
 
 

 
Movement 

 

 “Are you ready?” 

 Mrs. Wood stood by the doorway to Jennifer’s room, listening to the 

rustlings on the other side of the curtain. She wished that Roger could have had 

more time to put up a door, a proper one, but it was all they could do to get the 

wall up before she’d arrived. It stood across what had been an open room, stark 

with one coat of white primer and the rows of nails holding the inner support 

structure together, a reminder of their cousin’s impermanence in their lives. The 

curtain twitched and Jennifer stepped out.  

 “Yes, I just had to tie my shoes.” 

 The curtain waved behind her, giving Mrs. Wood glimpses of the small 

bed and on the desk, which was really just a dresser with a mirror propped up 

on it, she could see a watercolor of a view.  

 “I didn’t know you painted,” Mrs. Wood said. 

 Jennifer turned to look at the now-still curtain. 

 “Oh,” she said. “I suppose so.” 

 Mrs. Wood could think of nothing else to say. She had not seen the view 

fully. It amazed her how quickly that girl could still a conversation. 

 “So you’re ready?” she said again, then not waiting for an answer, started 

for the car. “There’s not much in town,” she told Jennifer as she revved the 

engine. “Just a few shops, not very nice ones either, and the grocery.” 

 “That’s all right,” Jennifer said. “Can I get a pair of sunglasses there, do 

you think? That’s all I want.” 



 Mrs. Wood considered. “I think so. I don’t see why not.” Jennifer darted 

out to open the gate. Mrs. Wood watched her struggle to push the gate across the 

cattle guard and then through the gravel of the driveway. The car seemed to 

surge forward unexpectedly as she stepped on the accelerator. She couldn’t get 

used to the power of driving, the sudden swell of movement. Mrs. Wood liked 

the stillness of walking. It struck her as odd, as she waited for Jennifer to close 

the gate again and return to the car, that she had grown so much into the 

technology of the car that even walking seemed like standing still. Everything 

had become so much faster than it was when she was a child. She had never 

owned a pair of sunglasses in her life. “I hope you don’t mind,” Mrs. Wood said 

after Jennifer had settled in beside her, “but I’ve promised Roger’s sister that we 

would stop by. It’s very out of the way, but today’s the only day I have the car.” 

 “I don’t mind,” Jennifer said. “I’ve got nothing better to do today.” 

 Mrs. Wood nodded and started up the road. Instead of turning down the 

hill, which led toward the prison and then to town, she turned a sharp right, off 

their own road and into the real countryside. She felt, rather than really noticed, 

that Jennifer was looking in that strange, steady way she had. It was almost more 

than looking, Mrs. Wood thought, it was more like she was absorbing the view.  

 “Haven’t you been out this way?” Mrs. Wood asked. 

 “No,” Jennifer replied and went back to looking. 

 Mrs. Wood could, for once, understand her silence. The way out to 

Roger’s sister’s house was one of her favorite local drives. As they cleared the 

last of the new bungalows around the old farmhouse, patches of bush appeared, 

rich and tangled with vines, the green face of trees as thickly woven as cloth. At 

the edge of the bush the grass turned, scattered with the first crocuses and 

dandelions, bursts of sunshine against the musty yellow of end-of-the-winter 

pasture. Horses paused at their fences, lifting their heads and watching jealously 



as the car moved slowly past. The cattle also glanced up, uninterested, the car 

blew out dust from its wheels into the sunlit air, and the dull sheep, as always in 

their hundreds, drifted like small land-drawn clouds down from the rises into 

the low hollows of the grazing land. The road worsened as they went along, 

becoming pitted by the time they left the asphalt. Gravel sprayed around the 

sides of the car and made pinging noises as it bounced off the windscreen. Mrs. 

Wood turned on the radio for a moment, but the station was the one that Roger 

liked, with its endless news and sport. She decided in favor of silence, not 

because she liked it, but because it seemed to fill the car on its own and she 

wasn’t strong enough to try and vanquish it.  

