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Core Life Endeavours? Connie thinks. What are Core Life Endeavours? Is changing into elasticised pants a Core Life Endeavour?

Wry, real and astute, these linked stories are from an exciting new talent.

Mel is ‘failing at a stupid, screwed-up sales job, selling stupid plastic shelving’. Her days at Pacific Wave Plastics are numbered.

Vic bikes through Christchurch collecting mementoes from the houses she has lived in, while her ex-partner Emma makes the decision to move to Auckland to work at … a plastics factory.

And so the chain continues: characters connect obliquely or walk from one story to the next, often oblivious to each other yet united by their daily struggle to negotiate relationships while they try to survive employment, or avoid it, or face getting fired.

‘An utterly absorbing experience that reminded me of Elizabeth Strout’s wonderful Olive Kitteridge. I kept catching my breath as I came across familiar detail presented with a fresh and loving eye. This is simply a must read.’

— Fiona Kidman
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MOTIVATIONAL STORY
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I CHOOSE TO BE EXHILARATED by the gift of failure. I say choose because it is a choice, just like any other choice you make in life. If a sales adventure doesn’t work out as I’d hoped, I just smile. Why? Because I know that failure always brings a gift with it. Every single time. When I experience ‘failure’, I want to turn around and say, ‘Thanks!’ to whoever has ‘disappointed’ me, because — without even intending to — that person has given me a beautiful and precious gift.

Not everyone chooses to think like this. Mel, for example. Mel is someone who cannot or will not recognise the power of her own choices. Result? Gifts all around her, and she misses every single one. Already, at our morning briefing at Greenlane BurgerKai, we’ve heard about her sales figures (lowest in the region) and about how this ‘makes’ her feel (awful, just awful). And, through all this — I’m going to have to use the word negativity here because I really don’t know what else to call it — all this negativity — we haven’t heard a single word about solutions. Not a word about learnings or building positive outcomes. Nothing.

While Mel is going on as she does, Jase and I exchange a look. Jase is our Team Lead. He’s tried to help Mel with her defeatist self-talk again and again. I know it will mean a lot to Jase if I step up and say something, so I place my macchiato cup back on its saucer. I get the cup exactly in the circle of the saucer without dripping any coffee or making any noise and, while I’m doing this, I think about what I’m going to say. I could say nothing, of course. I could just stare out the window at the carpark and stay silent. But these morning briefings are our opportunity for an authentic exchange of learnings as a team. So, if not now, then when?

I say, ‘Mel, nobody and nothing can make you feel anything. It’s just not possible. How can anyone be made to feel anything? When you think about it, the idea of someone making someone else feel something is crazy. You would have to be some sort of God to force someone to feel something they don’t want to feel. How would you do it? Would you crawl into their brains and do surgery on their synapses?’

‘You can’t control your emotions, Toby. They are what they are.’ Mel leans forward when she says this. Her shirt gapes in the area where she’s put on the most weight. The shirt is green, and the gaping is in the shape of a squashed-down diamond.

‘You seem to be saying that you can’t control your own emotions,’ I say, ‘but that other people can control them for you. I think we can all see the problem with that argument.’

Jase says, ‘Time for our motivational story,’ interrupting the flow of the conversation, which is probably a good thing because a thinking-change of the kind Mel needs is the kind that can only come from within. I can do no more than sow the seed for future work.

Jase does a drum roll on the table, but his expression is blank. I know this expression. It’s his placeholder expression. He uses it when he’s trying not to have facial expressions which are Not In Sync with his core values. N.I.S. Not In Sync. Keeping your thoughts and therefore your expressions In Sync with your core values is an act of personal discipline and the kind of thing Jase is seriously good at.

‘Nice and short today,’ he says, ‘so we can all get out there into our Daily Sales Adventure.’

At this exact moment, the exact moment Jase says the bit about today’s motivational story being nice and short, I notice a woman who looks exactly like the actress Jenna-Lynn Stone lining up at the vegan self-service hub. I realise, of course, that Jenna-Lynn Stone is a very famous person who lives in a different hemisphere, and I realise that if she was visiting Greenlane BurgerKai there would be media coverage and security men and rope fences holding the wrong people back from the right people. Even so, this woman looks a hell of a lot like her. She has the little Jenna-Lynn Stone smirk when she looks down at her phone, like she would prefer to smile wider but her mouth just isn’t built for it and she has to manage as best she can with the mouth she has. I can see other people around her in the vegan queue look at her and think, Nah. Can’t be.

‘Okay,’ Jase says, ‘today’s story is called “Future Reconfiguring”.’

Mel snorts or maybe coughs.

The woman who looks like Jenna-Lynn Stone picks up her tray from the service hub and makes her way to a table where several large men are already sitting. On her tray she has a tall glass of water and one kid-zone salad. Mineral water and a kid-zone garden salad for breakfast! Not even a full adult-sized salad. This is the kind of discipline you need at her level in the entertainment industry. High-level pinnacle-of-career stuff.

‘Today’s story is about this guy, right?’ says Jase. ‘His marriage is on the rocks. His job has gone to shit. His house is foreclosed on, and so on and so forth. So, anyway, he goes into the bank to see the bank manager. So, he’s sitting in the lobby of his bank, waiting to see the bank manager, waiting to beg on bended knee for more time to try and save his house, and so on and so forth. And right there, in the lobby of his bank, this amazing concept comes to him called Future Reconfiguring.’

‘Is this scenario taking place in America?’ Mel asks. ‘You mentioned house foreclosure, so I’m assuming it is.’

‘Yes,’ says Jase, ‘but to be honest, the message of the story is more about the self-actualisation aspect of dealing with adversity, rather than which specific country it’s set in. It’s more a universal thing than specific to one particular country.’

He has his placeholder expression on again.

‘Okay,’ Mel says. ‘Just checking.’

Jase goes on to describe how the guy in the story turns his life around, even though he’s at rock bottom. Really, really rock bottom. And now this very same guy, the one who was at rock bottom, travels the world sharing his experience of Future Reconfiguring so that other people the world over can benefit from the same life-changing miracle that he himself has personally experienced.

‘I’ve always wondered,’ Mel says, ‘does the term “foreclosure” refer to the exact moment when the bank takes legal ownership of the house? Or is it when the moving people physically come to your house with a moving van and physically make you leave? Or is it some slang term that takes in the whole thing, from missing your first mortgage payment to watching your stuff being driven away, like in the Matthew McConaughey movie?’

‘I think the point is, you lose your house,’ Jase says, ‘not the exact timing of foreclosure, per se. I think the point is that no matter what life throws at you, you can always look for the lesson in it and find something to be grateful for.’


I open my Daily Growth Register and key in change my thinking. I turn the phone around so Jase can see what I’ve written. He reaches out and pats my shoulder. I feel like he’s showing me that he and I are in this together, and we can overcome any number of pathway obstacles, including Mel carrying on like she does.

Then Jase pushes his chair back and stretches his arms around in a circle. ‘Ready?’ he says.

‘Ready,’ we both say.

We pick up our phones and shake out our jackets and get ready to leave.
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Jase excuses himself to visit the bathroom. Mel and I wait for him by the main doors out to the carpark. The air inside the BurgerKai is sticky with some sort of burger vapour. People come and go and shout out to their friends. They pull their chairs around their tables and make the chair-on-floor scraping noise.

The woman who looks like Jenna-Lynn Stone is now eating an enormous vegan burger which wasn’t on her tray when she first walked across to her table. When she holds it up, it covers most of her face. She tries to bite it but her mouth can’t reach around. She stretches out her mouth to get around as much burger as she can, but that mouth of hers is just too damn little.

‘Interesting, isn’t it?’ Mel says, ‘the symbolism of retaining so-called ownership of a house. The symbolism remains even when you have such a huge, big mortgage that you don’t really own the house at all. Not in any realistic sense. Even when the house you supposedly own is nothing more than a big fat pile of debt that you happen to sleep inside, it’s still symbolic of success in our sick, screwed-up culture.’

‘It wasn’t Matthew McConaughey,’ I say. ‘It was that other guy. Kind of a flat face. Also in that psycho one.’

We’re standing with our backs to the self-select service hub, which gives me a great view of the woman who looks like Jenna-Lynn Stone. In many ways, she could be just an ordinary person sitting there with her burger. A nice, ordinary person. Someone who might say, Hey, so what do you do for a living, anyway? Like she was actually interested in the answer but in a nice, ordinary way, not in an over-interested, weirdo way.

And I would feel completely relaxed replying and saying to her, Well, actually, what I do — what our team does — is sell Retail Display Shelving. Do you know what that is? No? Well, Retail Display Shelving is the shelving you see that holds up all the different displays of consumer items, whether it’s packets of biscuits or ear buds or birthday cards or whatever it might be holding up in that particular retail outlet space.

Really? the woman who looks like Jenna-Lynn Stone would say. You know, I’ve never in my whole life given that shelving a single solitary thought.

Well, I’d say — because I could see that she was actually interested, and not just having me on — you’re certainly not alone there. Research has shown that the average shopper notices Retail Display Shelving less than point zero five percent of the time. Imagine that!

Wow, the woman who looks like Jenna-Lynn Stone would say, less than point zero five percent of the time! That’s a whole lot of not noticing. It really makes you stop and think, doesn’t it? It makes you aware that being treated like nothing more than a good-looking body as opposed to a talented actor with real comic abilities is not so bad after all. At least what I do for a living is noticed more than point zero five percent of the time!

I’m not complaining, I’d say, far from it. Also, I want to take the opportunity to say that as far as I’m concerned you are definitely much more than just a good-looking body. Much, much more.

‘If I had to name the cause, I’d have to say it’s the lack of a real sense of purpose in modern secular life,’ says Mel. ‘Strangely, I’d end up arguing in favour of religion. I’d say it’s the absence of a sense of meaning in modern western lives that leads us to judge people solely on externals. Owning or not owning a house is only one example. But there are others. So-called career success. There’s another classic measure. And other external things. Body shape, for example.’

‘I don’t think that was the point of the story,’ I say.

‘I know it wasn’t the point of the story,’ Mel says. ‘I’m not talking about the story. I’m talking about the emptiness of modern life generally. I’m talking about the fact that we only value material things. Surely you must notice that, Toby? That the external indictors of success are the only things that matter to anyone. So that failing at a stupid, screwed-up sales job, selling stupid plastic shelving that nobody even knows exists, seems pretty much like a kind of death. Like the entire universe, including God, would prefer that you just died.’

‘No, I don’t notice that, Mel,’ I say. ‘I never ever notice that.’

You know what? I’d say to the woman who looks like Jenna-Lynn Stone. You would actually be surprised to learn how much thought goes into RDS. That’s Retail Display Shelving: RDS. It’s quite a big deal, actually. Each shelving component has a different specification that can be tweaked to shift the eye-to-product viewing corridor. How about that?

A flash of interest would appear in the eyes of the woman who looks like Jenna-Lynn Stone. Her eyes would appear to say, Hey! It’s hard to put into words what this guy has, but it’s definitely something special. His enthusiasm for life is truly infectious.

‘Really, Toby?’ says Mel. ‘It doesn’t ever get to you? You don’t ever get sick of being judged by externals? Career success? Whether you’re married yet? Your so-called social standing? Hipsterness? Interior furnishings? That sort of thing. You don’t think we judge everyone by external signs of status? Having a kitchen island? Tight stomach muscles? That sort of thing? Instead of, I don’t know, begging the Lord for a stronger belief in the divine, or something. Thanking him for the depth of our faith. Assuming you’re lucky enough to have a faith.’

Mel turns towards me in a way that means I have to look directly at her and stop looking at the woman who looks like Jenna-Lynn Stone. ‘Do you know,’ she says, ‘what Martin Luther King said the day before he died? It’s the most amazing thing. He said, I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord. That’s what having true meaning in your life does. That’s purpose, Toby. Imagine that. I’m not fearing any man. And only a day later, just a day, he was dead. The suggestion is that he knew what was going to happen. He might have just guessed, mightn’t he? I’m not fearing any man. I wonder if it was true? I wonder if he truly didn’t fear any man? He must have known something was going to happen. He was in Memphis to support the Sanitation Workers’ strike. A lot of people don’t know that. That he was in Memphis for that reason. Did you know that?’

‘Did I know what?’

‘Did you know Martin Luther King was in Memphis to support the Sanitation Workers’ strike?’

‘No, I didn’t know that.’

And do you know what else? I would say to the woman who looks like Jenna-Lynn Stone.

What else? She would say, fully enjoying her conversation with this truly enthusiastic and inspired guy, a guy who’s appreciating his life one hundred percent, without a single complaint about anything.

Different shelf angles, I would say, have their time of being in fashion. By that I mean there are different periods of time when a particular shelf angle strikes retail-outlet users as more appealing or more relevant. And a little while later, just like everything else in life, those angles lose their ‘edge’ and fall out of favour. It’s a subtle thing. The particular view they offer no longer adds to the coolness of whatever it is they’re displaying. ‘Catch Value’ is what it’s called in the RDS business. As in the phrase, ‘to catch your eye’.

When I say this, the woman who looks like Jenna-Lynn Stone seems … not crestfallen, because she isn’t the kind of unhumble person to have a crest per se, but dimmed, as if someone has activated her dimmer switch.

Do you mean, she’d say, that everything falls out of favour one day, including famous movie actors such as myself? Is that what you mean?

No, absolutely not, I’d say. Let me assure you, I believe there’s a world of difference between a living, breathing human being and Retail Display Shelving. I truly believe that. Even to talk of actual human beings falling out of favour, so-called, is an insult to their essential worth. The essence of their humanness.

Under the table, her hand would creep towards mine. Tiny diamond tears would begin to form in her eyes, even though she’s a high-echelon actress and the ability to control her tiny diamond tears is one of her many, many talents. She retains her control but her feelings are clear. Under the layers of celebrity glitter is a real human being suffering from the sense of emptiness that so often goes along with too much beauty and money and success.

‘I think what Dr King was saying,’ Mel says, ‘was this: I don’t care about the material world. My reference point is the world of the spirit. He was saying, I’m not focused on kitchen islands or houses. And he said — and I think this is truly remarkable — I may not get there with you. It’s really hard to avoid the conclusion that he knew what was going to happen. And he carried right on with his plans anyway. He stood right up there on that podium and carried on anyway.’

‘Wasn’t it a balcony?’

‘I’m talking about the speech. I’m not talking about the assassination,’ says Mel. ‘You can listen to the whole thing on YouTube. His actual voice. I find it very moving. A man whose every minute of life counted for something. Every single minute. No Retail Display Shelving for Dr King. He had seen the glory of the coming of the Lord. That’s what I’m talking about. Now all that matters to people is their smartphone.’

‘Whose smartphone?’

‘Anybody’s smartphone. I mean possessions. Externals. The so-called trappings of success. That’s what I mean.’

[image: image]

At this point I feel a deep negativity creep into my heart. Mel is my allocated Team Learner today. Which means that today she’s coming with me in my car instead of Jase’s. It means that all day Mel will be with me, watching how I work and absorbing skill sets so that she can make progress with her Intensive Growth Programme. The fact that Mel is being inducted into an Intensive Growth Programme this week is probably the reason she’s being particularly talky and negative. Not that she’s ever quiet and positive. But today is worse than usual. Today she’s not giving it a rest, not for a moment.

‘Well, you’re not Dr King, Mel,’ I say. ‘Your job isn’t whatever his was. Your job is to sell shelving.’

That’s a lot more frank than I usually am with Mel. If I’m honest, it’s a lot more frank than I usually am if Jase is around to hear me. Jase is very hot on everyone keeping to their core values and their core life concerns. He’s very hot on not being sucked into other people’s life-journey challenges or growth bumps.

Immediately I see the wisdom of Jase’s approach, because Mel starts to shudder and pinch at her eyes and then she begins to cry.

‘I realise that, Toby,’ she says. ‘I realise that. I know that’s my job. You don’t have to tell me that’s my job. I know it is.’

‘Okay. Well, sorry,’ I say.

‘I’ve been forced into this Intense Growth whatsit, in case you didn’t know. It’s not a lot of fun, if you’re wondering. It means I’m going to lose my job, which, by the way, Toby, took me eight months — eight months — to find in the first place. So now, after just over a year, I’m going to be out of a job again.’

Now she’s really having a cry. Her shoulders are going up and down, and the people who are walking past are noticing it.

All of a sudden she does a big reverse sob. It’s an intake of breath that makes a huge noise like someone getting the worst shock of their lives. Even the woman who looks like Jenna-Lynn Stone notices it. She looks up from the table where she’s sitting with the large men, and her eyes widen, and she looks straight at me and Mel.

It’s then that I realise it really is Jenna-Lynn Stone. The large men around her are security people. The other customers at the BurgerKai are taking out their phones and taking pictures of her. Jenna-Lynn Stone. I’m so embarrassed, I start to sweat. More than anything, I don’t want Mel to have a big scene and for Jenna-Lynn Stone to be watching while I try to deal with it. I don’t want this more than I’ve not wanted anything for a very long time.

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake,’ I say to Mel, ‘stop crying. Just stop. You look like a dick.’

‘I … can’t … stop …’ she says, in a way that sounds so bad it’s like she’s putting it on. It sounds exactly like pretend crying, even though it’s actually real crying.

‘Come outside,’ I say. I grab her by the arm, which squishes under my fingers, and pull her outside into the carpark. The door slides shut behind us.

