sailors Webb and Gibson who had fallen in love with Tahitian girls and deserted from the Endeavour, but that the pair of fools had been caught and brought back in ignominy and flogged. A plan was hatching in his mind to inveigle Myrtille into accompanying him on a botanical or entomological trip, meeting at a secret rendezvous far from the haunts of man, into mountains or bush so primitive as to be out of the sight of God too. Perhaps an expedition to the ruins of an ancient Maori settlement, a remote and desolate hill fort, a pa half buried under forest or shifting sands, where fragments of bone and stone ornaments and weapons might give the jaunt a geological slant.

      While he was engrossed in lascivious speculation his wife was walking beside the Waters of Leith, weeping for their namesake in Edinburgh. Her husband might be happy with his church or groping about in old middens for the broken bones of moas but she was not. The thought of the vast ocean all around them filled her with desolation. She was necessarily busy most of the time and she was lonely almost always, even when the children were with her. The island was beautiful and she despised herself for being unhappy and weak in what Jack had pointed out more than once was an earthly paradise. Often when she encountered Madge and Lil together she had the feeling that she was interrupting something and crept away, an interloper in her own house. She hesitated at the kitchen door. The maids’ friendship reminded her of the companionship of her sisters, and their kindness to her made her more wretched than ever.

      During the voyage she had lain in her cabin, feeling ill and fearing for her unborn baby, while Kitty and Sandy scampered terrifyingly about the decks, and Jack pontificated, bringing her tales of porpoises, whales and dolphins dancing and cavorting over the waves and albatrosses gliding on vast motionless wings. She had been fearful that Jack would let the children slip into the sea while she lay sick and unknowing, unable to move, or to swim come to that. She had secretly shared Lilian’s fears that on landing they would be seized by people with tattooed faces and eaten; thus she was also forced to wish that the horrible journey would go on for ever. Jack had told her that there were few Maori – and those scattered and unwarlike – where they were going, and had attempted to divert her with tales of the massacre at Murdering Beach and the destruction of the wooden city of Otago. She had recoiled.

      Murdering Beach, dark and bloodstained, haunted her dreams. Jack told the story with some enthusiasm, reading from a contemporary account he had found in one of the books on New Zealand that he was studying as they sailed. In 1811 a sailor named Tucker had stolen a preserved head from some Maori near Riverton. Six years on, a whaler called the Sophia anchored at the Otago Heads and a boat with seven men landed on Whareakeake, Murdering Beach, to buy some potatoes from the natives there. Tucker was recognised as the thief of the dried head and the sailors were attacked. Four of them made it back to the ship, where they found a hundred and fifty Maori on board, trying to take the crew prisoners. The crew set about them with huge sealing knives, slaying sixteen; many more Maori jumped overboard and drowned in the fast current. The chief, Corockar, was captured. All night a watch was kept on the canoes drawn up on the beach and early the next morning the natives approached the Sophia calling for their chief whom they feared was dead. Corockar was paraded on the deck with his hands bound. He called to his rejoicing subjects to bring a large canoe-load of potatoes, presumably to pay for his release. A canoe was paddled by two men towards the brig, then one of the sailors shouted, ‘The canoe is full of men!’ A large number of men were concealed under mats in the bottom of the boat. The ship fired a volley into their midst. The Maori, armed with spears and clubs, jumped overboard and tried to pull the canoe over to the brig. There were nearly forty of them, to the whalers’ fourteen. Several were shot and run through with boarding pikes trying to board the Sophia.

      Corockar jumped overboard and was shot in the neck. Two of his men swam to him, and most gallantly, according to the eyewitness account, took him to the shore, but he died. The next morning, Christmas Eve, a great number of Maori assembled on the beach, lamenting and crying for their chief. The sailors determined to destroy the Maori canoes lest they attempt to take the brig again.

      One boat was landed, and the Maori ran away. The crew sawed up all forty-two canoes and took them for firewood. The Maori rushed the boats but failed to wound anyone. On 26 December, a fine summer day, the whalers decided to destroy the Maori city. They set fire to it and in four hours the city of Otago, perhaps the finest in all New Zealand, was a heap of ashes.

      ‘Not a very happy Christmas,’ said Louisa. She had seen pictures of canoes, intricately carved, and elaborately ornamented houses. In her head she heard the whisper and then the crackle of flames consuming wood.

      ‘The stolen head was offered for sale in Sydney some time later,’ Jack told her. ‘It was the first to come on the market. I don’t know how much it fetched.’

      ‘But who could possibly want such a thing? What became of Tucker, the man who stole it?’

      ‘Killed by the natives in the first attack.’

      ‘I expect they ate him,’ said Sandy, who with Kitty had come in and listened silently to the story.