 Ahead the road stretched out straight, a thick brown line cut through the 

pasture and small hills. The first birds of spring dashed along beside them, then 

veered off for their own destinations. 

 Her foot had already hit the brake before her mind registered the rabbit. 

Jennifer gave a quick cry that sounded like “Runny!” and they jerked to a stop. 

 “Did I hit it?” Mrs. Wood asked, feeling sick, the blood pounding in her 

ears. 

 “I don’t think so,” Jennifer said. “I’ll go look.” 

 She opened the door and stepped out, moving in the slow, measured way 

of someone who doesn’t quite want to see what they’ve gone to look for. Mrs. 

Wood watched as she stepped around to the front of the car and then bent over 

to look beneath it. She stood back up and shook her head. Mrs. Wood sighed and 

took several deep breaths to clear her head of its pulse. 

 “You must have just missed it,” Jennifer said, easing back in gingerly. She 

seemed to have lost the comfort young people have in cars. From the opened 

door, Mrs. Wood could smell the ripening grasses. 

 “Good,” she said. “I’d hate to kill something.” 



 “Mmm,” Jennifer said. “I’m the same way. I wouldn’t want to hit 

anything either.” 

 “Well, shall we be on our way?” Mrs. Wood said with a briskness she 

didn’t yet feel. She knew she was just convincing herself that she had survived. 

Shutting the door, she shut out the smells of the warm earth. 

 “Sure.” Jennifer sounded too positive. Mrs. Wood could feel that she too 

was shaken. 

 “There are far too many rabbits in this country. . .” Mrs. Wood was breezy 

now, as the car started again and they began to bump slowly down the road. 

“But still, I’d hate to kill one,” she repeated and then added: “Especially at this 

time of year.” 

 “What do you mean?” Jennifer asked. She had her window open now and 

was resting one pale arm out in the sun, out of the cave-like coolness of the car. 

“What happens now?” 

 “It’s their nesting time. I could have orphaned a whole litter. I may not 

like having so many of them, but I’ve got nothing against any individual. Listen 

to me,” she laughed. “I sound like Roger when he talks about the Maoris. Never 

mind, I’m still soft-hearted.” 

 “That’s true though, what you said about there being tons of them.” 

Jennifer lifted her hand up into the air, making it rise and fall with the wind. It 

reminded Mrs. Wood of watching surfers at the beach. “We pass a hillside every 

night on the way home from school that’s just covered in them, like a moving 

mat of brown.” 

 “Well,” Mrs. Wood said. “That’s what you get for living on an island. No 

predators. Or the few that are around are too busy hunting the rarer animals, like 

the kiwi, to bother with the rabbits.” 



 “Are kiwis endangered?” Jennifer asked, her hand still moving, graceful 

as a bird’s long neck in the current of air. 

 “Could be soon, I suppose. Wild dogs kill seven or eight a night 

sometimes. Not ours, mind you. I don’t think ours would know a kiwi if it 

walked up and smacked them in the nose, but others, feral dogs.” Mrs. Wood 

could smell the bush, streaming in through the open window. Though she was 

smiling at Jennifer, in her mind she could see the terrible shadows of the stray 

dogs. Once, in the blank darkness of mid-winter, she had awoken to hear 

howling, like a wolf but higher, more familiar, just outside the front door. She 

had slipped from beside Roger’s sleeping body and walked into the kitchen, 

thinking perhaps she had left Mac out, or the stupid Alsatian. Even  now, in the 

sun and safety of the car, she could still feel the cool of the kitchen tiles beneath 

her feet and could still hear the strange, low sound of Mac’s growl and then the 

rush of air as he turned his head and snapped at her feet. She shuddered. 

 “That’s too bad,” Jennifer said. 

 For a moment they were silent again, then Mrs. Wood, feeling suddenly 

unable to bear the silence, and somehow stronger, as if the adrenaline of the 

near-miss was still moving through her body, said: 

 “It’s such a nice day, I’d have hated to spoil it.” 