When we’re out in the carpark, I think maybe I can manoeuvre her into the car and she can sit there and cry, and I can close the door and no one will be able to hear her. I put my hand on her back and start to push her towards the car, but she swivels and falls against me. My hand is still on her back. I drop it. Her head bangs up against my shoulder, and now she’s really crying. Sobbing. Doing jerky breaths.

I stand there in the carpark with my hands by my sides and Mel’s head pushing against my shoulder.

At least, I think, Jenna-Lynn Stone can’t see us now. We’re way out of her sightline, thank God. And at least she’ll be the main disturbance in the BurgerKai this morning. At least Mel having a fit all over my shoulder won’t be the main event.

I’m thinking this when I see Jase through the glass of the door. He’s standing there, just standing there, doing absolutely nothing. He’s not moving to come out the door. And when he sees me see him, he gives me the thumbs-up. Not just one thumbs-up but several thumbs-up, like he’s emphasising his thumbs-up as hard as he can.

He thinks I’m comforting Mel. He thinks I’ve taken Mel aside to give her a little hug in the carpark, despite the fact that my arms are hanging straight down by my side. So, he’s just standing there and waiting for us to finish. He’s not doing anything to help. He’s not coming out the door because he doesn’t want to interrupt what he thinks he’s seeing.

I try to think of ways I could show him he should come out and help me, but suddenly Mel straightens up. She unzips the side pocket of her handbag and brings out one of those little rectangular packets of tissues and picks at the top so she can pull one out, and then she turns away to blow her nose.

‘Thangs Toby,’ she says. ‘Sorry. Thangs. You’re a good mate.’ And she pats my shoulder. ‘I’m sorry I had a go at you about Dr King. I’m just saying, you know.’

‘I’m sorry I had a go at you about your job,’ I say.

Mel looks up at me sideways. Her eyes are narrow and almost entirely red. ‘Yeah, well, not for long. The job that is.’

‘Don’t be like that,’ I say. I’m feeling about as annoyed as I can feel without losing it. The negativity! It drags you down just being around it. The whole atmosphere pulls you downwards. Down. Down. Down. We could all live down there if we’re not careful. Right down there in the land of give-the-fuck-up.

Finally, Jase emerges. His hands are jiggling in his pockets as if nothing has happened, as if he hasn’t been standing there watching us through the glass doors.

‘You took your time,’ I say to him, sounding annoyed because I am actually annoyed. He left me to it. He left me there with a woman crying on my shoulder. A fattish woman I don’t even slightly fancy or even like. He saw me and he just left me to it, in pretty much my worst nightmare. And now I’m going to have to spend the rest of the day driving around with her and thinking about what to say and probably listening to her talk about her feelings — feelings I don’t understand and don’t actually care about.

‘All set,’ he says when he gets closer. ‘I’ll get your visit sheets.’ He opens his car and gets out the list of businesses we have to cold-visit. ‘Hard copy,’ he says, ‘better for goal-setting. Cross them out as you go, and rip them up and let them go when you finish.’

He says this every time we leave on our sales adventure. The same thing every time. Up till now I’ve found it inspiring. Like a ritual. Like a kind of prayer that sets you off on your day in the right frame of mind.

‘Yeah, right,’ I say.

Mel takes her sheets from him and gets in the passenger side of my car. It has the company’s big Pacific Wave Plastics logo, with blue waves that go right round to the bonnet, and underneath the word ‘shelving’ riding the waves.

Jase stands and watches us as we edge out of the BurgerKai carpark towards the motorway roundabout.

As soon as we’re away from the roundabout and heading south I say, ‘That was Jenna-Lynn Stone back there.’

‘What!’ Mel twists around in her seat as if I meant Jenna-Lynn Stone was on the side of the motorway in among the taupata bushes and flax.

‘Back there at BurgerKai. That was her sitting there with all those security guys.’

‘What! You’re kidding me.’

‘Nope. I’m pretty sure it was her. People were taking photos.’

‘You have to be kidding me. Can we go back?’

‘No, Mel, we can’t go back.’

‘I can’t believe it. I was in the same BurgerKai as Jenna-Lynn Stone and I missed it. I fucking missed it.’

This seems to have a big impact on her and she looks out the window in a very forceful way.

‘I fucking missed it,’ she says. ‘I fucking missed Jenna-Lynn Stone.’

‘Isn’t that an external?’ I say. ‘Isn’t that a whatsit thing? Kitchen island? It’s not spiritual exactly, is it? Wanting to see a movie star.’


‘I missed it,’ she says again. ‘I fucking missed seeing Jenna-Lynn Stone.’

‘She’s just another person. Just a person.’

‘Yup. Well, I guess that’s another lesson for me,’ she says. ‘Another lesson about something.’ She prods her phone and sniffs. Then she puts her phone down on the centre console. ‘I think we should listen to this,’ she says. ‘I think this will really help us.’

Us? I think. What us? And then a strong rolling voice fills the car. It’s Martin Luther King’s voice and everything else in my head goes quiet.

I’m not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any man. Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.
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WHAT SHE HAD
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VIC UNDERSTOOD HOW IT WOULD set you off. It would set anyone off. But maybe not to this extent: Emma was belly-down on the couch, head sunk between the seat cushions, face hidden in couch crack. And poor little Zoe with her butterfly hands, wondering what to do next.

It was how Emma had always been. Big displays of feeling that took over a whole day. Everything needing to stop. Complete and total attention required.

Vic remembered the time she wouldn’t get out of the car. Couldn’t quite recall what sparked it, just the solidness of the refusal. And the famous day when the curtain people got the measurements wrong; the tearing at the curtain rails, locking herself in the bathroom. It wasn’t violence as such. Not as such. But it was violent on Vic’s time and on her peace of mind and on the atmosphere of her day.

Given that, given all that, Vic thought, why do I come back here every time she calls me?


Well, Zoe, of course. But not only Zoe. It was her hero thing as well. The feeling that she had to save Emma, and therefore save Zoe and therefore save the world and possibly — if she had time — save herself.

Emma moaned into the couch hole. It couldn’t be good down there. Residual dog. Pizza leavings.

If marriage had been allowed back then, Vic wondered, would she and Emma have married? Would Emma be her ex-wife rather than just her ex? Would Zoe officially be her step-daughter? Would she feel less of an idiot for turning up here to stare at Emma’s neck disappearing down between the couch cushions?

She rubbed circles on Emma’s back and said the thing she’d always said to her when she was in one of her fits. ‘It’ll be all right, bub. It’ll be all right.’

In the years since their break-up, things between them had softened. Not as thoughtless and peaceful as ordinary friendship but mellow enough. Sustainable enough.

She stood up from the couch and went through to the kitchen to put the jug on. A hot cup of something to make Emma feel tended to and cared for. That’s all it was really, making a hot drink for someone: a ritual of noticing.

Through the window above the bench, Vic saw Zoe outside. She was sitting on a big outdoor couch, part of the set Emma had been so excited to buy for next-to-nothing back when anyone gave a shit about outdoor furniture.

Vic left the tea-making and went outside to join her.

Magically, the sewerage smell was a front-yard thing only. Here on the back deck the air was kinder.

‘So, how’re you going, Zo?’ Vic sat down next to her on the fat waterproof cushions. ‘Was it the Wednesday morning one that did it?’

Zoe nodded. ‘We think so. But we can’t be sure.’

There had been a flurry of bigger-than-usual aftershocks in the past week. Wednesday morning and then again on Thursday night.

Zoe wriggled over to Vic in the same way she used to when she was much smaller and Vic would make up stories for her because it was easier than getting up and finding a book. They grew a store of them, an imaginary library, that they kept on adding to even now, when Zoe was good at reading books herself; even now, when Vic was just a visitor to the old villa, not a live-in second mother.

‘When you were little,’ Zoe said in the jogging, once-upon-a-time melody of storytelling, ‘you had a house with no bathroom.’

The beat of her voice counted Vic into the opening lines of a retelling Vic had shared with Zoe right after the first earthquake and many times since. It connected up the two parts of their lives: before and after the earthquake. The connection might be small, it might be as skinny as a swing bridge, but it was something.

‘I wasn’t little,’ Vic said. ‘I was young, but I wasn’t little. I had a bathroom but no shower. Just a bath.’

‘And then you went back to visit the old house.’

‘Really? You want this one again?’

Zoe nodded. She was squashed in next to Vic now, her chin hard into Vic’s shoulder.

So, Vic began the story of how, just days after the earthquake, she’d started visiting her old homes, one after the other, wherever they were in the city. And about how she’d found the cats, one after the other. And she left out of the story the things she always left out.

‘The first visit was when I was on my way somewhere else, but because I’m the kind of naughty person I am, I took a roundabout route.’

‘You weren’t really allowed to go there because it was too dangerous, but you did it anyway.’

‘That’s right. I wasn’t really allowed to, but I did it anyway.’
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The city centre had been cordoned off. The centre — everyone knew — had had the worst of it. They’d all heard the rumours about bodies still trapped there under the rubble. The poor bedevilled officials they saw on TV in their yellow hardhats, half mad with the terror of leadership, had announced the city’s closure. The announcement angered the townsfolk. They felt as though they were no longer citizens of their own city. They felt wronged and demeaned, but most importantly they felt it gave them someone to get angry at. Otherwise, it was just between them and God and where did that leave them?
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‘So anyway —’ Vic shifted her position on her seat so she could put her feet on the chair opposite — ‘I went all the way over to Westleigh, to the house I used to live in when I first left home.’

‘The one that didn’t have a shower.’

‘That’s right. The one that didn’t have a shower, only a bath.’
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The ride to Westleigh Road had taken Vic hours because of the detours, because of the skirting around barriers and orange cones, but also, simply, because she’d got lost. How had that happened? How had she forgotten the way to her own home? Even if it was a former home and not a current one.

When she finally found the house, she stopped with her bike tipped against her legs, and stared. Along one side, the windows of the old house had vacated their wall, glass winking in the grass below. The whole place slumped sideways, the huge face of it dismayed and dismaying, like a stroke victim.
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‘And because you knew that lots of chimneys had fallen off lots of houses, you checked around the back to see what had happened to the chimney.’

‘That’s right. I knew chimneys had fallen off houses, so I went to have a look.’
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She’d positioned her bike against the hedge and walked along the narrow path. The Hills Hoist clothesline was down, a wind-burst umbrella. Vic smelled the sour note of old rubbish and saw a black plastic rubbish bag with a tear near the bottom. Disgusting innards spilled out. Imagine not coming back to attend to things like that? Not cleaning up your most basic messes. Unless you were too traumatised to set foot in the place, of course. Unless you were dead. And where would you take rubbish bags anyway?

Just as she’d thought, bricks from the chimney were piled on the grass under the caved-in porch roof. It was clear they’d hit the porch roof on their way down. Anyone standing underneath would have been killed. She thought this soberly, then a moment later horror-fever swept through her. This is how it seemed to go with her: two stages of noticing. First, she would see something and then, a second or two later, she’d feel the chill and shudder of what it might mean.

A body might still be under there. The pile of bricks was big enough. People were still unaccounted for. People were still waiting to hear back from their family and their friends. People were still walking the streets and looking.

She wanted to escape the place but at the same time it seemed necessary that she remember it, that she mark it in the narrow story of her life. This is how she saw it now, living through this time: her life story would be a small thing. It would be particular and it would slip easily through the eye of a needle. And one of the things in it, within this small life of hers, would be this: the earthquake. She picked up a red-gold brick with the word ‘Riccarton’ stamped on the side. The weight of it was good in her hand. She rustled it into the carry-bag of her bike.
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‘And that’s when you decided to visit every house,’ said Zoe, ‘and pick up one souvenir from each house. But you ended up with more than you bargained for.’


‘Something like that. Yep.’
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As she’d turned from putting the brick in her carry-bag, a small grey and white cat trotted down the path and headed towards her at an active clip, talking urgently. It snaked around her ankles and pressed its tight bones to her leg.
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‘And that’s when Westleigh turned up. She just came running up to me, as if she’d been waiting for me to arrive and needed to catch me up on all her troubles. And I said to her, “Can you sit in a backpack, puss?” And then I zipped her in before she had time to argue.’

Zoe giggled and squirmed as if she’d never heard the story before. From the start she’d seemed to love the story-ness of it, the jogging start, the rhythm of one thing following after another.
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At first, the little cat had writhed and clawed at the zip of Vic’s pack and she’d thought, It will jump out and get properly lost. It will be worse off than it was before because there won’t even be rubbish for it to eat. It will be my fault. I should have left it where it was.

But just as she was panicking-up these thoughts, the cat balled up at the bottom of her pack and started to purr.
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‘And now she’s the happiest puss in the world.’

‘Pretty much. Still nervy though. Huxtable’s the purr monster. Shall we go and see how your mum is?’

‘Oh, fuck her.’

‘Zoe!’ Vic pulled back to look at Zoe’s face. ‘Zo-ee!’

She’d always played it this way. Refusing to acknowledge what they could both see: that Emma left Zoe to play the part of the worried adult while Emma herself was treated like an indulged child.

‘Okay. Okay,’ Zoe said, ‘we’ll go and see how Mum is.’
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Emma had emerged from the couch and poured herself a vodka and diet tonic before sitting back down. She said nothing as Zoe and Vic walked through the door, just sipped her drink and stared at the rug.


‘You okay, Mum?’ Zoe stretched herself down on the couch and put her head on Emma’s lap. Emma put her drink on the side table and stroked Zoe’s hair as if it was Zoe who’d been upset and who needed comforting.

Vic saw what Zoe was doing: she was allowing Emma the comfort of seeming to comfort her. It’s a strange dance, she thought, all of this. How we soothe our loved ones. How we make ourselves into whatever they need us to be, even when what they need us to be is someone who needs to be soothed by them.

And what a stretched-out creature Zoe had become! Coming towards the end of this phase of childhood. And all this clever growth shadowed by this thing, the toppled spire, the toppled adults.

‘Vic’s doing the cat story,’ Zoe said. ‘She’s up to Huxtable.’

There must be something in this, Vic thought. The ritual of storytelling. Something that grounds us when there’s not much purchase to be found on real earth.

Emma nodded and picked up her glass.

‘Come on,’ said Zoe.

‘Okay,’ Vic said. ‘So. Huxtable Street.’
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From the outside, the house in Huxtable Street had looked fine. It was built from the kind of old-fashioned masonry that showed cracks clearly if there were any to show. Vic had seen these cracks in the walls of other houses spread out like a map of rivers and tributaries. But the walls of the house in Huxtable Street were plain and clear.

Even so, Vic sensed a stillness to the place. She imagined she could almost see it, a certain quiet. The windows looked cold, as though the curtains might never be drawn again. The house was abandoned.

She walked around the back.

She expected the place to have been renovated. Maybe a big deck with French doors and a dome-topped barbecue under a rain-cover. But the house was exactly the same trim rectangle it had always been, with exactly the same humble back step. The very step she’d sat on with her flatmates Katie and Caro, where she’d shared dope and pretended a closeness she hadn’t really felt.

In spite of the shared step and the shared dope, it had been a lonely time for Vic. She’d been recovering from a mind-and-heartbreak, bouncing from one silk-thin relationship to another, making no real connection with anyone. Quite the opposite — she’d done her best to stay unknown, to keep her real self secret. Getting stoned with the girls required an anxious current of control so she could avoid her real self slipping out into the open.
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‘This time, the house was fine.’

‘And you looked in the vegie patch,’ said Zoe.

‘Yes, I checked the vegetable patch.’
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The vegetable garden was a forest of shrub-height silverbeet and bok choy bolted to seed. People had been scared off eating their own home-grown vegetables. There’d been talk of sewage seeping into the soil and creating ugly, disease-bearing mud. It put people off. Better to stick to cling-wrapped things shipped in from the lucky places, places where everything seemed to go well.
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‘And there he was.’

‘And there he was, sleeping in the middle of the silverbeet forest, in a nice cushion shape. Black and white with the pinkest of pink noses.’

‘So pink it could win a prize for pinkness,’ said Zoe.

‘That’s right, so pink it could win a prize for pinkness.’

Emma swigged the last of her vodka and tonic and stood up.

Was she hating the story? Vic wondered. Should she hurry and get it over with? But Emma poured herself another drink from the bottle on the bench and sat down again.

‘And I scooped him up.’
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The cat had the unworried heft of a well-fed pet. He hadn’t felt bony or neglected. But still, the way he purred when she touched him! Whoever his people were, if they were still around, they didn’t deserve him.
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‘He didn’t like being in the pack at all. I had to stop halfway home and tighten the zip toggles. But I knew he was just feeling frightened and there was plenty of air coming through. When I got home I let him out, and he’s done nothing but purr and eat and sleep ever since. He spent that very first night in front of the fire and hasn’t tried to run away even once.’

‘And you called him Huxtable of course.’

‘Of course, I did.’
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Vic had known perfectly well that she should check Quake Pets. But what if Huxtable was loved by someone and missed and pined for? What would she do then? Could she give him up?

Well, if he was missed, it wasn’t mutual. She’d never met a more contented cat. No patch of warmth was too small, no sleeping surface too lumpy. Mealtimes were a delightful surprise: a lottery win with a ticket he’d forgotten was in his pocket.

Westleigh, the little cat from the Westleigh house, was a different personality entirely. She was as startled by the closing of a cupboard door as she was by another aftershock. Every unexpected noise sent her skittering to the places frightened cats go, their hideouts behind immovable furniture or in the peaks of old sheds.
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‘And then Bossy.’