      ‘Cooked and preserved in his own fat,’ agreed their father. ‘I wonder what they’re cooking up for us in the galley tonight. Louisa, you really ought to make an effort to join us, instead of lying there like a dying duck in a thunderstorm. Come on, a turn around the deck would do you the world of good, bring the roses back to your cheeks.’

      At that unusual softening of his tone, pale red bloomed and faded in her face as she replied: ‘Yes, I think I shall try to get up now, I really think I’m beginning to feel a little better.’

      It was said partly in obedience to his wishes but mostly to get them out of the cabin, which smelt of the sickroom, before she was engulfed by the wave of nausea which had risen at the image of pieces of roasted sailor in jellified fat. It brought to mind an old story, and the thought of St Nicholas raising from the dead, and miraculously reassembling the chopped bodies of three boys which a rascally innkeeper had mixed with pork in a pickling tub was too much for her. Had a pig scrambled out too, shaking the brine from its snout with squeals of rejoicing? She thought not, as she wiped her face, and considered the livestock in the ship’s hold.

      Nevertheless, she managed to sit with the family at dinner, Kitty at Jack’s right hand, Sandy in disgrace for some misdemeanour, probably awaiting a postprandial whipping. She could take only a spoonful or two of soup. Jack, as the only clergyman on board, had been appointed to ask a blessing on the food at mealtimes. He had also presided the previous day over the burial at sea of a crewman, sewn into a canvas shroud, who had died of natural causes. ‘We therefore commit his body to the deep, to be turned into corruption, looking for the resurrection of the body, (when the sea shall give up her dead)…’

      In Kitty’s dreams shoals of rotting canvas sacks and fish skeletons bobbed in the ship’s wake. The dead sailor who had snarled at her once, in response to a childish question, loomed over her bunk, dripping and half eaten by fish. Her father, roused by her screams, comforted her.

      Had he been a religious man, the minister would have been awestruck by the wonders of God’s creation which he observed from the deck; as a sensualist who had entered the Church at his father’s behest and who nourished an amateur passion for the natural sciences, he performed his duties with more enthusiasm for marine life than for worship.

      ‘I take my text this morning from the Book of Job, Chapter XLI, verse 1. “Canst thou draw out Leviathan with an hook?”’ He had read with a heavy heart of the seas round the Australian and New Zealand coast running red with the blood of whales and seals from May to October as the whaling fleets pursued them to their breeding and mating grounds until they were hunted almost to extinction, of the Sodom and Gomorrah that man had made of the beautiful Bay of Islands, the site of the notorious whaling station. Darwin had called the white population there ‘the very refuse of society’ and had been pleased to leave behind the debauched riffraff who plundered the seas and reduced their living creatures to blubber. The stench of boiling oil hung over the passengers and crew grouped on the deck as Jack accused: ‘And you ladies in the congregation might pause to think, as you lace your corsets in your vanity, of the cost of that whalebone, of the protracted agony of a noble beast, of mothers heavy with young, of calves and fathers of families slain indiscriminately, of that cache of oil in the head of the sperm whale, shed for you, which in the sight of God is as precious as the ointment in the jar of alabaster with which a sinful woman anointed the feet of Jesus Christ…’

      There were murmurings, uneasy shiftings and blushes, as if Darwin and whalebone corsets in a sermon constituted profanity. Those familiar with the word sperm were outraged; Louisa felt her dress billow like a bulky sail at the references to mothers heavy with child, and stared scarlet-faced at the sea. And yet, his vulgarity had been redeemed, even blessed by divine approval, when at the words, ‘Oh ye whales, and all that move in the waters, bless ye the Lord: praise him and magnify him for ever’, a school of porpoises had risen, leaping and curvetting over the green waves, joining in with the congregation.

       

      To return to Myrtille, as the thoughts of Jack Mackenzie did with such frequency, she might have been described as a piece of the jetsam he so despised. Her position in the community was anomalous, her ancestry mysterious. One of her grandfathers had been among the first convicts shipped to Botany Bay, after he had spent a year or so in the rotting hulks at Woolwich. He had escaped from the penal colony and made his way to New Zealand, landing at the disgraceful Bay of Islands where he was very much at home. When gold had been discovered in Coromandel he had joined the rush for riches but had failed to make his fortune and thence had travelled to the diggings at Gabriel’s Gully in Otago. Myrtille’s mother, the product of his dalliance with a girl of the Ngai-Tahu tribe, had been left in a little basket of woven flax on the doorstep of a missionary family who, while not treating the child as one of their own, had fed and clothed her and given her the rudiments of an education. At the age of eighteen she had married a Frenchman who had signed on as cook on the Musselburgh, one of the early freezer-equipped ships, setting out with a cargo of mutton from Port Chalmers. The Musselburgh went down in a freak storm with the loss of all hands and five thousand frozen sheep. Myrtille’s mother, now a widow, found work at the woollen mill at Mosgiel to support herself and her child; but her spirit was broken. When Myrtille was thirteen, an epidemic of measles swept through the population, taking with it some fifty people, most of them Maori who had little resistance to the white man’s disease. It seemed that Myrtille’s mother had called upon her aboriginal ancestry to release her from this life, for she gave herself up to the illness, turned her face to the wall and died. Thereafter Myrtille was taken in by an old laundress, who taught her her trade and left her the ramshackle whare, her coppers for boiling clothes, primus stove, pieces of crockery and knick-knacks when she died.