 “Yeah,” Jennifer said. “The countryside here is nice. I had no idea how big 

this hill is. It must be a plateau, not a hill, or else Auckland is really low.” 

 “I’m not sure,” Mrs. Wood answered. “I think it’s just higher ground. It 

rises steeply just outside our house.” 

 “Well it gives you a marvelous view.” 

 Mrs. Wood nodded. She was feeling confidential, chatty. “That’s what I 

always thought. To tell you the truth, that’s the only reason I agreed to move into 

that horrible old house. When I was still married to Mr. Reed, we lived in a nice, 



modern house in town. But don’t get me wrong, the country is nice as well. I’d 

miss it now, I think.” 

 “I like this house,” Jennifer said. “I think it’s nicer than Mr. Reed’s big 

thing. At least your house has character, something to remember about it when 

you leave. It doesn’t just fade into the suburbs. 

 “That’s true,” Mrs. Wood smiled. “It’s definitely got character, if nothing 

else.” 

 Jennifer turned back to the window, back to the rolling grasses and Mrs. 

Wood turned the car down a side road. This road sloped slowly toward 

Auckland, away from the high, flat land they had been driving along before. 

Trees rose on either side of them, giving the road the feel of a lane, shaded and 

pleasant. Behind the first few houses the fields drifted gently downward in 

waves of moving, maize-colored grass. Mrs. Wood had always envied her sister-

in-law this ground, so neat and English-looking. She didn’t have the view, it was 

true, but she had the security of knowing the earth was stable and still beneath 

her.  

 The car slowed to a stop and Jennifer nipped out, well-trained in the 

opening and closing of farm gates. Mrs. Wood pulled slowly past her sister-in-

law’s garden, it’s trellises covered in budding clematis and the early country 

roses, little drops of pink against the rich green of the watered lawn and shrubs. 

The house reminded her of Burt’s new house in the city in that the main rooms 

were on the second level, but there the similarity ended. It looked more like an 

old country vicarage, with lavender in the garden and two sheep dogs sunning 

themselves in the grass. Jennifer had lingered by the roses, sniffing them and 

fingering their petals. Mrs. Wood started up the stairs that climbed the side of 

the house toward the kitchen. The sheep dogs raised their heads briefly, as if to 

check her, but then collapsed, lazy, back into the warm grass. Two years ago she 



and Roger had painted the stairs a dark green, a color like the underside of 

winter leaves. She could still remember the heat of the sun on her back and her 

hands, and the thick, satisfying slip of the brush as she ran the paint up the 

banister. Now the weathered green felt cool and rough beneath her fingers. She 

could see places where the paint had run into little rivers and drips on the side of 

the railing, frozen there forever, suspended in the moment they had moved free 

from the mass of color. It was strange, she thought. Everything had looked so 

smooth and even at the time. 

 Jennifer followed from the garden, never asking why they didn’t enter on 

the ground floor. It must all be a bit overwhelming to her, having everything so 

new. Nothing would seem odd enough to comment on after a while, the whole 

of everyday life having to be absorbed and then translated. Mrs. Wood was 

envious, in a way, of the girl’s experience. To see everything as if it were new 

was unimaginable to her. Even Roger, on their first night together, had seemed 

so familiar. Another man, certainly, but not really different from her last 

husband, just shorter, perhaps, a little heavier in his breathing once he slept. She 

rang the doorbell and waited.  

 Inside, Alice was moving slowly. Mrs. Wood could hear her footsteps, but 

even if the old woman had walked silently, she would have sensed the path she 

took from familiarity. The door opened and a sheep dog bounded past them and 

down the stairs, giddy with freedom from the interior of the house. Alice wiped 

her hands on an apron and motioned them to come inside. 

 “Hello, hello, come in, come in,” she trilled, “I have coffee cake for tea, 

‘specially.” Her voice reminded Mrs. Wood of a bird’s singing, a small, caged 

canary, fluffing its feathers and fussing in the window. 

 She paused in the kitchen and introduced Jennifer to the old woman. Alice 

was delighted. 