‘And then Bossy.’
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When the right time came, Vic had ridden to Avonside. It was a placid, smelly day. Her feelings about the town were changing. She loved it less. And now that she loved it less, she realised how much she’d loved it before. Too much, really. Romantically. She’d felt possessed by it, and possessive; it was hers and she was its. And now look: her trust was gone. The place had let her down. It had proved itself to be a con artist of a town, a town that would turn on you without warning. Maybe she shouldn’t blame the town itself. Maybe she should blame the awful underneath of it. Down there. The part that had been biding its time, cooking up this evil. Waiting for the right moment.

They’d all learned to expect, if not the very worst, then the nearly-as-bad. Walls which had withstood the first days had been tossed down later. Lovingly replaced crockery, washed, dusted and reset on shelves, had been twitched off again, this time forever. They’d learned about the pause in conversation while they waited and counted through an aftershock. It became ordinary, the way they looked at each other and waited, herd animals listening to noises in the undergrowth, sharing their silence, judging the right moment to duck or run. It became commonplace to say, ‘The aftershocks are the worst.’ But really, it wasn’t the aftershocks that were worse, it was their own hope that was worse. The membrane of their courage was worn and slack from too much use.

Avonside was famously hard-hit. Vic biked up to the parade of orange cones. She crouched and hauled her bike underneath yellow tape. There was no one around. Just the smell of old water and mud. She hadn’t been over in this direction for years. She was stricken by the thought of her own carelessness, as though the house was an elderly aunt she’d neglected to visit.

She’d forgotten how close the river was to the house but she remembered how ardent the bank looked, its willows and blossoms, its ducklings. Here she’d been part of a gang of neighbourhood kids, scattering and regrouping and free to do anything within their physical power: climb, kayak, ride. They were crazy things in a world silly with beauty.

And there it was, her old house, buckled, almost folded in on itself. She stepped carefully. The ground looked ploughed up. She was frightened by the stories of sink holes, which truly did exist, and sucking quicksand, which didn’t. She sensed danger in the paper-quiet walls seemingly ready to slump further, the roofing steel hanging on by habit alone, the cracks waiting to open in the busted concrete. She started, and put her hands to her head, when a blackbird flew from a drainpipe.

The human-made things, the fences and walls, were tilted and thrown around, but the trees were as grand as ever. They reached upwards in the same way they’d always done. She walked over to the elm where the treehouse had been. It seemed stumpier than she remembered but it was there still, and so was the treehouse.

Birds flew off in a flock as she got close. How quickly the birds took over, filling up the spaces left when people fled. Her mother’s camellia bushes were there, bigger of course and almost black in the shadows.

She put down the tin of tuna and waited.

What she brought home was angled and awkward and hard to handle. A square of black shingle and a yowling, pooing newcomer.

She drove across town to an after-hours vet. Not ringworm, she learned, just starvation.
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‘Why did you call him Bossy?’ Zoe asked, though she knew the answer.

‘Because when I was little, our family had a cat called Bossy.’
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The new Bossy’s fur grew back, but he would never be pretty. It told her something about his former life that he would only eat food from a tin and didn’t know what to do with the scarlet chunks of actual meat she sometimes cut up for him.

‘And now they are all the happiest cats in the world,’ said Zoe, ‘and you have a souvenir and a cat from each of the houses you lived in. And those are all your houses apart from our house and the house you live in now.’

‘Pretty much.’
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She’d put the shingle from the Avonside house on the mantelpiece next to the brick from Westleigh and the round stone from the garden at Huxtable Street. She wished she’d chosen more carefully, with an eye to elegance or at least shape. But her hand had followed her impulse and she’d been true to what came to her. These were gifts of history, her own history, from her own lost pieces of earth. On nights when she couldn’t sleep, when she was woken by an aftershock or the dream of one, she walked through to her living room and gripped her memory souvenirs in the dark.
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‘We’ve got pasta, grated cheese in the freezer, some of that thingy sauce.’

Emma was talking again. She’d switched from vodka to wine. She stood in the kitchen, holding a stemmed glass by the bowl.

Vic felt the relief radiating from Zoe.

They turned on an old movie with Axel Clutterworth and Prudence Jane Holden that Emma and Vic had seen before but forgotten.


‘She must be four thousand years younger than him,’ Zoe said. ‘Is that a bit icky? I think it’s icky.’

‘It’s icky,’ Emma said.
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After the movie and the pasta, Vic needed to go home. She needed to feed the cats and she needed to be her own biggest problem again. She needed to be in her own life, whatever that was. However small it was.

Emma walked her down the hallway to the front door.

When Vic was standing on the concrete step, Emma leaned forward. ‘I’m going to leave,’ she said. ‘I’ve decided. I’m going to take that job at Pacific Wave Plastics in Auckland. I’m going to ring them on Monday. I don’t know why I didn’t take it in the first place. I don’t know what I was thinking.’

Vic could offer a number of answers to that. You were thinking of Zoe, she wanted to say. You were thinking of how it will be for her to change towns and change schools after going through all this. You were thinking of the disruption for her. You were thinking of me.

Instead, she gave Emma a hug and said, ‘As long as you’re both happy.’

‘You can take something,’ Emma said. ‘Something from this house if you want to. To add to your collection. Sorry there’s no cat.’
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There was one house Vic never included in the story for Zoe. Devonshire Street, right in the centre of town. While she’d lived there she’d lost the last of her inborn joy. She’d had contentment since then, but never easy joy.

God knows why Vic’s young soul had fizzed and popped for Lizzie and not someone else, someone better. Lizzie was majoring in fine arts. Maybe that was it? Maybe her study gave her an aura of soulfulness? Her body was lovely, but then so was Vic’s and so were the bodies of everyone around them. They were twenty and that’s all they had, lovely bodies.

Lizzie didn’t believe in making appointments, didn’t like to plan things in advance. That’s all that was needed, really — sex and uncertainty. The chemical reaction in Vic was a sure thing, like ingredients you knew you could mix in a science class to get a satisfying explosion.

Her stomach churned while she waited for her; she drank glass after glass of box wine. Her agitation lasted for weeks, for months, maybe forever. When Lizzie finally appeared, Vic’s relief was overwhelming. Poor Lizzie! She’d just popped in for a little company and some light sex. She didn’t expect to be sobbed over or gripped.

In Devonshire Street, alone with her infinite worry and waiting, Vic ran out of money and the capacity for sleep. Lack of sleep pushed her through unexpected doorways into a different kind of seeing. She prayed to be pushed unconscious, but unconsciousness was the one thing she couldn’t be pushed into. Her mind tried to help. It did its best, but it only had so many tricks up its sleeve. It could release her, yes, but release her into what? People who didn’t really exist visited her room. Tall women in black clothes stood at the end of her bed. They discussed her condition. They offered her advice. She saw that they were unreal but, at the same time, felt sure that she must be unreal alongside them.


When at last she seemed to be getting better, she shifted in with Katie and Caro in Huxtable Street. By then, stuff had broken in her and new things had been built. Her basic composition, her foundation, was changed. The company of her two flatmates soothed her. They knew the story of her love affair with Lizzie and didn’t hold it against her. In fact, they rather admired the way she’d dropped out of university in the aftermath of a broken heart. The decision to leave her degree unfinished and to go out and find a job seemed adult and brave rather than what it really was, exactly the opposite of adult and brave: defeated and self-punishing.
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The route into the city centre had been changed half a dozen times by the time she set off for Devonshire Street. The cones and the wire-netting barriers directed her first down the western flank of the square, away from her destination, before she could cycle back towards it.

She left her bike on the riverbank near the headless statue of Robert Scott and went forward on foot. She’d been told stories of security guards and dogs, but heard nothing, just the stillness of abandonment and her own tread. There was death here, she knew it. After a few minutes of walking, and of silence as complete as sleep, the knowledge that she was moving through a graveyard struck her. The meaning of the blank walls that fell away to nothing, the steep-sided cliffs that had once been buildings, came to her. The ground was jagged and bombed. People had died here. Not somewhere near here, but right here, and not all of them in a silent moment of unknowing. Not all in a God-decreed pulling of the plug, though some had. Girders had knocked some into oblivion. Jolts had heaved cabinets on to foreheads which in one moment had turned off forever, passing into death before knowledge, a plain un-scared alive person one minute, a knocked-dead body the next. But not all the deaths had been like that. Vic could feel it around her, the fear and the hopelessness of people waiting. The chill of powerlessness was here too. In the canyon of the dead city, the message was clear: the God of event and time holds sway. Never forget you are nothing.

Night fell quickly. It had taken her a moment or two to gather her courage again. She moved forward in the dark and then knelt next to her open tin of tuna, asking, ‘Puss, puss, puss?’ into the night. But this time no cat came.

She’d arrived home with only a cream corner of stone. In the dark it felt ordinary, and she’d been surprised to see, in clear light, an angle of decorative indentation. On the mantelpiece it looked grander and more like something stolen than the brick, the Huxtable Street stone or the shingle from Avonside.

It was this corner of cream stone from Devonshire Street she picked up and handled the most. The house on Devonshire Street had been an unhappy house, but she couldn’t blame the stone for what she’d been through there. It was a piece of her town, the ashes of a loved one, something she could still feel solid under her hand. Something that had once held her. With everything else in pieces, this is what she had.
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FIVE DAUGHTERS
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WE FINALLY HAD OUR TALK with Anna-Louise.

‘He has five daughters. They have horses,’ Diane said, her elbows sliding across the laminate table until her face was close enough to Anna-Louise to exchange heat. ‘The youngest girl is in the regional equestrian thing team.’

She said it as though daughters who didn’t have horses would be a different matter completely. I saw what she was getting at. Daughters with horses suggested something about the long haul. It suggested a commitment to the future and to debt repayment. It suggested an offering-up of all foreseeable weekends.

‘Middle one,’ Anna-Louise said. ‘Middle daughter. Pip. Not the youngest.’ She bent her head to attend to her Black Doris plum yoghurt. Not eating it, just stirring. Her heavy teaspoon whacking the sides of the plastic pottle. It was the only thing about her that showed any upset, that whacking.

‘My point is,’ said Diane, ‘he’s got five of them. He’s not going to leave.’ She paused for a moment and then said, ‘Maree and I are only raising this with you because we care about you.’

Beside us, the lunchroom fridge crooned and heaved into gear. If the fridge had been silent, if the noise of its efforts hadn’t been so comically workaday, if the strip lighting had been softer or the table less cluttered with circulars and magazines, maybe Anna-Louise would have believed her.

‘Thanks, I really appreciate it,’ Anna-Louise said, appreciating nothing.

I admired her control. You can admire such things even from the vantage point of the opposing team. Well played and all that. A ruffle of applause from the stands.

Anna-Louise scraped her chair back and stood. The lid of the silver bin tolled against the wall as she stepped on the pedal to throw in her yoghurt pottle. And then she left. She simply stalked out. The flick of her box pleat gave us the fingers. Her bum was still young enough to hold a skirt out nicely.

‘Okay, well, we tried,’ Diane said, ‘at least we can say we tried,’ meaning, You were no help at all, Maree.

And it was true. I’d contributed nothing. It was also true that I’d given Diane the impression that I intended to be an equal partner in the Let’s Have A Talk With Anna-Louise project. But when the time came, when we were actually sitting there in the staff lunchroom, leaning across the pile of magazines and circulars, the takeaway menus, the flyer from Watercare, I’d let her down. I’d left her to do all the talking on her own.

It was the force of Anna-Louise’s discomfort that silenced me. The discussion cut an incision down the middle of things and folded back the covers on all her private stories right there in the staff lunchroom with the fridge doing its thing and the everyday stuff all around us: laminated signs about rinsing your own dishes, the coffee machine with the button that used to say cappuccino but now just said no, the mug full of teaspoons in the sink.

And, more than just that, I think I understood Anna-Louise’s dilemma, or what I thought was her dilemma. Is a man a better person for leaving his wife and five daughters and their horses? Or is he a better person if he stays? If he just can’t bring himself to break up the world of, Dad look at this! Dad can you give me a ride? to say, Goodbye. I’m leaving you all. I’m leaving you and your horses. Think of everything he’d be leaving behind. The sneakers, the dog leashes, the burger bags, the hair ties, the phone chargers. All of it.

No, Diane was right, he wouldn’t do it. The daughters would grow up and leave home and Anna-Louise would still be right here, working at Pacific Wave Plastics, Penrose Branch, putting her hand up to her parting when Ray walked into the showroom. Ready to smile hardest when she smiled in his direction.

Or not. Or slamming her Hello Sunshine! coffee mug down on her desk and scissoring out of the room, heels cracking on the floor, as she sometimes did.

‘The thing is,’ said Diane, ‘girls like her keep hoping. They just can’t face up to the truth.’

I opened my mouth to say, Which one of us can really claim to whole-heartedly face the truth? But I stopped myself before any words came out. Diane would see it as backsliding, and rightly so. Diane and I had plotted our conversation with Anna-Louise as equals, each as fervently driven to save Anna-Louise from herself as the other. We felt we understood the kind of man Ray was. By that I’d meant — and assumed Diane also meant — the kind of man who was the boss of a small organisation, a little world unto itself. The one senior male surrounded by women and a few much younger men. A boss who was separated from his staff by age and power and earnings. The silverback, you might say, who might be vanquished one day but so far hadn’t been.

You could say we were all part of Ray’s harem. Diane with her submissive and placatory accounting. Me with my careful administering of human resources best practice. Anna-Louise with her sex. Or whatever. Her Love. Her Excitement. All in service to Ray, but in our different and distinct ways.

Would I blush as hard as Anna-Louise had done if I was forced to discuss some other HR manager who was vying for inclusion in our little world? Maybe not quite as hard. But it would disturb me, for sure. I would be frightened by the challenge. I would ask myself who was this other person — other woman — competing for the job I thought I was doing so well? I would worry I was about to be replaced. My point here is that we were all dependent on Ray’s good opinion, his choice to have us in his life and in his office. And we were all frightened of being found replaceable.

‘You can only do so much,’ I said. I could tell by the solemn way Diane nodded that my phrase had hit the right note of resignation and virtue.

‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘You can only try.’

‘That’s all you can do,’ I said.

What a wonderful opportunity we’d had here, I thought, to press ourselves into this story which, up till now — maybe even after now — hadn’t involved us at all. We could use it to feed our own small river of workplace events. We could use it to add to the flow of days and elevate those days beyond what they sometimes seemed to be: surprisingly, almost brutally, meaningless.

‘Oh well,’ said Diane. She began to flip through the pages of the Australian Women’s Weekly which Anna-Louise had left behind in her rush to escape us. On the cover was a picture of the latest royal girlfriend and her choice of clothing. Ringing the Royal Changes! the headline said.

We Pacific Wave Plastics women still bought magazines to flick through and snigger at while we ate our lunches. Thumbing at a smartphone didn’t feel the same. We scanned recipes and read stories about celebrities who had overcome obstacles in their lives: breast lumps, depression, a period of soul searching before beginning a new era of something, a public divorce.

While she looked at it, Diane sipped the drink she’d extracted from the coffee machine. A mochaccino maybe. Or soap bubbles and corn syrup. I myself always drank tea made with actual tea leaves. English Breakfast. I enjoyed it and also felt my choice of beverage set me apart from the ordinary run of office coffee-drinkers. It was sign of something, I felt. Of standards which would endure. Of a life beyond the office and the coffee machine with the no button.

I joined Diane in looking at the magazine, though from a different angle. The new royal girlfriend was a tall woman. She was pictured in a peplum-adorned onesie. The avoidance of hats (I gathered, reading upside down) was the ringing royal change. To me, her lack of headgear seemed the least of it.

‘Well,’ I said, seeking to pull Diane’s attention back to our joint project, the one about Anna-Louise and Ray and the hopelessness of waiting for a married man to leave his wife and five daughters and their horses, ‘I guess we shouldn’t judge. It must be hard for Anna-Louise to face reality. Not that I’ve ever been in that situation myself. Having an affair with a married man, I mean.’

‘Lucky you,’ said Diane.

Her answer surprised me. Though she seemed fully focused on the peplumed onesie and the soon-to-be-royal bare head, there was an unmistakable opening for further discussion here, a bait deliberately left out.

‘Have you?’ I asked.

It was suddenly clear from her manner — her flickering downward gaze, the small turning away — that indeed she had. How had I not known this important item from her life story before now? I was hurt. Wasn’t this the kind of thing women share early in their friendship? In fact, you could hardly be truly a friend without offering this type of disclosure at the earliest opportunity. And here I was, finding out something so important about Diane for the very first time.

I wondered whether this was in her thoughts too. Whether her attention to the new royal girlfriend had, in some way, been a time filler, a pause, before momentum was gathered for something more. Something that may have been on her mind to tell me.

Diane had taken to wearing a strawberry plastic HealthSEE band on her wrist. It was positioned over a vein in such a way that a gentle press could assess cholesterol levels and blood pressure. Both were in very good order, but Diane was intrigued and entertained by the monitoring process. Was I right in thinking that she lightly pressed the band as she turned to me? As if she was assessing the effect of our conversation on her vital health indicators?

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘You know. Years ago.’ She flicked a disparaging chin-hike in the direction of the north wall of the lunchroom, a trajectory which, if we had followed it, would have taken us across the showroom and the small wood-floored foyer towards the over-grand entrance and the brace of disproportionately large front offices.