      On summer evenings Myrtille could be seen sitting outside her open door on a bleached seagrass chair with a book lying on her lap. When it grew too dark to read she stared at the stars. Sometimes she disappeared for days: Jack Mackenzie had encountered her one night miles from home walking where glow-worms glittered at the edge of the bush. He had reined in his horse and invited her to mount behind him. She had declined, and he had ridden on, troubled, with his killing bottle and leather specimen cases. Another time, he had passed her on the steps of the Carnegie library, where she had responded with a regal nod when he had raised his hat in surprise as much as politeness. She wore her beauty carelessly, as if its loss would mean nothing to her. On the occasions when she sat with Madge and Lil in the kitchen she joined in the conversation and jokes but was always apart, even when they plaited her blue-black hair or piled it up with combs and decked her with their finery. There was a darkness in all the stories Myrtille told, of tribal wars and mothers who killed all their children, deaths by drowning, betrayal and murder by the settlers. There was also a sense of loss for old customs, traditions and ceremonies that had never been hers but were like beautiful fragments of a dream that glitter for a moment after a sleeper wakes, and fade like glow-worms.

      Myrtille and Louisa Mackenzie might have been friends had it been possible for them to know one another socially, but Myrtille did not belong to the Ladies’ Guild or the sewing circle and was never invited to tea by anybody, although she had an infuriating air that suggested she would decline to come if asked. Once, Louisa looked up from her sewing and unthinkingly waved it in greeting to Myrtille on her way to the Mackenzie wash-house, and turned away in confusion at the thought that Myrtille might sway over to the ladies in their circle of rattan chairs under the cabbage tree with a basket of crumpled nightwear and underclothing and spirit her away for a stronger brew from her blackened billy. Thereafter she was careful to observe the proprieties, secretly envious of Myrtille’s independence, and intimidated by her scornful mien.

      Miss Kettle, who employed a washerwoman who knew her place, angered by her arrogance, imagined Myrtille’s shack to be littered with pipi shells and the greasy bones of mutton birds. She desired to see Myrtille seated on the stool of shame in the kirk, draped in the white sheet of penitence, head bowed in confession of unspecified sins. That would humble her, the Hottentot! But she was thwarted by Myrtille’s refusal to enter the church.

      Louisa for her part wondered what force propelled Miss Kettle from her narrow bed each morning, her days spread out around her like the repeated pattern of a dingy patchwork quilt. When entertained by Miss Kettle, she could not dismiss the impression of drinking tea and eating scones in a coffin. Outside, a tui called, its mimicking notes competing with the cuckoo-clock to mark the tortured passing of the minutes, at the same time mocking with its freedom of sunshine and blossoms and rain. Miss Kettle’s little wooden pet bird in its dark brown house made her sad, while the heavy fircones which weighted the mechanism held time looped in their chains. The scent of lavender was underlaid with darker tones of meat: the rabbits which charmed the Mackenzie children and plagued the farmers and gardeners were the staple of Miss Kettle’s diet, small joints bled on the ashet, the big oval plate that had belonged to her mother. She wore their skins in a tippet round her shoulders.

      St Enoch’s was not one of the fashionable Presbyterian churches of Otago and Southland. It was small in comparison with First Church, whose very name suffused the new minister of St Enoch’s with a bitter sense of having been cheated, and Knox Church in George Street, and even with St Andrew’s and North Dunedin. There were Sundays when his eyes raked his congregation – the pews of rusty black dresses and soberly bedizened bonnets in Sabbath hues, the great soft lads in kilts lolling against their mothers, men with the Saturday night drink throbbing in red threads on their cheeks and noses, and those nearer to God in the gallery, the hantle of good families in their reserved seats – and thought it, overall, the flotsam and jetsam of Dunedin. Then his eyes rested on his own uncomfortable brood, and he bombarded them with burning coals. They had passed already through the ordeal of Family Prayers, when family and servants knelt together after Lil had cleared away the breakfast debris, and the week’s sins were laid, black and scarlet, on the white cloth at Father’s place at the head of the table. Kitty and Sandy were never to hear the words ‘Though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow’ without seeing that white starched cloth and swallowing on the sick, boiled-egg taste of fear. It rose in the throat of the child whose turn it was to read from the enormous family Bible with its slippery pages, and also in the mouth of the sibling who anticipated the other’s halt and stumbling version of the Scriptures, and inevitable disgrace.