 “Yes, yes, I’ve heard all about it from Roger,” she said. Mrs. Wood tried to 

imagine how that had happened but gave up quickly. Roger and his elder sister 

had a relationship so unlike their own that sometimes when Alice spoke of him, 

Mrs. Wood had to remind herself that this was her husband she was hearing 

about. “Says you’re here from America, isn’t that right? Isn’t that exciting. You 

must come in and tell me all about it.” 

 Mrs. Wood followed Jennifer and Alice in from the kitchen to the living 

room, a bright, sunny room with windows nearly comprising the whole to the 

two back walls. Outside she could see cows grazing in the neighbor’s pasture 

and more flowers growing in Alice’s back garden. The old woman had added the 

bathroom to the house about ten years before so now the old tin tub sat in the 

back, filled with earth and sprouting the first green shoots of new flowers, 

daffodils or tulips from the looks of it. Jennifer entered the room a bit 

awkwardly, her hands in the back pockets of her jeans. She looked very young to 

Mrs. Wood as she sat where Alice pointed. Mrs. Wood wondered how she had 

ever been allowed to come all this way, to live with people whom she had never 

met, in a country that wasn’t welcoming, even if it wasn’t hostile. Jennifer 

commented on the sunny-ness of the room, the position of the windows, and 

Mrs. Wood’s motherly instinct passed quickly from her. She was left feeling tired 

and a bit suspicious. Alice directed her to a chair facing the window.  

 “Sit down, Mary. Don’t be so timid. It’s all right, you know.” 

 Mrs. Wood sat. A large clock on the mantel next to her ticked loudly. 

From the back rooms she could just make out the sounds of other clocks, all 

ticking with their own rhythm. Her chair was fat and covered in a patterned 

fabric with a nap, like velvet. She sank into it, her hands falling immediately to 

the same place they always fell, on top of the armrests, on the slick smoothness of 

the worn down pattern. The clock chimed the quarter-hour. Alice was talking to 



Jennifer, asking her questions about the United States. She sounds like someone’s 

grandmother, Mrs. Wood thought, like a school-teacher. She listened with 

disinterest. She had heard all the answers before. 

 “So you’re Roger’s sister?” Jennifer was asking. 

 Mrs. Wood glanced around the room. It reminded her of being at school, 

or in church, when she was bored and wanted to look around, but didn’t want to 

be caught not paying attention. Above the mantle were old tinted photographs of 

views around Auckland. The harbor at twilight; a pasture full of grazing sheep, 

all tinted a strange shade of pink; a group of Maori warriors wearing feather 

cloaks and making faces, their tongues the same weird color as the sheep. Across 

the room were two tall bookcases with glass doors, filled with nick-knacks 

instead of books, china shepherdesses and dolls from Korea still in their boxes. In 

the bookcase nearest to her chair a dark wooden tiki with abalone eyes and a 

drinking bowl with carved-warrior handles sat next to a French tea set with cups 

so delicate Mrs. Wood could see the sunlight pass through them from the side.  

 “What was he like?” Jennifer was asking. She stood and walked to a group 

of photographs hung between the bookcases. Most of them were black-and-white 

family groups but two were tinted. In one, a fat, dark-haired baby dressed in a 

blue dress lifted arms dimpled like dough up toward the camera. In the other, 

two children sat together, the girl with her arm around the boy, the boy with his 

head resting on her shoulder, both smiling, both dressed in brown, according to 

the tints. “Is this him?” Jennifer asked, pointing to the baby and the little boy in 

the second photo. 

 “Yes, that’s him all right,” Alice said. “You’d never have thought, looking 

at those photos of that nice little baby, that he’d turn out to be such a bastard.” 

 Mrs. Wood’s head jerked up from her chest, where it had been resting, 

and she heard herself laugh, a loud, mean cackle, like a turkey. Something in the 



back of her throat hurt right through the laugh, as if it had been sucked up from 

the depths of her body. She told herself she was shocked, then corrected it. She 

was startled, not shocked. There seemed to her to be a difference. 