‘What?’ I said. ‘When?’ What did the chin-hike mean? Beyond the carpark? Out on Dyers Road? On the motorway?

‘You know,’ she repeated, with — it seemed to me — a calculated vagueness, ‘years ago.’

‘When years ago? What are you talking about?’

‘Oh, years ago, Maree. Earlier.’ She did the chin-jut again. ‘You know.’

It struck me then that she might really think I did know whatever it was she was not telling me, whatever it was that she was trying to signify with her chin-nods. Either that or she was willing to devote some effort to convincing me this is what she thought, maybe as a way of revealing something now without having to admit she had failed to reveal it earlier.

‘No, I don’t know.’

‘I thought you knew,’ she said, too quickly, almost before I’d confirmed that I hadn’t.

‘For fuck’s sake, Di!’ I said. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Ray.’

‘What?’

‘Years ago.’

‘You and Ray?’ The staff lunchroom transformed around me. I was drinking different tea.

‘I’m talking years ago,’ she said, frowning, as if I’d failed to grasp a basic fact and was getting it all wrong. ‘Years and years ago. Ages. Before Your Time. Norm was still here. Way back.’

The mention of Norm, who I’d never met but had heard about in the same way that I’d heard about the Second World War, began to place this event in the timeline of Pacific Wave Plastics and to rearrange everything I’d ever heard about the company Before My Time. All the little stories of the past, boring as I’d always found them to be, would now have to be reshuffled and indexed in accordance with this new information. Fatherly old Norm with his weighty sayings! Ray getting into boyish trouble with his expense account! Diane battling for her place at management meetings! All these tales were now recast in the light of this new information, in the equivalent of a movie remake. More importantly, my knowledge of Diane and our so-called friendship would have to be rewritten. She was a new person now, one I barely knew at all.

It was typical of me to immediately focus on my own part in this and to be thinking about how it all affected me rather than how it affected Diane. I moved to rectify this.

‘Oh, you poor darling,’ I said.


Diane flicked a look at her HealthSEE wristband where a number pulsed in dark pink. The wristband had been a by-request Christmas present from her husband, Scott, a delightful unemployed alcoholic who had nothing in common with Ray apart from being human and male. I loved Scott. He was funny and friendly and always careful to be sillier than anyone else in the room.

‘Before Scott?’

‘Oh God yes,’ Diane said, pulling a face as if I had suggested something indecent and uncalled for. ‘Well before.’

‘Before Dot?’ Dot was Ray’s wife.

Diane shook her head.

Adulteress, I thought. Or was that just when you yourself were married? Not when you were single and the other person was married?

‘Did they have the girls then?’

‘Alicia. Maddy. Not the younger three.’

Why, I wondered, had Diane stayed here at Pacific Wave Plastics while Ray and Dot had daughter after daughter? While they attended equestrian event after equestrian event? Had winter break after winter break in Fiji? While, finally, he had taken up with the former salesperson and current Manager of Inwards Goods, Anna-Louise? Why hadn’t Diane taken her accounting skills elsewhere and lived clean, Ray free?

‘So,’ she said, ‘I know what I’m talking about.’

I nodded, robbed of anything useful to say by the transformation of my landscape.

‘You guys know where the new radial sets are?’ Jase from the sales team stood in the door of the lunchroom, his hair iridescent with product. His presence made me wonder who else here was having an affair. What other office shenanigans had I been blind to?

‘Box. Shelf. Just inside the storeroom door,’ said Diane. ‘Same place as the first time you asked me.’


‘Sorry,’ Jase said, glancing at each of us, picking up a vibration he would no doubt misinterpret.

‘Righto,’ said Diane after Jase had withdrawn. ‘Better get back to it.’

‘Right,’ I said.

Diane stood up, sluiced out her cup at the sink and stalked out of the lunchroom.

Had I failed to respond in some required way? What had propelled her out of the room so quickly and without our usual cheery rituals?

I carried on sipping my no-longer-the-same English Breakfast tea and spun the magazine Diane had been reading around so I could read it properly, if ‘read’ is the right word when you’re mainly looking at the pictures. I looked at the photograph of the tie-dyed onesie and the hatless soon-to-be-princess. She wore mustard combat boots and was carrying what appeared to be a birdcage. You can wear anything, I thought, if you’re engaged to a bloody prince. Maybe that’s why women keep looking for them? Princes, that is, rather than ordinary men. So that finally there can be a lording-over (ladying-over?) those who had scorned them, who disdained their birdcage handbags. So they can say, in some way, ‘See? My way worked in the end!’
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I took my mug of tea down the corridor to my office and sat down in front of my computer. We had a new person arriving from Christchurch soon and her intake documentation had not even been started. Through the glass front of the Inwards Goods Office I saw that Diane was there and that she was talking to Anna-Louise again. She was leaning over Anna-Louise’s desk in such a way — her neck angled forward, her upper back tilted in the same direction — that it was easy to guess she was telling Anna-Louise what she’d just told me. Anna-Louise, who was facing towards me, looked as hot faced as someone about to shout for help. She must be feeling disgusted. Appalled. She must feel that Diane had somehow joined her in bed with Ray. How old Diane must seem to her! And what must she be feeling about Ray now that she knew she wasn’t just not the only one, she wasn’t even the only other one.

I have to say, my view of Diane and Anna-Louise was excellent. Our Transit Co-ordinator, Lorraine, was on leave again because her ex was having another one of his breakdowns, so the room was empty apart from the two of them. Diane stood at Anna-Louise’s workstation, peering at Anna-Louise with all the advantages of a standing person over a sitting one. There was a beat to her nodding head that suggested emphatic, no-nonsense speech. Short sentences complete with full-stops. Anna-Louise was trapped by nothing and yet trapped completely. She was stuck in her sitting position, her forced listening position. It was non-consensual listening and yet not openly resisted. She was frozen into place by the unexpected audacity of it.

Did I enjoy the spectacle? Yes, I’m ashamed to say, yes I did. It was the drama of it, the prospect of imminent upheaval. In the foreground, on my desk, was the flower-patterned tin I stored my phone charger and ear buds in. My hand rested on the pink mouse pad I’d bought for myself and never claimed for even though, by rights, it was a business expense. I could see the dust that had collected on my keyboard and the accretions of debris underneath each key. I’d once seen an ad for a doughy substance that could be used to clean the deep recesses of a computer keyboard. You pressed the doughy stuff down on the keys and it came away again, intact, with all the under-keyboard rubbish stuck to it. What did you do with it then, I wondered. Fold it in on itself so the dust and crumbs were tucked within the dough and became part of it?

All these small things faded in and out of my mind as I looked across into the Inwards Goods Office and watched one woman change the life of another. I could see it all as it took place.

I began to wipe my monitor and keyboard with the little lens cloth I kept for the purpose. The deep keyboard rubbish wouldn’t be shifted by my cleaning but the movement of my fingers was calming. It helped me to release the energy from my hands so I could remain quietly in my chair and watch, rather than do what agitated primates would naturally do. Dance and whoop maybe. It was an emotion between horror and interest that had captured me, the kind of fascinated excitement that TV thrillers evoke. The feeling that combines disapproval and attentiveness equally. It wasn’t unpleasant. In fact, it was close to joy: the sight of bad things happening to someone else. Somebody else’s trouble, not mine.

I couldn’t like this about myself. What kind of person felt uplifted by seeing the transfer of agonies before me? One person’s pain being visited on another behind the glass of an office wall? I was no better than a kid on a playground shouting, Fight, fight, fight! over two combatants displaying themselves in an intimate moment of battle.

But I couldn’t stop myself.

As I watched, the angle of Anna-Louise’s head changed. At the same time, Diane’s hand appeared from ‘off screen’ to alight on the tip of Anna-Louise’s cubicle partition, as though the advantage of standing had now turned into a weight, an imposition. Anna-Louise tilted her face up to Diane. There was a courage to this tilt, an undauntedness about it. Shamelessness, perhaps. Diane’s stance shifted to favour the hand resting on top of the partition which was, clearly now, steadying her, clearly required as a support. Anna-Louise seemed to grow in her chair, as if her spine was lengthening as she sat. And then in one flowing movement she rolled her chair back a pace and stood.

What did I imagine would happen now? (Fight, fight, fight!) At the very least, I imagined some shouting. At the very least, I imagined a finger jabbing the air not too far from Diane’s nose. I imagined Diane slumping and that slumping being met by an invigorated uprightness in Anna-Louise. I imagined the natural advantages of youth would be exploited. You could hardly blame her. Then, I imagined, Diane would rally. Her hands would find her hips. She would say something that began with the phrase, Well, let me tell you.

But what I saw was Anna-Louise’s arm slide across Diane’s shoulder. I saw her pull Diane’s sensibly suited body towards her. I saw the two women stand there and hug each other, and I saw Diane bend her head to rest on Anna-Louise’s neck.
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ME AND MY GIRLS
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ALL I EVER THINK ABOUT is beautiful girls and how I’m never going to get them. And I think about all those dudes out there who are going to get them instead of me. Those are the dudes I can’t stand: the movie dudes. The musician dudes. Those are the dudes who get all the beautiful girls. The dream is being stolen by a handful of dudes who have been selected and blessed by an arse of a God. So, I’m going to go through my whole life and never ever get a single one. Maybe if I pay. But the girls you pay don’t really want you. They’re polite and all that. But their eyes go weird. They call you babes. At least the one I went to called me babes. Who calls anyone babes?

My ex-wife, Lor, has turned into the opposite of sex. By the end of our stupid marriage, we weren’t just not having sex anymore. It was worse than that. It was like the sight of her drove sex right out of the whole world. Right off the planet. Actually, it was even worse than that. It was like sex was still there in the world but it had turned into anti-sex. Like sex-hate. Like all my stored-up heat or whatever was still with me but had turned around to eat me like cancer. That’s how it felt — like I had cancer and it was eating me, and Lor was the only thing making me stay there and get eaten. It felt like if I got away from Lor, I could get away from cancer.

So I did.

I know. I know. Poor old Lor didn’t really make me get eaten by anti-sex cancer, but that’s how it felt. These days she’s a good mate. We do movie nights at her house. She enjoys the company. She curls up on the couch and drinks her wine and I sit in the armchair with my beer. To me, Lor’s no sexier than a wheelie bin. She’s turned into that sort of shape now: a wheelie bin shape. I’d be ashamed to be seen out with her, but I’m not ashamed to watch a movie with her.

The other night we watched a movie: Me and My Girls. I hated it. It was all about this guy — Lor would say, Yeah yeah, it’s always about this guy — who was played by Josh Paley. The guy he was playing was some sort of gangster. It was in the States. Of course it was in the States. Anyway, the guy decides he’s going to start running some prostitutes. Lor would say, Funny how all the movies in the world that need to be made are all about a guy who is more or less the same age as the director and a whole lot of schoolgirls with no pants on. So, anyway, this gangster guy meets this group of three really young, really pretty girls, and then he falls in love with all of them. I mean, really in love. You can see it in the guy’s face, he really loves them. He strokes their little faces like they’re dolls, his big hand going over their little cheeks and his big thumb against the sides of their tiny little faces, going up and down. Just stroking them. I don’t know how big the actual Josh Paley is in real life, but he looked a lot bigger than the girls when he stroked their little faces in the movie. Actually, the real guy in real life is probably not that big. A lot of those guys aren’t. A lot of the action stars are really small in real life — they just make them look big on the screen. In real life, I could probably knock the crap out of Josh Paley. I could probably make him shit himself just by stepping up to him. I could probably just say, You got a problem? and front up to him, and he’d shit himself.

But of course I’d never get the chance. They have rings of security people around them. Ex-marines or ex-Navy Seals. Guys with black headphones who all stand around towering over some short-arse who everyone wants to kill because he gets to fuck so many pretty girls. So many pretty girls. Josh Paley, the real guy, the actor, makes a point of it. Goes into rehab to recover from sex addiction, so-called, and then comes out and does it again. The only one he claims he’s never fucked is Maddison Nilsen. We know that because the prick did an interview and the interviewer, the one with the big beard and all the hair, asked him about it, because Maddison Nilsen is really delusional and keeps saying she’s done things she hasn’t. Lor would say, Leave the poor bitch alone. People. So, he denies that one. Says Maddison actually stalked him but he wouldn’t do it. The hairy interviewer said, ‘What? Too busy to bother? Do they have to line up and take a little ticket with a number on it like at a juice bar?’

The interview is on YouTube from start to finish if you want to watch it. The whole thing.

So, Josh half covers his face with his hand and says, ‘It’s not like that,’ to the hairy interviewer, but you can tell by the way he says it, by the way he covers his face with his hand, that it’s exactly like that. That all the beautiful bitch energy out there, all the young female sexiness, is being sucked off the planet by this one little arsehole, Josh Paley and a few of his short, famous friends.

Even the girls here are too busy watching dudes like him on their phones to look up. No one goes to the pub after work anymore. There’s no one at the pub, only guys my age and some of the old girls from the office with their low tops. Why do they do that? The low tops? Always too much creased-up old chest on show. Just don’t, please. Put it away. Nice clean hair and a good body and I’d do it. I don’t care. If they work out at the gym and just stay nice and fresh and groomed I’d do it. But just to be nice. Just as a favour.
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When Lor paused the movie to go for a pee, I went and put the jug on. Most of the time Lor drinks wine and I drink my beer, but when it gets late we always have tea. If I can’t be stuffed driving, I stay over. I sleep in the spare room unless there’s too much of Lor’s crap all over the bed.

No, the one I really want is that Dakota Bolton. The one who bounces around on Paley’s lap in Me and My Girls. That’s the one I want. She squealed. She laughed. She was happy. She loved it. You could see in his face that he was loving her. The guy he was playing, of course. Not the actual Paley. The gangster guy. He had those things on his teeth. Those brace things. Grills. I’ve got no idea why they do that. So, he wasn’t looking his best. He was looking weird and scary and unwell. He was looking like he had spots. The real guy, Paley, doesn’t have spots. And he’s got these big eyebrows and he smiles like someone’s got a gun to his head to make him smile harder to break some sort of fucking smile record. Like his face is going to split apart, which frankly, I would like to see.

Anyway, I went into the kitchen and put the jug on for tea. The kitchen at Lor’s place looks down over a gully at the back of Glen Eden. There’s a lot of bush out there and you can hear moreporks sometimes. Not this night though. There were no moreporks on this night but on some nights you can hear them. Just when I was looking down the gully waiting for the jug to boil, just when I could half-see my reflection in the window, that was the moment when I decided to kill Josh Paley. It just came to me. I thought, Well, fuck it. My life is going nowhere. I’m being eaten alive by thoughts of girls I’m never, ever going to get. Like actually never, ever. I might as well do something big. I might as well do something that makes an impact. So, I’m going to kill him. Other people commit murders. Why not me? I even had this thought, There’s no law against it, and made myself laugh, because of course there are laws against it. There are lots of laws against it. What I meant was, there’s no law against it being me who murders someone as opposed to it being someone else who murders them. I mean, there’s not an official list of people who are allowed to do murders. Anyone, in theory, can do it and nobody’s allowed to do it.

Which brings me to Devin Ross Jones, the guy who shot Jack Quarryman. I hate the prick, of course. But you can see his point. You can see how he might have been thinking, Why didn’t the universe choose me, Devin Ross Jones, for something special? And then, thinking, Oh! Maybe it did choose me after all! I realise it probably wasn’t as simple as that. I realise he was a special case. All I’m saying is that I had a glimmer of understanding what he might have been feeling. The universe isn’t fair. It never was fair, but now it shoves its unfairness in our faces all the time. Every time I turn on my phone, I see a story about who else Josh Paley has or hasn’t or might have had sex with. I mean, there were always tribes wandering around, and there were always alpha males dominating everything and spare, unwanted men who had to go off somewhere else. But now the tribe is the whole fucking planet and only about ten men plus a few teenage boys are getting any nice-looking girls. And it’s now clear to me that if I don’t get a good-looking girl to be with soon, I’m going to die. That’s it. I’m just going to die. No great loss. Fair enough. But I might as well go out with a bang, so to speak.

You might say if you’re going to kill someone, if you’re going to go over to the illegal side of things and commit murder, and it’s sex you’re after at whatever cost and you don’t care about anything or anyone else, why not force yourself on someone? But that’s the thing. When I thought about it — which I did, standing there, looking out of Lor’s kitchen window, listening to the no moreporks — I didn’t want some poor little screaming girl hating me and then to go to jail for doing that. Hurting her and upsetting her. No. Where’s the fun in that? That’s the last thing I want. That’s the point. That’s exactly what I don’t want. I want what he gets. Not screaming and terror from women. I want the opposite. So, no. Anyway, I was suddenly past all that. My thinking had shifted. A new page. Standing at the window, looking down the gully, I’d moved on. I’d accepted it. I’d never get them. Okay, I thought. Not me. Never me. So it’s killing Josh Paley that I need to do now. All the rest of it, everything else, went sour on me.

Lor keeps the plain ordinary tea for me because that’s what I like. Plain ordinary tea. No herbal crap. No milk, no sugar. I got the mugs and the teabags out of the cupboard.

Then Lor came into the kitchen and opened up the slide-out pantry thing she’s had installed at huge fucking expense and got out her chocolate biscuits. That’s something I would never do myself, get out Lor’s chocolate biscuits for her. I never know where she is with her chocolate-biscuit thing. It’s a tricky area. I never know whether she’s currently on them or off them. If she’s off them, shoving a big bowlful down in front of her is not very fucking supportive, is it? So I leave it to her and let her make the decision about the chocolate biscuits.