      There were not many of the congregation who could nuzzle up to their shepherd like favoured sheep after the service; most slunk away on goatish legs with cloven hooves splitting their tight polished boots and telltale horns peeking from hat brims and bonnets. This morning the little flock was disconcerted by the smile which played across the minister’s red mouth as he mounted the steps to the pulpit, tapping the beat of a metrical psalm with his fingers on his Bible as he was ushered and shut in to his wooden hexagonal by an elder. Somebody was going to get it. Every Sunday Sandy nourished a vain hope that his father would not be able to escape but be imprisoned there like an angry genie in a bottle. However hard he tried to remember it, he would have forgotten the text by the time his father demanded it of him at the luncheon table. In vain would Kitty kick his ankle; he would not dare to lift his eyes to her silently mouthing face. Lamb would congeal on his plate, rosemary needles warped in wrinkling gravy; mint sauce would wobble gelatinously; pudding would pass him by.

      Once he had written the text on the cuff of his shirt, and its discovery had brought terrible consequences. Lil had comforted him later, as he buried his sobbing head in her warm speckled throat that rose from the unbuttoned neck of her white blouse. He had felt sheltered under the wing of a white speckledy-feathered hen; but when he had put out a finger to trace the curve, just visible, of a pair of warm freckled eggs, the hen squawked and battered him with a brutal wing, leaving him doubly condemned and lonely. She had been sharp with him for a long time afterwards. ‘Like father, like son,’ she had clucked; ‘What’s born in the blood is bred in the bone’, Madge had added, with glittering yellow eye. Their words had been shaming, menacing and incomprehensible, but the boy treasured these sayings in his heart. He puzzled over them now, as he watched his father in the pulpit. He screwed his eyes guiltily shut to blot out the wicked image of his father’s fingers clutching Lil’s breast, and clenched his eyeballs until a drift of kaleidoscopic stained-glass dots silted over the figures of the minister and the maid. The minister’s voice tailed off, and Sandy looked up to see him absentmindedly forming his fingers into a gun, aiming and firing. Miss Kettle fell, in the general gasp, like a wounded swamp hen, in a flurry of brown bombazine.

      People hurried to prop her up, holding their breath against the mothbally exhalations from her open mouth, the vapours of her Sabbath fast. The minister, recalled abruptly from his prospected hunting trip, waited impatiently for the restoration of order and declared testily: ‘I take my text this morning from the Acts of the Apostles, Chapter ten, verse thirteen.’

      ‘Why did he shoot Miss Kettle?’ Sandy whispered to Kitty in the cold vestry which smelled of mildewed hymn books, as their father disrobed.

      ‘Miss Kettle fainted!’ said their mother, but she had seen him fire the gun, as everybody must have done. Her anxiety was not allayed by the giggles and squawks which escaped from Madge and Lil’s irreverent mouths on the way home.

      Miss Kettle perceived that her eschewal of breakfast had been a sin of pride, and that retribution, in the form of the public humiliation of fainting in church, had been swift and just. Her jowls mumbled penitently in anticipation of a small chop with mustard, followed by tapioca garnished by a ruby or peridot of jam. Nevertheless, she could not masticate away the image of the minister pointing an imaginary gun at her. After the service she shook off the enquiries about her health as a fowl shakes off the dirt of a dustbath, and hobbled home alone, much troubled.

      ‘He must be a good man,’ she reasoned, unpinning the grouse-claw brooch from the lapel of her good coat, and setting it in pride of place among the hatpins in the pincushion. ‘A Godly man. He must have entered the ministry for the love of God, for it was certainly not for the love of his fellow man.’

      She smoothed her thin hair, and noticed that the silk of the pincushion was not, as she had always thought of it, the bright purple silk of thirty years ago, and that the grouse claw was a little bald under its dull cairngorm. ‘I suppose they will see me out,’ she thought, with a pang of pity for her shabby old friends. ‘I’m a silly, vain old woman.’ As the pearls and pigeon’s egg ruby of her pudding slipped down, she choked at the sudden thought of God’s finger on the trigger. For what was Jack Mackenzie but an instrument of God?
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‘What a superbly
imaginative writer she is . ..
Mackay takes large risks,
but when they come off the
result is breathtaking’

John Banville
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