 Alice seemed puzzled, Jennifer had not looked away from the 

photographs.  

 “You’re laughing, Mary,” Alice said. 

 “I know,” Mrs. Wood said. “I’m sorry.” But she was still choking on her 

own laughter, which was threatening to spill out in the same horrid way at any 

time. 

 “It’s all right,” Alice said, all the time in that strange high, chirping voice 

she had. “You ought to laugh more often, like I do. He’s just a man, Mary. He’s 

just a man,”  Mrs. Wood let a giggle, more like a snort really, escape from her 

mouth. 

 “I like you, Mary,” Alice said softly. “I’ve never told you that, but I do. I 

like this girl here,” Alice gestured to Jennifer, who, seemingly unconcerned with 

the entire turn of the conversation, was settling back into the seat next to the old 

woman. “She’s worth ten of your sullen Sally. Send Sally to America and keep 

this one.” Jennifer grinned and Alice patted her hand. 

 Mrs. Wood looked at them both, sitting opposite her, the fading light 

making halos of hair behind their heads and it was then that she saw it all quite 

clearly, as if someone else had shown it to her. They were in collusion, those two, 

that fat old lady with the vaguely blue hair and the walking stick and the 

sagging flesh-colored tights, and that little American girl, her eyes shadowed 

completely in the room’s encroaching darkness. She saw them then as one kind 

of creature, headless and tail-less, neither good nor bad exactly, but somewhere 

in the center, nearer the truth of things. She covered her mouth with her hand to 



stop the shock from slipping out from between her lips. She could not close them 

entirely or her teeth would begin to rattle in her head, she was sure.  

 Alice rose and lit the lamp. In its soft glow she simply seemed supremely 

gentle, as if the artificial light had suffused her. She was just a dowdy old lady 

who needed to be visited on shopping days or she’d die of loneliness. Mrs. Wood 

saw that now and she realized that all she had heard, every word had been false, 

an imaginary thing. She had missed their conversation entirely. 

 “Are you all right, Mary? You seem a bit peeked,” Alice said. 

 “I’m fine.” Mrs. Wood grated the words between her teeth. 

 “Miss Wood was just telling me about Roger’s childhood,” Jennifer said. 

“It’s hard to believe he was ever that cute, isn’t it?” 

 They were both looking at her, expecting her to answer. 

 “Yes,” she said. 

 They smiled, but she knew if she waited she could watch their smiles fade 

together.  

 “Let’s go get your sunglasses, shall we?” She raised herself from the 

softness of the chair and with great effort focused on the shimmering orange of 

the setting sun. 

 “Ok,” Jennifer said, standing and shaking Alice’s hand. “It was lovely to 

meet you,” she said to Alice and Mrs. Wood felt dizzy. 

 Alice led them to the door and they both stood watching as Jennifer 

started down the stairs. Mrs. Wood began to follow but Alice laid a hand on her 

arm. Mrs. Wood looked at the hand and saw it clearly, wrinkled and stained 

brown with age spots. “Come back soon, Mary,” she said. “We can have a nice 

chat.” 

 Mrs. Wood nodded. She felt ridiculous for her earlier state of mind, as if 



for a moment she had been someone else, moving in a different direction, toward 

something unfamiliar. 

 “I will,” she said. “Next week.” 

 Alice nodded and released her, standing and waving as they pulled the 

car slowly out of the drive. Jennifer pushed the gate shut and climbed back into 

the car.  

 “She was nice,” she said. “Even though we never got any coffee cake.” 

 “Hmm?” Mrs. Wood said. She was thinking about the gate, and getting 

out to check it herself. Wouldn’t want any of the dogs to get out onto the road, 

she thought. 

 “The coffee cake. We never had any.” 

 “Oh, yes,” Mrs. Wood said. “Well, maybe next time.” She turned the car 

slowly, then stepped down and pushed them both into their seats as the car 

jumped forward. She had a need to go a bit faster, she thought. Just this time. 

The car hit a pot hole and they both lifted slightly. 

  