‘I don’t think I can stand watching this silly prick anymore,’ I said.

Lor was shaking chocolate biscuits into a bowl. I tried not to notice how many chocolate biscuits were going in but there was a fucking hell of a lot of them. I figured she must be doing the Go With Your Natural Appetite thing again. Avoiding a Deprivation Mindset. The other approach she sometimes tries is: Put Sugar Out of Your Life Forever. You have to pretend sugar is a fatal poison. I could see she wasn’t in one of those phases.

‘Might as well see how it ends now,’ she said. ‘Know what I’ve decided?’

‘What?’ I knew it would be a chocolate biscuit-related thing she would have decided.

‘I’ve decided, fuck it. I’m going to get fat. Fatter. I’m going to get as fat as I possibly can and then die. How about that for a life goal? Also, drunk if I feel like it.’

Lor went back into the living room and sat back down on the couch with her cup of tea and her bowl of a million chocolate biscuits and picked up the remote. ‘But I’m not going to drive drunk,’ she said, ‘Any other sort of drunk, fine, yes. I’ll do that.’

I went back into the living room, sat down on my armchair and planned my next move. I’ll tell you something: having a fucking plan made all the difference to my state of mind. The change inside me was magic. It was just like everyone says: happiness comes from within. I had my time all structured out in front of me, my goal nice and clear and shining in the distance but not too far in the distance, just a nice stretch of distance out in front of me, like looking through to the end of the Waterview tunnel with a little bit of sun strike on the native-grass plantings beyond the exit.


I wasn’t kidding myself. I knew there would be challenges. For a start, there was the whole issue of gun ownership. Mad as we all know the US is about guns, can a tourist just jump off a plane and go and buy one? Maybe they can. Maybe they have guns in vending machines at the airport along with the candy bars and whatever they call chippies. Crisps? Maybe you can get a Mountain Dew and a gun and a packet of potato crisps or whatever. Or maybe they hand them out with the moist towelettes when you land in the plane? Enjoy your stay, sir, here’s your complimentary welcome-to-America semi-automatic. Just our way of saying, hi there! Or maybe you’ve got to get a licence? That’s what you have to get here to own a gun: a licence. You have to fulfil certain conditions. You can only buy a gun if you have a certain sort of checked shirt and a truck or something. You have to show them a picture of your truck. And then you can get your gun licence. Something like that. If you have a dog in the back of the truck you can have two guns.

Of course, there are other ways of killing people. Not just guns. But you’d have to get up close to them. Strangling, knifing. Knifing would be good. I’d enjoy knifing. Or maybe getting up that close and seeing his actual face would put me off. On the other hand, getting up close would give me certain opportunities. I could say something to him like, This is for all the stolen girls. All those heart-shaped bums you’ve got your hands around while the rest of us were missing out. In a funny way, I think he’d understand where I was coming from. I think he’d see my point. I think he’d be thinking, Yes dude I’ve had them all and I can see why you’d be so fired up you’d have to kill me. I get it.

For the first time ever, I put sugar in my tea. There was no reason. I don’t even like it. But I did it — I put two sugars in and stirred it round and round. I’d discovered my purpose. After this, after I’d done the murder and been jailed or electric chaired or whatever, people would say, You know Lorraine? The lady from Inwards Goods? The big one? Looks a bit like a wheelie bin? You know it was her ex who killed that actor guy. And people would go, You’re kidding me! And then they’d look at Lor as if there was something she could have done to stop it. Something that maybe was her fault. And then they’d probably say, Does anyone know why he did it? Did anyone ever find out?

Well? What would people say to that? No, no one ever found out? Or, yes, it was about not getting enough sex, or not getting the kind of sex he wanted. Not getting the pretty girls. He blamed Josh Paley for that. Like, if there was no Josh Paley, Maddison Nilsen would be stalking him instead. Ha ha. As if. He was a heat-pump installer from fucking Ranui. How was Maddison Nilsen going to stalk him? She didn’t know he existed! How was Dakota Bolton ever going to jump up and down in his lap?

But there might be someone there, a guy listening to all this, who would be thinking, Well, someone had to do something. We can’t keep on seeing all these beautiful bodies out there and not do something. Either they’ve got to share the beautiful women around fairly or stop showing them to us all the time. Just keep them off our screens, keep them off our phones. Because they ruin everything. They just ruin everything.
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MOSES AND THE WAX BARS
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DODGE PUT THE GLASS OF wine on the coffee table. ‘Rain Lakes pinot grigio,’ he said, confident that Nina would be unfamiliar with the wine and its unusual cheapness. ‘I’m still deciding if I like it.’ He hoped to sound as if he had an eye for quirkiness in his wines, rather than just price.

At this point in his life — way past youth and at the cusp of older — Dodge had come to terms with certain features of his existence, certain givens. Come to terms did not, in this case, mean he’d achieved acceptance. No, he’d come to terms in the true meaning of those words: he’d reached an agreement. It was an agreement only with himself, but it was important. It was an agreement to stop fighting reality and to accept the simple truth of things. He’d stopped trying to deny the troublesome qualities he now knew he would probably never shake off. One such life quality — maybe the core quality from which all the others flowed — was his lack of money. Though not truly poor in the sense of being actually homeless, he had no resources beyond the skittish achievement of an apartment to live in, a smartphone and a bottle of affordable wine in his refrigerator.

He had come to terms but he still wasn’t clear why his life had been so compromised. Why did the wolf prowl so incessantly around his door when there were so many other doors to choose from, doors with lesser, lazier people behind them? He worked hard, was inventive and industrious, resilient and clear-headed. But there it was. The organisations he worked for went broke, expenses appeared out of nowhere, sure-fire projects misfired only once and only for him. All his life he had picked his way over this thin ice, and despite his efforts and his careful attention to detail, his working out at the gym, his flossing, the thin ice — his particular ice — never thickened.

Yes, he was honest with himself about it now. Reality had been duly noted and accepted. But he tried to stop short of wallowing. He did his best not to think about the decisions he’d made — or the decisions he’d failed to make — which might be to blame for his downward turn in life. Such mournful considerations, he knew, were the opposite of bracing. They would remove the spiritual bones from him and leave him jellied and helpless. He did his best to look forward and never back. But even so, there were times when a trickle of poisonous thoughts and bad memories eased its way through the barriers he had so carefully set up to hold it back.

He was haunted, for example, by a conversation he’d once had with an Uber driver. No, not a conversation, a monologue to which he’d been an involuntary audience. And no, not an Uber driver, a RodeoDriving driver, though why he’d imagined that arriving at a script assessment agency by RodeoDriving would be better than arriving by Uber he couldn’t remember. It was one of the overexcited decisions he tended to make when his luck seemed about to change. The lifting in his spirits caused by the script assessment agency agreeing to meet him set off a misfiring of his serotonin levels. He was suddenly too celebratory, too optimistic, too hopeful about what the event might mean for him and his weather-worn ambitions.

Almost as soon as he’d set off in the RodeoDriving cab, they’d hit a snarl in the traffic. This was hardly unexpected. And, as often happens in cabs — whether RodeoDriving or otherwise — the driver started to talk in a philosophical way, in a way that assumed that the two of them were already halfway through a long and steady friendship.

The driver started by saying, ‘LA, am I right? What can you do?’

It was the kind of thing LA people often said when they were stuck in traffic, as though being stuck in traffic was part of the artistic spirit of the place, another example of the rollicking ups and downs of crazy ol’ show business. At the time the driver made his comment, they were stalled just outside a NPHS pharmacy. The logo on the pharmacy wall was a squared-off heart. As a depiction of both love and order, Dodge thought, the logo was a clever one. A heart, but a heart within orderly, ruled limits.

Outside the pharmacy two people were waiting at a bus shelter. Weirdly, both of them were leaning on walking sticks. What were the chances? Beside the shelter was a trash can from which a dribble of disturbing liquid trailed its way to the gutter. Even in Dodge’s current state of good spirits, it was a sobering view.

‘Tell me about it,’ Dodge said in response to the driver’s comment. ‘This city. It’s all opportunity and no luck.’ Today, he could risk a small note of complaint. Usually, he stood well back from complaint as though it was the opening to an abyss with no floor and no safety railing.

‘All opportunity and no luck. I like that.’ The RodeoDriving driver laughed the hard laugh of a lifetime talker, a monologue enthusiast whose talk could fill up every nook and cranny. ‘All opportunity and no luck. I really do like that. I’m going to remember that. If you don’t mind. I’m going to use that.’

The line of traffic had now stopped completely. There was no movement at all, not even the dreadful inching forward which seemed to Dodge — when he wasn’t in his current good spirits — the best reason to stay at home and never leave.

‘I used to have this girlfriend. Debbi,’ the driver said, and then said, ‘you okay if I talk? I can shut up. It’s just that it came to mind when you said that about opportunity and luck.’

‘Sure,’ said Dodge. ‘Absolutely. Go ahead.’ Because what else could he say? Anything else would have broken so many social conventions he might as well have leaned over to the front seat and hit the guy. In any case, a lucky man like he was, a winner with an appointment at a script assessment agency, could afford to humour a cab driver.

‘I was thinking about her the other day,’ the driver went on. ‘This old girlfriend of mine. Debbi. I was thinking about Debbi because I was having one of those days where you think, Hell, the time I have left to me now is so short, there’s no point in me trying to do anything much with it. I’m too old! It’s like, Oh fuck, I’ve wasted my whole life now! I’ve just wasted it all waiting around for the perfect tailor-made opportunity to be pushed at me by someone who really knows what they’re doing, someone whose opinion I truly trust. I’ve been waiting my whole life for someone who looks like Moses and who holds up a stone tablet with a whole lot of really clear instructions written on it telling me exactly what to do and when to do it. And now I’ve waited so long for Moses to turn up with his stone tablet and his instructions that it’s too fucking late. Just tell me to shut up.’

‘No, you’re fine,’ Dodge said, though he fervently did wish the driver would shut up and leave him to his own thoughts, which for once he had been enjoying. ‘I’m listening,’ he said. ‘You’re having one of those days. You’ve wasted your life waiting for Moses.’

‘Okay. So, the whole idea of waxing bars, for example.’

‘What bars?’

‘Wax. Waxing bars. This girlfriend of mine, Debbi, the one I was telling you about? Debbi talked and talked about these waxing bars she’d seen somewhere when she was over in Bangkok … Bali … Asia somewhere. She talked about them all the time. This was a few years ago — maybe nine, ten years ago now.’

The driver looked in the rear-view mirror to check that Dodge had grasped the idea that these events had happened a few years ago.

Dodge nodded. He got it. It was a few years ago.

‘Debbi was crazy about these waxing bars. She said to me, One day, people will just walk in off the street and say’ — the driver now put on a high, silly-sounding, voice — ‘I want my knees waxed this minute! or whatever, just like in a barber shop or something. Like getting a hamburger. Short order. Instant. It seemed really, really unlikely. It seemed like something that would never happen. And also this particular girl, Debbi, she just didn’t seem like someone who would ever come up with, y’know, a Big Idea. You just couldn’t see it. At that time, she was spending a lot of money on dope, which was money she didn’t actually possess. She was working part time in a nail parlour and she was managing all these immigrant girls who were much better at painting nails than she was but who couldn’t speak much English. The immigrant girls were learning English better and better every day, and pretty soon one of them would take over Debbi’s job at half the price. So, you could see her redundancy just sitting there, waiting for her. She used to try and feed the girls misinformation to slow the process down. She’d tell them things like, Oh, American women love you to tell them they’re looking fat. It means they’re looking sexy and young. Or You don’t say “towel” it’s “tool”, as in put your hand on the hot tool. They probably didn’t believe her but she tried.

‘So anyway, the idea of Debbi having a brilliant idea didn’t seem very likely. She spent a lot of time on the phone talking to her girlfriend Kelly about what colour hair dye to use on her hair the next time she got it dyed — whether she’d gone too plummy the last time and needed to bring in more of a bronze overtone or whatever. If there was no woman available to talk to about her hair-dye issues, she’d try and have those conversations with me. And seriously, I had no idea at all what she was talking about. Really, none. Plum? Bronze? I mean, I could see that she’d dyed her hair a reddish colour. I could see that much. But really.’

The driver’s story had now taken on the cadence of something that couldn’t be stopped. It forced Dodge out of his good spirits and back to where he belonged: living the life of someone with so little command over his circumstances that he couldn’t even choose what conversations to be part of. His joy drained away.

‘But anyway,’ the driver went on, ‘Debbi seemed to think that getting the right sort of red colour on her hair would do something important for her. That it would really, really change things for her. When she thought she’d made a mistake and got the wrong hair colour, she would cry. I mean really cry. Big tears. So, I’d have to comfort her and say, It’s a great colour, I love the colour. And then she’d want to get me talking about it again. Plum. Bronze. Undertones. Overtones.

‘So, like I said, Debbi was all excited about waxing bars and how popular they were going to be. She got off the phone from Kelly one day and talked to me about it and tried to get me all excited about it as well. And I remember thinking, Who do you think you are, a thirty-something, soon-to-be-laid-off nail parlour manager, to announce the next big thing waiting in the wings of American consumer culture? I thought, You’re kidding yourself! So of course, you know what happened? Can you guess what happened then?’

The driver turned his head towards the back seat, not so far that he could actually see Dodge but halfway, so Dodge could see him in profile instead of just looking at the back of his head. The guy had a lion’s head with a weighty brow. He might have been handsome once.

‘No,’ Dodge said.

The line of traffic had started up again. A slow, uniform creep.

‘Wax bars everywhere,’ said the driver. ‘She made a million. She made a million million. Her and her friend Kelly — the girlfriend she’d talked to all the time on the phone about her hair colour — they’re in the business together. They’ve had plastic surgery.’

‘What colour is her hair now?’ Dodge asked, though he didn’t care and didn’t know why he’d asked.

‘It’s blonde. She went blonde. Or she was when I last saw her. They own that spa chain too. They went from wax bars to spas. K and D. Kelly-and-Debbi. Kan-dee.’

‘I know it,’ said Dodge.

‘Yep, well that’s her. That’s Debbi. My ex-girlfriend.’

‘You should have married her.’

‘I could never have married her. Never ever. But I could have gone into business with her. I could have listened to her. I could have stopped and thought carefully about what she’d said. But I didn’t do that. No. I thought, This girl isn’t Moses! Why would I do something she asks me to do? Have you ever noticed that?’ The driver did his half-turn thing again. ‘How the people with the best ideas are often the silliest people you know? You only realise their idea is a great idea when it’s too late. The truth is, I judged her. I didn’t say, Okay, Debs, I’ll take that idea to my accountant, we’ll have a chat. I’ll do some research into that idea. I’ll give it my careful consideration. Maybe draft up a business plan. Nope. I just said to myself, Not you, Debbi, you’re not the type to have a really good business idea. People like you don’t get those sorts of ideas. So, she followed her dream and what did I do?’

There was a pause, and Dodge knew the pause had been placed there for him to say something along the lines of, What we all do, man, what we all do. We hesitate. We overthink it. We judge. Instead, Dodge said nothing. The moment stretched out in silent seconds until he said, ‘You know I think I’ll get out here. I think I can see where I can walk.’

He couldn’t of course. There was never anywhere to walk. But he got out anyway. It seemed the only life-saving thing he could do: get out of the RodeoDriving cab and go. The driver’s story, the hopeless truth of it, had blasted him back into his true life state. He was a loser who knew nothing. A loser who had let his life dribble away waiting for Moses, just like the driver.

He ordered another cab — an ordinary Uber this time — to take him back to his apartment, and he stayed there for days. He was back in the abyss again. It really didn’t have a floor. He spent days descending without touching the walls on either side, just feeling the soft wafting of his downward progress.

He hauled himself out of bed only when his hunger stopped feeling voluntary. He kept thinking about the wax bars and all the money Debbi and Kelly had made. How easily he could have converted his artistic yearning into a zest for commerce! His yearning wasn’t really about art at all, he realised, it was about success of any kind. Any old success would do. Just something. Anything. And which of his former girlfriends might have had a wax-bar idea? He couldn’t remember their ideas. He could barely remember their names! At least the RodeoDriving driver had remembered Debbi’s name, at least he had remembered the exact details of his sin.

Dodge’s crawl back up the walls of the abyss was slow and perhaps never fully completed. He hovered close to it now, pressure-testing the edge compulsively and then reminding himself not to.
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‘So, what is it you said you did?’ Nina asked. She hadn’t made a move to touch her wine yet, the glass was still full.

‘Oh, I’ve been working on a project forever,’ said Dodge. ‘A script. No breakthrough yet.’ His manner was self-aware, as if amused by his own foolish aspirations. ‘And I do some consultancy work. In the end,’ he said, ‘it’s all about passion.’ He half smiled when he said the words, and shook his head at the winsome folly of the artistic life. ‘It’s all about doing what you’re passionate about.’

‘It so is,’ Nina said. ‘Without that …’ She shrugged and held her hands wide as if sizing up the hollowness of a life without passion.

‘I know,’ Dodge said, ‘I know.’

They nodded slowly to each other and to themselves. Their lives, their nodding confirmed, were given over to their passion, and they were as helpless as feathers in the God-given storm of it all.

Dodge asked Nina about her work as a Life Design Strategist, about her client base and about her work-life balance. While she spoke, he put on his I’m very interested face because he was, in fact, very interested.

It was at this point, with Nina sitting on his couch with the still-full glass of wine on the table in front of her, that Dodge finally felt certain she was rich. Since the magic hour of just-after-seven when the two of them met at Chip’s Glam Diner and Take Out, she had not once mentioned money or anything to do with money. She had not shared any personal philosophy on the meaningless of material possessions. And though she’d spoken up in support of passion, she had not, at the same time, dissed consumerism or announced that connecting with others, inner joy and spirituality were all that truly mattered.

This, he realised, as he watched her cautious raising of her glass, could only mean she was rich. And it wasn’t just her failure to talk about money that alerted him. It was also the silky ease with which she crossed and uncrossed her legs, the unchipped pleasure she appeared to have in her own being. Her un-busyness. This was something he’d noticed before: the most gainfully employed people appeared the least busy. They turned off their phones and let them sink into the pit of their bags or pockets. They managed to live out a whole evening in phone silence, to pause between words rather than chatter on so that the noise of talk could chase away unease.

He hated that he’d developed a poor person’s nose for money, but there it was. Mostly, he felt, he hid it pretty well, but sometimes he worried that he might twitch and fret and, at an inaudible level, emit the long whine of a well-trained dog tempted by what it would never have.

When the realisation that Nina was rich came to him, something in the interior of his chest — something which had been grimly clenched for years — loosened at last. He imagined being a faultless man for this woman. He imagined inspiring in her a desire to support him forever. He imagined escaping his apartment and his gentle but persistent meander into insolvency. If he had the chance he would devote his energy to Nina as though it was his sole job in life, which, in effect, it would be.

As soon as he’d made this decision, his mind busied with plans. Though he’d been looking forward to having sex within the next hour or so, he felt he would now need to behave differently, to be a different sort of man from the one he’d been before. He would become the kind of man who — at the very least — would remember his girlfriend’s business ideas.

This creeping up of hope filled him with emotion, so when Nina said, ‘Okay, Dodge, how do you feel about you and me going to bed together?’ his eyes filled with tears, tears which were genuine though re-purposed.

‘It’s been a long time for me, Nina,’ he said. ‘I feel a fool saying this, but I’m scared.’

He hung his head. It was true that he was scared. After all, there was a great deal at stake. Nina might be his ticket out of whatever he was in: his leaky boat, his boat without a paddle, some sort of vessel, anyway, which was going nowhere. It was not true, however, that it had been a long time. He’d had sex with a former roommate, Ellie (and what clever ideas had she had that he couldn’t remember?) only the night before, and had fallen asleep across her bed pleasantly wrung-dry and peaceful.

‘So,’ said Nina, a little diamond-ish in her attitude now, a little hardened. ‘What was the HookyHook date about then, if you’re scared?’ Her tone made it very clear that in spite of her air of un-busyness, Nina was not someone with limitless free time, and her use of the HookyHook dating app was, like everything else she did, purposeful.

He hung his head again. ‘I guess I …’ It was going wrong already! His impulse to play hard-to-get was backfiring. He was not a natural at this. He was no actor. ‘I’m a little in awe of you,’ he said.

Nina seemed to consider this for a moment. She stared at him, raised her glass to her lips and then — as the wine’s aroma floated upward — lowered it again.


‘Okay,’ she said, ‘well, don’t be in awe.’

Back on track, and saved from yet another of the awful miscalculations with which his life had been scarred, Dodge rose to his feet and held out his hand towards her.

‘Nina,’ he said.
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The transcendent joy with which Dodge made love to Nina that night was as authentic as any transcendent joy can be. He approached her body as if she alone could save him from the tragicomedy his life had become, as though located somewhere on or in her body was the answer to all his muted pain. When he kissed her, it was as though he was kissing salvation, he was kissing rescue and relief and the blessed end to fear. His final exhalation was the breath of a man saved from drowning, hauled up on the beach and coughing water.

‘Wow,’ said Nina.

‘What happened there?’ said Dodge, almost as surprised as she was by his zeal.

They turned to rest their matching blue eyes on each other, and something uncommon occurred between them. Dodge wondered if Nina had seen through him, whether she had sensed the depth of terror that lay behind such desperate release.

As for Nina, she was surprised that a simple HookyHook date had turned into something unforeseen. Something with cloudy edges and the capacity to glide and hover and soar.

Dodge was tearful again. He lay back to stare at the ceiling and to regret that he’d given up smoking. His tears dripped sideways down his cheeks. The thought, I am saved, came to him. He knew he was being overemotional, but that’s how it felt. It was a blessing he’d given up hoping he would ever receive.

They lay a little longer in the gathering dark and said nothing. Dodge planned what he would do the next day. He would borrow some money from Ellie and buy roses. Valentine’s Day had passed now, so the prices would have normalised. He wondered how few roses could be in a bunch for it to look tastefully understated but not miserly.

While he was still thinking about the ideal number of roses, Nina rolled on to her back and put her hands behind her head. It was a gesture she had picked up from her father who had operated a seven-rig trucking business and died of heart disease at fifty-nine.

‘You know how you asked about my client base? Well, there’s something I need to tell you. I actually only have one client. Josh Paley.’

So, there it was, Dodge thought. Hadn’t he felt it? Hadn’t he quivered with foretelling? Not just any old celebrity but one who gushed money from his open mouth like a fountain in a park. The very source.

Staring upward with her hands behind her head, Nina wouldn’t be able to see his tears on their slide sideways down his face.

Dodge was thinking back to the RodeoDriving driver. He’d always believed it was a sign of weakness that he hadn’t told him to shut up, hadn’t firmly announced that he wanted to ride in silence so he could meditate or something. Now, he realised, he needn’t have worried. It was just a story. It was about somebody else’s life and not his.

On the back of his bedroom door his robe hung on the plastic hook he’d bought from Target and stuck on the door himself using the rectangle of adhesive tape that came in the packet. In the prism-light that makes its way through tears, the robe seemed to shift and lift up out of itself. Dodge squinted at the shape the robe made against the door, trying to see it as clearly as he was able, to make out the edges of what might or might not be something else entirely. Someone standing there.
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CONNIE-ONLY SPECIALS
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OFFICER CONNIE RUIZ AND HER Case Specific Policing Partner — her CASPAR — Officer Holly Spalding are conducting a standard follow-up interview. The interviewee is well presented. Her age is hard to judge. Admirably is the word that comes to Connie’s mind — admirably presented — because Connie really does admire it. All that gyming and epilating and hair straightening. The woman seems to be made up entirely of obedient strands: her hair, her hairless legs, her elegant arms, the whole concoction moving in a gentle, wafting way. You have to hand it to her really: early forties maybe, and still seamless. The only thing giving her away is her calm. No one really young would be this calm.

As Connie is having these thoughts, about the interviewee and her wafting hair and her shining, limitless calm, one of her Connie-only specials arrives. First the headachey pulse, the moment of detachment. And then the Connie-only special itself: she’s pregnant. The special arrives, as they always do, as knowledge-on-a-plate. Bang. Delivered by a mysterious mental waitperson and plonked down in front of her, whether she’s ordered it or not. Her foretelling — or whatever it is, whatever you want to call it — just arrives, and that’s that. This woman is pregnant, the Connie-only special tells her, and she doesn’t know it yet.

‘The thing is, ma’am,’ Connie says to the interviewee, ‘we believe there’s more than one person involved here. We think there may be a number of people co-engaging. A group.’

‘A group? How many stalkers in a group?’ the possibly pregnant interviewee asks.

‘We’re unable to be exact about the number at this point in time.’

‘And these people are working together? Is that what you’re telling me?’

‘Our current thinking is that that scenario is very much a possibility.’

‘It would be important to know that, wouldn’t it? To know if they’re working together as a group or not.’

Connie hears the note in the interviewee’s voice. What are the people of this fine city paying you for, officer, if you can’t even tell us that? It’s a note she knows very well. Her recall of her career in policing is by no means perfect, but she can bring some things to mind with great clarity: the ear-knife of the morning alarm, the way the waistband of her uniform pants cuts into her gut, and finally this particular note in the voice of the citizenry she seeks to serve.

‘Ma’am …’

‘Nina. Please.’

‘Nina. We have reason to believe that, yes, they’re working together as a group. We have questions about this. A number of questions. There’s a lot of congestion around it.’

‘Congestion?’

‘Internet traffic. Nina, I hope you don’t mind me asking, how would you describe your role for Mr Paley?’


‘Life design,’ says Nina. ‘I’m his Life Design Strategist.’

‘Okay.’ Connie nods. ‘What does that entail? Life design?’ She positions her fingers over her tablet like it’s important for her to know the answer to this question so she can solve the mystery of the how the perp breached the compound’s secure fencing when the truth is she’s just curious.

‘Planning,’ says Nina. ‘I plan how he utilizes his time and energy. I make sure he devotes his time to activities that link strategically to his Core Life Endeavours. That kind of thing.’

Core Life Endeavours? Connie thinks. What are Core Life Endeavours? Is changing into elasticised pants a Core Life Endeavour? ‘Okay, thank you, Nina,’ she says, ‘it sounds like a truly wonderful role.’ I need someone like that, she thinks, a Life Design Strategist. I need someone to sit me down with a big blank piece of paper and redesign my whole fucking life.

‘Look, if there are some positive actions we can take,’ Nina says, ‘to develop a safer setting here, I would like the opportunity to input into that.’

I would like.

In the small lull that follows, Officer Holly Spalding tells Nina how very much she and Officer Ruiz appreciate her co-operation. It’s a standard intervention when an interviewee’s co-operation is, in fact, waning.

‘And we were hoping to seek your guidance,’ Officer Spalding goes on, ‘about how to inform Mr Paley about the … group aspect of this event without engendering unproductive disquiet.’

Engendering unproductive disquiet? Where has she got that from? Has that become standard terminology now? Connie ponders the fact that Officer Spalding is already training for the annual PFQ05 Test, even though the test is sixteen weeks away. Was I ever, she asks herself, even in my very earliest days in the force, as crazy eager as that?
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When the interview with Nina the Life Design Strategist — Assistant is what Connie writes in her notes — is over, Connie and Officer Spalding walk through the brightening light towards their car. The orange hibiscus flowers are unfurling — de-spiralling — after their night’s rest. The thought of the hibiscus flowers despiralling reminds Connie of what her daughter, Angelica, said she wanted for her birthday this year: a spiralizer. A spiralizer! What kind of twelve-year-old wants a spiralizer for their birthday? One with an eating disorder, that’s what kind. Not that there’d been any signs of an eating disorder before now. But then why, out of the blue, this request for a spiralizer?

As they walk, Connie smells the frangipani flowers. They’ve been doing their thing all night. The morning air is full of it. Full of it is exactly how it smells to Connie. Like bullshit. So sweet and delicious it has to be fake. In fact, the whole place seems fake to her. More like the decorative entrance to a country club than anyone’s real home. More like a resort. And not just any old part of a resort either, but the part that’s in the photo they put up on the website to entice you to spend your hard-earned cash going there for a vacation. Not the actual corner of the actual carpark which your actual room looks out on once you get there.

‘Do you own a spiralizer?’

‘Yes, I do,’ Officer Spalding says.

‘Use it much?’

‘Sure.’

As they walk beyond the first curve of the driveway, they see a skinny young man standing by the pool. He’s moving a pool-cleaning wand across the surface of the water, collecting fallen leaves. His movements are not just slow but slow in an exaggerated way, like he’s making some sort of point about being so slow and thoughtful.

‘Hey,’ Officer Spalding says. She leans right over until she’s mouthing her words straight into Connie’s ear. ‘That’s him,’ she whispers, ‘that’s Josh Paley.’

Officer Spalding is so close that Connie can smell her hair product. Coconut and something.

‘Do you think we should have pushed harder for an interview?’

‘He was asleep,’ Connie says. ‘Slept through the whole damn thing.’ Lemongrass. Officer Spalding’s hair smells of coconut and lemongrass.

‘Still.’

They keep walking. Connie is too tired to worry about whether they should have interviewed the guy or not. She just needs to remember never to mention seeing him to her daughter. To do so would truly engender unproductive disquiet. Angelica would start shouting, ‘Oh my God!’ and hailing down questions on her that she couldn’t answer and wouldn’t answer on the grounds of professional ethics, even if she could. What was he wearing? What was he doing? What do you mean he was cleaning his own pool?

The man cleaning the pool looks solemn, nearly miserable. He looks like he’s over-concentrating. A professional pool cleaner, even a proficient amateur pool cleaner, would never concentrate so hard and move around so deliberately just to clean up a few laurel leaves.

‘You make zucchini noodles with it,’ Officer Spalding says. ‘The spiralizer. They’re pretty good. Why is he doing that? Why is a big celebrity like him cleaning his own pool? They’re good for reducing carbs. If that’s your thing. Not to say anyone necessarily needs to reduce carbs. Everyone’s, you know, just fine exactly as they are.’


Connie looks back at the man with the pool-cleaning wand. You’re not really miserable, she thinks, don’t pretend.

‘They just pretend to be miserable,’ she says.

‘Excuse me?’

‘They have a great life.’

‘The celebs? Oh, sure. This sort of thing, though — a crazy dude climbing over your wall and running around your garden — may be not so great. But hell. Small price.’

‘Exactly,’ says Connie. ‘Small price.’

‘Did he seem dangerous?’

For a moment Connie thinks Officer Spalding is talking about the pool-cleaning celebrity, but of course she’s not. She’s talking about their fence-jumper, the perp, Kyle Broderick. Kyle Broderick, hunched and shivery from shock, accent from South Africa or Australia or somewhere, pulling a police-issue warmth-garment around his shoulders, a witless half smile on his face. Didn’t look like he’d be able to scale any high walls. Looked like he should be at home in a suburb somewhere, spraying his patio with MossGone, not shivering in a cell.

‘Nope,’ Connie says, ‘not dangerous. Just unwell, to be honest. Just an unwell guy who’d come a long, long way to do something boneheaded and dangerous.’

‘Okay,’ says Officer Spalding. ‘Interesting.’

‘You should have been there at the interview. I apologise for that. I did suggest it at the time. You should have been part of the initial interview team. I said so.’

This isn’t exactly true. What Connie had said at the time was, Have we got everyone we need here for this thing? Can we please get the fuck going on this thing now? If it’s not too much trouble? Can we? She hadn’t exactly mentioned Officer Spalding by name. She had forgotten, at that particular moment, that Officer Spalding existed.

‘Okay,’ says Officer Spalding. ‘Well, I appreciate that. Water under the bridge. You think he was planning anything else?’

‘No way of knowing,’ says Connie. ‘Who knows?’

Connie’s head is suddenly hot with displeasure. Who gives a fuck what he was planning? What she gives a fuck about is getting out of her tight fucking uniform pants.

This is how it is for her now. She goes from a good mood — or at least a neutral mood, a no-comment sort of mood that doesn’t draw attention to itself one way or another — to spitting sparks. Not even enough lead-in time to know where she’s heading or to warn the rest of the world to stand well back. Zero to Fuck off all of you in no seconds.

‘They usually are planning something else,’ Officer Spalding says. ‘Has he made a commitment to treatment? Obsessional Followers don’t usually just give up on their addiction, just out of the blue, just spontaneously, without any treatment. Even when they do agree to get treatment, it’s one day at a time. A recovery programme, like any other recovery programme. You’ve got to do The Steps.’

Obsessional Followers? The last Connie knew, they were called Celephiles with Individualised Celephilia. Is this something else she ought to be up to date with? What else has she been missing? Vital emails? Hyperlinks she’s meant to click on to take her to some other page with a directive she’s meant to read and understand and carry out? Who knew, for example, that CASPARs were now required to debrief collaboratively and online? When had that directive come through? And if Officer Spalding hadn’t mentioned the new debriefing protocols in the car while they were driving over here, when would she have found out about them? Would she ever have found out about them?

Connie’s steps fall heavily on the path. This is how it happens, and she knows it: slow-creeping incompetence. She’s observed it often enough over the years. And now it’s her turn. Are her fellow officers extending to her the same stiff-faced tolerance she once extended to her elders, while those elders clogged up the free flow of promotion like hair caught in the shower drain? Elders who were too vain and thoughtless to move on and let someone nimble jump into their place. Is that what she is now? Only forty-nine years old and already a drain clogger? Someone who should just move on and let others take over?

‘What I don’t get,’ she says to Officer Spalding when Officer Spalding starts the car and begins to edge towards the inner gate, ‘what I don’t get is how they find time to fuck around like this. The Obsessional Following Celephiles. How do they earn a living? How do they fund their lifestyle? That’s what I’d like to know.’
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Officer Spalding stops the car in front of the main gate. Beside them is a cute little mini house with a cute little mini fence and a sign saying Gate Lodge. The mini house has window boxes filled with red and white impatiens and a shell path leading up to the front door — which is also cute, but normal sized. A guy comes out of the door and puts his hand on the roof of their car. He bends his face down to Connie’s window, a signal that she now has to waste her precious time finding out what he wants to say.

Connie buzzes down the window.

The guy bends down so he can stare inside the car. ‘Officers,’ he says. ‘Anything I can do to assist?’ He peers right in. He beams.

‘No, we’re all finished up here,’ Connie says. ‘Thank you for your time, sir.’ She says this even though the Gate Man has — as far as she knows — contributed neither time nor anything else to the morning’s activities.

‘My very great pleasure,’ he says.

He has a sweet smile, a bemused smile, like he might be in the wrong place. Like he’s just covering for someone else for the day and isn’t a hundred percent sure what he’s doing here. That’s all of us, Connie thinks, just covering for someone else.

He steps away and presses a button on his remote.

‘You have a joyous day,’ he says to them. The gate slides open.

‘And you, sir!’ they call out. ‘You too.’

‘I guess we should have interviewed him,’ Officer Spalding says when the gate closes behind them.

Oh, shut it, Connie thinks, with interview-this-person, interview-that-person. We have the perp. This is wash-up. This is double checking. This is turning over already turned stones. Public relations. We just have to interview the camp full of losers outside the gate, then we’re done.

‘Whenever I go to one of these places I can’t wait to get out,’ says Officer Spalding. ‘I think it’s the gates. They weird me out.’
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Outside, Connie and Officer Spalding turn to look at the group of campers who spend their days on the wide grass berm. Fans. They’re youngish but not that young. They’re at that special age: old enough so that no one can stop them being as weird as they want to be, and also young enough to still want to be that weird. Age-wise, you could call it a weirdness sweet-spot, desire to be weird matched perfectly with capacity.


I should have travelled the world when I was at that age, Connie thinks. I should have backpacked around the entire world. Every single country on the planet. I should have just taken off. I should have taken advantage of those special years when I wasn’t tied down by anything but grown up enough to know how to book myself a plane flight. That was the time to do it. No nasty fuck of a gambling-addict ex-husband. No diabetic mother. No daughter with an eating disorder. None of that. Just me, my backpack, my hand sanitiser, my double-strength condoms.

The truth is, back when Connie was at the sweet-spot age, she’d been in a big rush to get married and to have kids and to get her career going and to buy property. Those were the things, it seemed to her at the time, she needed to be in a big hurry to get done. Now that she has done all those things, she’s so irritated by her life that she might never be able to un-irritate herself again. She’s irritated from the time she wakes up until the time she falls asleep. Everything grates on her. Just everything.
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The fans camping outside the gate have a tent and a shade pergola and a barbecue. They have a sign up that says Camp JP. They have bean bags arranged in a half-circle.

‘What did Nina call these guys?’ Officer Spalding asks.

‘Something weird,’ Connie says.

Officer Spalding pulls over and parks.

‘No way round it,’ says Connie. ‘We have to talk to them.’

‘Nope, no way round it,’ Officer Spalding agrees but she sounds pleased, like she’s pretending to be weighed down by the whole thing but is actually pretty excited. ‘Burning Fan. That’s what Nina called them. Instead of Burning Man. Burning Fan.’

They get out of the car and walk over to the group of campers.

Lucia, Connie’s SIL — her ex-SIL now — went backpacking when she was at the sweet-spot age. She’d come home blabbing on about it all. Meditation, she’d said. Yoga on the beach. ‘I thought, why don’t I just live like this all the time?’ she’d said to them. They’d been having drinks on the patio at the time, sitting down and talking like civilised human beings for once.

Nico, Connie’s stupid ex, said, ‘Yoga on the beach?’ and then tensed his butt up so he rose in his chair. ‘Sounds gritty to me! Eek. I feel itchy.’

Never had a single nice word to say to his sister, Nico. Everything he said to her was a put-down of some kind. Seems like the bigger of a fuck-up you are, the more inclined you are to put other people down. You find a complete loser like Nico — no money, no self-control, no success, can’t even keep up a relationship with his own kid — and he’s nasty to everyone. Which would mean someone like Paley, the pool-cleaning celebrity, should be super-nice and lovely, because he’s the opposite of a fuck-up. He’s sucked up most of the success in the world all on his own.

‘Good morning, folks!’ Connie says to the campers. Her mood is bouncing off rocks at the bottom of some kind of mood canyon. ‘I wonder if you’d be able to answer some questions for us?’ Even to her own ears, her voice sounds hopeless. Void. She feels like someone attending their own funeral.

Connie’s mother is of the view that Connie’s mood swings are caused by perimenopause. Thanks Mom! Helpful heads-up! Her mother says her own menopausal experience lasted the best part of twenty years and, in fact, to be completely truthful — and if she can’t be truthful with her own daughter, then where are we in this crazy world? — she still gets night sweats at seventy-seven years of age.

Again: Thanks Mom! Good to know!

It doesn’t feel to Connie like she’s getting menopausal mood swings. It feels more like she has a stress disorder from forty-nine years of being female. It’s the disorder you get after being so tired for so long that the prospect of extra work sends you into a dive that could end anywhere.

The group murmurs forward. Connie feels their eagerness. It rises off them. Their excitement. Oh Christ, she can do without their goddamn excitement.

Connie and Officer Spalding sit down under the shade pergola at a plastic table that one of the campers has sleeve-wiped clear of crumbs and butter packets. Thank God there are seats, Connie thinks, at least we can sit.

‘If we can just chat to folks individually,’ Officer Spalding says to the group. ‘One by one,’ she adds, as if the campers might not know what the word ‘individually’ means.

And just as she says it, as Officer Spalding says the word ‘individually’, another Connie-only special lands.
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Connie and Officer Spalding interview Becs, Rayden, Andri-Mae, Tyler, Hayleigh, Blake. The sun rises higher and smacks at the roof of the pergola. The temperature builds and everything slows down.

‘Okay, so anyone else here with you last night?’ Officer Spalding asks.


The other thing, Connie thinks, as an alternative to backpacking, is opening a fish restaurant on the edge of the ocean. She’d seen such a one on Facebook. The woman who ran it had her own fishing boat as well as her own restaurant. She went out on her boat every day to catch the fish — or maybe she sent someone else out on the boat — in any case, the fishing boat was pulled right up to a little baby wharf by the back door of her restaurant. You could see it right there in the photo. The woman cooked fish for her customers and was famous all over the world. Famous, but also happy-looking, the kind of simple spiritual happiness that involves living by the ocean and following your heart’s desire. In the Facebook photo, the woman was sitting at a table under a grand spread of tree. She had fluffy grey hair and looked like she didn’t give a fuck about anything, except maybe cooking fish. She wasn’t even bothering to smile at the camera. In the photo, she was sitting down so you couldn’t see her middle area, but Connie is willing to bet money that she was wearing something elasticised.

‘No, no one else,’ says Becs, a tall girl in Capri-length leggings. ‘Just us.’

If you can invent a name like ‘Capri’ for a certain length of pant-leg, Connie thinks, why not for waistband tightness? Amalfi, Sorrento, Salerno. She was in Amalfi-waisted pants and a print shirt …

‘Nobody at all?’ Connie asks, because it’s as clear as day to her that Becs is lying.

‘No, it was just us. Just the core team,’ Becs says, still lying.

Tyler and Blake shout ‘yay’ when Becs says core team.

‘Devin,’ a voice calls out. A young woman — Hayleigh — emerges from a blue and orange tent. She is holding a battery-operated warming pad to her middle. ‘Menstrual pain,’ she’d told them earlier, before disappearing inside the tent, her sour face turned to them for a moment as if it might be their fault. ‘Devin was here too, remember,’ she says. ‘Don’t forget Devin.’ She says the name with an unpleasant emphasis. ‘Don’t forget that weirdo.’

That’s my girl, Connie thinks.
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Connie and Officer Spalding walk back to their car, moving slowly in the heat.

It’s not like this is the first time a Connie-only special has turned out to be true, but all the same, a particular warmth shudders through her. She’s still different, still marked out. And it was God who gave this to her. No one else. There is no one here on earth she needs to thank for it.

Thank you, God, she thinks, trying it out. Thank you. But, no, it doesn’t feel right. Maybe, rather than her special gift being something God had deliberately done, it was something He’d forgotten to do? Some valve He’d forgotten to turn off when he created her? Not something He’d included but something He’d let slip by Him. A factory fault, if you will. Well, it doesn’t matter. She’s fully formed now and she’s His. And He can accept her thanks in good grace without splitting hairs.

‘You look cheery all of a sudden,’ Officer Spalding says, revealing a close observation of her moods, which Connie will put out of her mind until the cat jumps on her stomach at 3.30 a.m. when she will think of it again and wonder what else Holly Spalding has been noticing.

‘Yup. Sure am,’ Connie says. ‘I guess I just love my job.’

‘Why did you ask them about the gate guy?’


‘Just wondered if they knew his shifts, that’s all. When he worked.’

‘Can’t see that guy taking risks, can you?’

‘It’s always hard to tell,’ Connie says, still smiling.
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EPISODE 4
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MY PHONE LIGHTS UP WITH Celeste’s name but I don’t answer. It’s late afternoon in Brisbane. Celeste will be outside having her afternoon vape. Like me, she works in an office and sits at a computer screen all day. Unlike me, she works in freight logistics, which is well known — according to Celeste — to be the most stressful job in the world. No one can comprehend how stressful it is. Certainly not me. I don’t have a hope of comprehending it.

I know why she’s calling. Airport Community Liaison will be working their way down her father’s contact list. The list starts with me: Mrs Loser, the ex-wife. Celeste will be on the list too. They might even try getting hold of Liam in London. Good luck to them with that. Liam hasn’t picked up an actual phone call in years. It’s all automated texts — sorry I missed you! — except for one drunk FaceTime we had on Christmas Day.

‘Where’s the beach?’ he’d said. ‘Where’s the bloody barbecue?’


I said, ‘Liam it’s overcast and windy. Why would I be at the beach?’

He’d forgotten the beach weather is in February when everyone’s back at work, aiming their desk fans down their fronts.

‘Trust you, Mum,’ he said. ‘Stuck inside with your wine.’

‘It’s Baileys. Actually.’

I don’t know why he thought I’d be outside just because it was Christmas Day. What would I be doing outside? Donning a wicket-keeper’s mitt in a cheery family cricket game? Loping about in an egg-and-spoon race with a gang of cousins?

This is what happens when people live overseas for too long. They dream about back home and it’s all pōhutukawa trees and barbecues. Everything is happening at the beach. Kids are throwing themselves off wharves into blue water, their little backs curling into balls mid-air, when the truth is it’s all supermarket carparks and drizzle and wet flax like it’s always been. They think there’s nothing but whānau get-togethers even when they don’t actually have any whānau.

I knew exactly what would be in the back of Liam’s mind, I knew it, even if he didn’t. He’d be half-remembering the time we all drove up to visit my sister’s family at Whangārei Heads. Boxing Day. Up and back again on the same day so not what you’d call relaxing. Liam would have been eight or nine.

My sister’s place was up a curving clay driveway. At the top, you came out of the bush to a bit of flat grass and — yes — there were yellow cricket wickets set up and waiting. The sliding doors were wide open as if no one had ever heard of thieves, as if everyone in the world had a nice new laptop and couldn’t be bothered walking into a house to nick someone else’s.

We walked through the house and out the other side — more sliding doors and more decks — and then we saw them: everyone down on the beach below us. We could hear them as well now, trampolining about on the sand, playing volleyball: my niece, her husband, the kids. My sister Fiona was down at the sea’s edge, walking the littlest bub, holding his wee hands while he toe-stepped in front of her. I waved from where we were standing on the deck and, before anyone had waved back, I had the feeling — the misgiving — that we weren’t welcome. Not really, joyously welcome.

Liam wouldn’t have known. He was too young and too Liam to pick up on something like that. He was already down on the sand, bouncing around beside the volleyball net. My niece’s husband, bless him, shuffled his hand through Liam’s hair. And it was all shouting and ball-throwing from then on.

After tea — and yep, we had a barbie: sausages, squirty tomato sauce, all that — I got my lot back in the car. Kyle was too drunk to drive of course. And he was tired out after all the exhilarating hours of telling my sister how she could extend the beach-house kitchen if she wanted to — she didn’t, it was fine as it was — and how he could tell her which was a load-bearing wall and which wasn’t. How easy it would be for him to check just by knocking on the plasterboard. No trouble. I was ready for him to grab his bag of tools from the boot of the car and make a start. Knock a few walls down before we left.

Fortunately, the booze worked against Kyle taking any action on the wall situation, and he nodded off on the drive back. I think Liam must have slept too. But Celeste didn’t, I remember that. She was twelve and already bitching-up for the long haul.

‘We’ll never have a beach house like that, will we,’ she said.

It wasn’t a question.
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What I should have said to Liam on our Christmas Day FaceTime call was this: Liam, you come back home and have some kids who you actually live with and bring up and don’t leave with your ex-girlfriend’s mother down in Gore, and I’ll fire up the bloody barbie. I’ll go outside in the rain and play cricket. I’ll go to the bloody beach then. I’ll find you a pōhutukawa tree to picnic under and I’ll put up a volleyball net. You come back and make a family and I’ll do Kiwi Nana with the best of them.

He asked about his dad of course. He always does. A hint of Aunty Lou in his tone. A hint of: why don’t you look after my old man while I go off and disappear into the UK hospitality industry? You haven’t got anything better to do, have you, Mum? You, who couldn’t even be bothered sorting out a decent Kiwi Family Christmas for us?

No, Airport Community Liaison can call me all they like. I’m going to let the system kick in this time. I’ve paid my taxes. They can put Kyle in low-restraint handcuffs and walk him to a managed isolation facility without me swabbing his brow or explaining his diagnosis. I’ll just say, I didn’t see the call. Didn’t check my phone. Something’s wrong with it, I’ll say, I can’t get it to turn on. I’ve lost my charger. Women my age are always losing their phone chargers. I’ll be one of those women. A charger-loser.
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I get my second call from Airport Community Liaison about 7.30. It lights up my screen but I don’t answer. I have bigger things on my mind.

I’ve just sat down with my sav, my bowl of pasta on the table beside me. I have chocolate biscuits waiting in my pull-out pantry shelves. I have Episode 4 of Season 3 of Side Arm lined up on Netflix and ready to go.

Episode 4.

There are seven episodes in Season 3 of Side Arm. In any seven-episode series, Episode 4 is probably going to be the one that contains the main dramatic crisis, the unexpected Oh my God, I don’t believe it! moment.

People might say — at other times I might have said — Oh, how sad and pathetic to have a life that revolves around TV programmes. That’s no life at all! But that was before TV programmes got so damn good. Now they are so so good they are better than anything you could ever hope to get out of real life, even if you tried much harder than I’m prepared to do. You could keto down to the quivering-fawn stage, you could sign up to every dating app in the universe and you would still never, ever experience as much sexual tension as you can experience by watching Detective Inspector Helen Claymore and Agent Andrew Fullerton pretend not to fancy each other.

All day, I’ve been thinking about these two, ‘Clay’ and Fullerton. The way Fullerton stands a little too long at Clay’s desk; the way an almost unbearable silence builds until he suddenly says, Right! or Okay! and walks away. Clay’s had so many opportunities to figure out that he’s a double agent, but she’s been too distracted by wondering whether or not to have an affair with him. At this point, it really could go either way. It could be blood everywhere or sex everywhere and either option would make perfect sense.

It’s all coming to a head soon. They can’t really drag it on for much longer than this. The sexual tension — sex-sion should be a word — started to build up between the two of them in Season 1 and there’s only so long you can keep this sort of thing going, even on TV. In real life, one of the parties to this much sex-sion would have had their feelings so badly hurt by now, or got so annoyed, they would have run off to a new town or a new group of friends. Or they would have got drunk and made some sort of overture first, a declaration, been rebuffed and then disappeared off the scene forever.

My best friend from school was in love with a boy all the way through primary school and all the way through the beginning of high school. So, so in love! You have no idea how in love she was. She was in love in the way only a silly kid of that age can be in love. Finally, when we were fifteen, nearly sixteen, she made her declaration. It was all pre-planned. We were at a party at somebody’s parents’ house. An old villa. The floors were goldy-brown wood. Nice rugs with fringes. The two of them — my best friend and the boy she loved — were outside on a balcony that looked down over the cold town. There was a nasty wind blowing. I could see my friend out there talking to her boy. I could see the jut of her shoulder as she squared up to what she had to say next. I noticed how small she was against the tallness of the boy. It wasn’t something I’d thought of before: her being small compared to him.

What happened was this: she told him how she felt, and he told her he’d been in love with someone since he was at primary school too, but not with her. He was in love with someone else.

Can you imagine that? Standing there in the wind with the dark town below you and hearing that icy truth?

Now that I think about it, the boy could have done what most young men would do and had sex with her first and then told her she wasn’t the one he was in love with. I suppose it’s something to be grateful for that he didn’t do that. I suppose the cold dryness of his declaration on the balcony could have been much, much worse.

When my friend came back from the balcony into the room where I was waiting, she was already trying to pretend the whole thing wasn’t as bad as all that. Not because she wanted to fool herself or to fool me but so she could manage the onslaught of her feelings. Feelings that big can kill you. Don’t let anyone tell you they can’t, because they can.

Later on, when we were in our early twenties, Abby — my friend — said, ‘I’m so pleased that didn’t happen! Imagine settling down with your first childhood crush? Imagine what you’d miss out on? Christ!’

By then we were at the age when you look back on your younger self as an embarrassment rather than the untouched angel you really were. Abby had travelled the world. She’d had boyfriends she didn’t care much about, which is a great opportunity to have good sex because you’re not constantly worried about how you look and what the guy thinks of you.

I said, Absolutely! or, Fuck yeah! because that’s what you do for best friends, you pretend their life is going exactly as it should be going. No regrets and all that.

But I’d been there at the time, in the living room of the big villa where the party was being held. While she was out on the balcony. I saw her when she’d walked back in to the room. And I knew it was more than just a crush. It was passion and it was love and the guy concerned grew up to be kind and interesting and thoughtful and it would have been nothing but beautiful if it had turned out the way she’d dreamed.

She’d probably forgotten I was there at the time and that I’d seen her standing with him on the balcony. That I’d seen one life stop for her and another life begin. Or maybe she hadn’t forgotten at all, but knew I was still a best friend and would still pretend for her — as a best friend should — that experience and travelling and being seasoned and worldly-wise was reward enough for the death of angels.


That’s another reason TV is better than real life: no crushing of real-life angels.

My unreal angels are waiting for me right now, frozen in time. My glass is to hand. My pasta is cooling down to the right temperature. And yes, it is fucking sad how much I enjoy these moments. It’s like I drive out to work in the morning and squint at my out-of-date screen all day and put up with the Office Coven just so I can come home and sit here on the couch with a glass of mid-price sav and watch my special programme.
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A third call from Airport Community Liaison lights up my screen and, just like the first two, I ignore it.

I need to make it clear that someone like my ex, Kyle, can’t just make a trip overseas and have it all turn out fine. Not in the state he was in when he left: smiling at nothing, talking to himself. Shaking his head and grinning as part of a conversation he was having with absolutely no one. He certainly wasn’t having it with me, and I’m about the only person who’d pretend to be interested anymore. Even his mother has given up trying.

Poor Doreen. She’s at the stage now where she has to pretend that every bit of information that comes her way is good information, wholesome information. If she hears something unpleasant, she just turns off her comprehension. Just switches it right off. Doesn’t take the unwanted information in. It’s like an immune system for unpleasantness.

She’ll say something like: ‘… and then it turned out to be quite warm …’


And I’ll say, ‘Liam’s just told me that the baby’s staying down in Southland with the mum’s family and we won’t ever get to see her.’

And Doreen will continue: ‘… with the brightest sunshine we’ve had all week!’

As if she’s heard nothing, or, if she has heard something, it was something she’s polite enough to ignore, like a fart.
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Midway through my pasta and on my second wine I pause Side Arm again and listen to my voicemail. I do it because I will not tolerate anything in my head to interfere with my enjoyment of the next few minutes.

Things are truly coming to a head. Clay has just told Agent Andrew Fullerton that she wants to talk to him. Talk to him. They’ve made an arrangement to go for a drink after their shift ends, but a short gun battle interferes with their schedule. Back at the station, Fullerton asks Clay, ‘Are you still on for Otto’s?’ — Otto’s is the name of their local bar — and Clay, after some seconds of decision-making which the camera makes sure you can see play out in her eyes, says, ‘Sure.’ Fullerton says he’ll just finish up in the interview room first.

The sex-sion between them is incandescent.

The voicemail is from a woman whose name I can’t decipher. She tells me Kyle is being transferred to a secure managed isolation facility. My name is down as his next of kin. He’s registered as ‘cooperative but challenging’, whatever that means. I’m asked to call them back as a matter of urgency.

I delete the message.


It should be a no-brainer. It is a no-brainer. My brain is fine with it. But what it’s not is a no-nervous-systemer. My nervous system is not fine with it.

It’s good old guilt, of course. That feeling that an old aunty is watching me and judging me and about to say, Lorraine is doing the right and proper thing! Or, alternatively, and more likely, What a way to behave! I can’t believe Lorraine just did that. I can’t believe she just deleted that voicemail from Airport Community Liaison. I can’t believe she’s leaving poor Kyle to cope on his own!

Does that count as real guilt? Or is that just being bullied by an imaginary old aunty? Or are guilt and imaginary old aunties pretty much the same thing?

It so happens, I did have an old aunty in real life who performed these duties in a non-imaginary way: Aunty Lou, my Great-uncle Martin’s wife. Nothing imaginary about Aunty Lou. We stayed in a flat she and Uncle Martin owned when we moved back to Wellington after my father died. I soon found out that God had appointed Aunty Lou the Judge of All Things. It’s a sought-after position but Aunty Lou stood out from the other candidates. She was blessed with a full range of very strong opinions so she could hit the ground running.

Aunty Lou thought men and women shouldn’t live together before marriage. She thought short engagements happened because the woman was pregnant. She thought long engagements happened because the man was already married and needed time to arrange a divorce. She thought teenagers with more than two friends were drug dealers and any girl out after midnight was a prostitute. She decided that her husband’s nut allergy was just fuss over nothing, and chose to ignore it.

Even after Aunty Lou was dead, her ideas had an effect on those left behind. She was still passing judgment on us in spirit. She wouldn’t have approved of me and Kyle divorcing. She would have said, It’s until death do us part, Lorraine.

It wouldn’t have made any difference if I’d explained that Kyle and I hadn’t actually taken those old-fashioned vows about death doing us part. We’d written our own vows. We’d vowed to support each other’s creativity, for God’s sake.

Imagine that? Imagine thinking you had any creativity to support? It came about because of a big argument we had when Kyle dumped his muddy rolled-up tent on my half-done quilting project. He’d just pushed aside the quilting — which was all tacked and carefully laid out — and threw his mucky tent on top of it. When I saw what he’d done I’d explained to him that I didn’t consider my quilting just bits of cloth and shit, as he’d so winningly put it. I said it was my project, my creativity.

So, that’s how we ended up with the vow about supporting each other’s creativity. It was part of us getting over our first big fight.

A lot of things are like that: impossible to understand if you don’t know their context. My best friend’s contempt for true love, for example: you need to know her backstory, you need to see how she got there, and then it’s obvious and you can understand it. Our marriage vows: you need to know about the quilting-and-tent scenario. Me deleting the calls from Airport Community Liaison: you need to know the backstory.

It might have interested Aunty Lou to know that it was actually Kyle who first raised the idea of divorce, not me. Divorce is the word he used and it’s the word everyone uses, but the proper phrase is dissolution order. How would you say that? Kyle and I are dissolved. It doesn’t have the right feel. Dissolved sounds too much like someone’s poured boiling water on a marriage and it’s melted. Divorced sounds more like it was there once, trucking along, but now it’s been chopped in two with shears, wrenched apart, some force applied to the thing; like the two halves are still lying there to show where the cut has been made.


He said our marriage was holding him back. Holding him back from what? I wondered that at the time and I still do. Did he think he’d be sexy and mysterious if he wasn’t married to stupid old me? Did he think he’d be the person he imagined himself to be?

Well, poor old Kyle wasn’t that person. That person was imaginary. I could have told him that. I probably did tell him that.

And don’t tell me it was about him having mental health challenges. I know people with mental health challenges and they’re fine. They just take their meds and look after themselves. The head of our southern sales team at work has mental health challenges and he’s perfectly fine. Better than fine. He’s gorgeous. I know he has mental health challenges because he told me. Otherwise, I’d have had no idea, except that maybe he seems smarter than other people.

No, it wasn’t that with Kyle. He drank too much and smoked too much weed. He wouldn’t take his meds because he knew better than all the doctors in the universe. Of course he did. He was Kyle! What could they tell him?

They say it’s narcissism, but I have my doubts about that. Narcissus stared at his reflection. When Kyle swaggers around he’s not staring at his reflection. He’s staring at something else, something made up. His un-reflection.

Dating apps were the worst. He developed strong views about who had the right to turn him down. He chuckled and snorted at the foolish women out there in Dating App Land who made the mistake of swiping left or right or whichever way is the wrong way — trust me, I do not know — and then it slowly sank in that they were all turning him down.

You might wonder what it’s like listening to your husband talk about his success or lack of it on Tinder or HookyHook. Well, he wasn’t my husband by then. The two halves of our marriage had been chopped. He was my ex-husband, but an ex-husband who’d come back to stay at the marital home and hadn’t got around to moving out again.

I have no idea why I let him live here as long as I did. I guess it was the Aunty Lou who lives in my head and lets me know her judgments about until death do us part and in sickness and in health. I guess whatever vows you choose to say out loud it’s the ones that live in your head that matter the most.

I wasn’t the only one who gave Kyle a second chance. Andy at Western Heat Pumps took him back too. He said the younger guys took too many sickies — they’re forever slipping off decks or cracking their ribs at touch rugby or waking up on the Tuesday when they should have been waking up on the Monday. Kyle was reliable. Always there to fill in the gaps.

‘He gets on with things,’ Andy said. ‘Doesn’t waste time jabbering.’

Of course he doesn’t waste time jabbering, I thought. He thinks the other guys are not worth talking to. They’re too far below him.

Every so often, Kyle saves up for a ticket and disappears off somewhere. It’s always a catastrophe, always something that causes me hassle. Time off work.

In the past they’ve let me take it as sick leave, even though — as Maree the HR lady and member of the Office Coven told me — strictly speaking Kyle’s not my spouse or partner under Section 65 (1) (b) of the Holidays Act anymore.

‘Depends on me for care,’ I told Maree. ‘65 (1) (c).’

‘Well, you’ve used it all up anyway. Your sick leave. It’s all gone now, 65 (1) (c) notwithstanding.’

So I used my annual leave. Then that ran out. So now it will be unpaid leave, if they want to give it to me. But they don’t have to give it to me, and I know they don’t have to give it to me and they know I know.

I think of all the times I’ve jumped up from whatever I was doing — watching my programmes, working, sleeping — and gone off to save Kyle from something.

So no. This time, no.
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Fullerton comes back from the interview room. The suspect, who was meant to be properly handcuffed but wasn’t, has punched him in the face. His lip is split. There’s blood everywhere. It’s not bad enough to go to hospital (he insists) but it’s bad enough to cancel the drinks he and Clay were planning to have at Otto’s after their shift finished. You can see in his eyes, he’s thinking, Everything’s jinxed. My whole life.

Clay gives him a lift home. (She insists, won’t take no, etcetera.) You can tell she’s thinking it will give her an opportunity to redeem the fuck-up the night has become.

When they get to Fullerton’s house they sit outside in her car. There’s enough light from the moon and other things — other houses in the street, car headlights — to make their faces jigsaws of shadow and light. Now comes the moment of quiet they can’t ignore.

[image: image]

I pause the programme and go into the kitchen to refresh my glass.

‘Oh wow, oh wow,’ I say to myself. I say it out loud because I’m at that level of drunk. The upward slope. The happy bit. Perhaps peaking. Perhaps teetering on drunk-summit, ready to slide down the other side. But not yet, not yet.

It’s breezy tonight, so my deck doors are closed. When it’s light you can see over pine trees. You can see across West Auckland, all the way to the hills and the haze that sits over them. It’s not smog, that haze, just lovely, spotless mist. Auckland’s full of this: beauty that’s just out of reach, waiting for the day when you can finally get out and be among it. Waiting for the weekend, and then waiting for the moment in the weekend when you’ve finished all the stuff you have to do and then waiting for the next weekend.

I’m having a good moment, a happy moment, a fuck you all, I have wine, I have Netflix moment. With my newly filled glass, I salute the moon out my kitchen window. It’s very full and big tonight. ‘Not bad,’ I say, referring to the moon and referring to life in general.

Then I go back into the living room and sit down on the couch for the big moment, ready to squeeze the remote and make my darlings sing to me.
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And then, of course, the bloody phone goes again. Again! It’s Celeste, and this time — this time — I’m drunk enough to answer.

‘I bet I know what you’re doing,’ she says. ‘I bet I know.’

‘Nope. No you don’t know and b, in what way is it your concern?’

‘You’re watching it again, aren’t you?’

‘Is that why you rang, Celeste?’


‘How many times have you watched it now? He gets shot. You know he gets shot. He gets shot. He gets shot. He gets shot.’

‘Shut up,’ I say. ‘You’ve bloody ruined it for me now.’

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake, Mum. For Christ’s sake! How can I ruin it for you when you already know what happens?’

‘Because I pretend, Celeste. All right? I pretend.’
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AUNTY LOU [1975]
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THE SUNDAE CUPS ARE ON side plates because I know Martin always needs somewhere to spoon out the imperfections he finds in my cooking: the pips, the nuts bits, the shreds of currant, the things he deems unfit.

He says, ‘Bailey Street will be vacant by the end of July, it’s only until then, Lou.’ He takes a mouthful of the Vanilla Snow with Almonds and then eases a slivered nut back out on to his spoon and looks at it. ‘August at the latest.’

‘And I’m meant to put up with them until then?’

He taps the slivered almond onto the plate. ‘It won’t be for long.’

‘It won’t be happening at all, Martin. That’s how long it will be.’

‘I’ve already told them they could come,’ he says. ‘I’ve already said that they’re welcome to stay.’

‘Well, you can un-tell them.’ It was typical of Martin not to argue his point but instead to say, It’s too late now, it’s already done.

‘The girls need to start school.’


‘The girls!’ I say. ‘Oh, the girls!’ The amount of fuss Martin’s sister Vi makes over her precious granddaughters, you would think they were Her Majesty and The Princess Margaret.

There is no end to the fussing and carrying on about The Girls. The older one won a cup for something at school. Frog splicing. Latin participles. Something that makes you shortsighted and opinionated. And oh, the fuss! I thought they were going to hire a brass band. Vi couldn’t open her mouth or put pen to paper without boasting about The Girls.

‘Well, they do. School starts again after the May holidays.’

‘I know when school starts, Martin. You don’t need to tell me when school starts. I work in a school.’

Martin takes a moment to extrude another morsel of almond. It comes out slowly between his pursed lips. I’m beyond regretting the Vanilla Snow with Almonds. I’m starting to hate it.

‘Well. They need somewhere.’

‘Well, nothing. They should stay where they are. Find somewhere to live down there. Better for everyone. Madame Beverley will simply have to get out of the house and find a job.’

Beverley is Vi’s daughter — Martin’s sainted niece — and the mother of The Girls.

‘They can’t stay down there, Lou. They’ve sold the house.’

‘The only house in Christchurch, is it? No other houses down there?’

‘They can’t stay.’

‘Why? Why can’t they stay? It’s where they live.’

‘Beverley’s not in good spirits. You know that. They need to move. It’s been a terrible shock to her.’

‘I’m perfectly aware it’s been a shock.’ Poor dead John Channing was the only one of the whole bunch I’d liked. Good to see you, Aunty Lou. Got any more of that ginger cake of yours? Well, he’s gone now. Dropped down dead of a heart attack at the age of forty. The nice ones, the charming ones, the ones who can be bothered, always seem to go first. My brother Les was the same — you couldn’t find a sweeter nature. Killed at the age of twenty-three. El Alamein, not that it matters. You can be as heroic as you like but you’re still dead. You can be killed by enemy fire or fall off a truck or fall down dead from a heart attack, it makes no difference.

‘Vi’s been offered her old job back at Kirks,’ Martin says.

‘What?’

‘Vi’s going back to Kirks.’

‘Oh, then she’ll really have something to go on about.’

‘Don’t be like that, Lou.’

‘And Beverley? Will Madame Beverley rouse herself to go out to work?’

‘She’s too unwell.’

‘I don’t suppose the older girl would consider going out and getting a job. I was working full time at her age.’ And very proud I was, too, to be bringing home a wage.

‘Fiona’s going to go to university. She’s already looked into it.’

I stand up and collect dishes from the table and take them into the kitchen. All at once it’s too much. The Vanilla Snow with Almonds. Martin making all these arrangements. Vi and her daughter and her granddaughters coming. Fiona going to university.

‘I don’t know why I bother,’ I say, ‘I just do not know,’ and I drop the glass dish of Vanilla Snow into the sink. I don’t throw it. I just let it drop from my hands into the sink. It isn’t one of Mother’s dishes. It’s something I bought at a sale at James Smiths only a few years ago. It cracks across the bottom. The noise is like a gunshot.

‘Oh, Lou,’ Martin says. He’s standing behind me in the kitchen with the last of the dinner plates in his hands.

I leave the broken dish where it is in the sink, walk into the bedroom and lie down on the bed.


Every square inch of the sheets beneath me is ironed. Every item on my dressing table is dusted underneath and not just around. My summer clothes are washed, ironed and packed away with the handstitched pouch of natural moth repellent that Paula from work gave me.

I can see now there’s no point to any of it.
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Before Martin, there’d been an American serviceman. Peter. We’d danced together at the Boulcott Hall. The Boulcott Hall! Even the name of it had the sound of a jitterbug dance, like the Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy. Boulcott, Boulcott, Boulcott Hall! Well, now I think of it, maybe it doesn’t have quite the same bounce to it. But I’d thought so at the time.

Peter was very polite. I’d never met a man as polite as Peter. He made Mother’s face soften when he talked to her, as if she’d been waiting her whole life to meet a man so polite. As if she’d always hoped men like this were out there somewhere, and now — at last — she’d met one.

I could make up a story about Peter. I could say the war kept us apart or that he went missing over the Pacific. But his letters to me just slowed down and then, finally, stopped. I wasn’t heartbroken. It hadn’t been serious between us. We were more friends than anything else.

He was from California. For years I couldn’t for the life of me remember the name of the town he came from. I knew it was San something. Not one of the famous Sans. Not San Francisco or San Diego. I remembered it was a pretty name, something that made me think of citrus groves and sunlight.

If I’d married Peter and lived in America, I’d have had all the mod cons. Everyone over there had mod cons. They were more or less forced on you without you having to ask. Dishwashers, eye-level ovens, waste-disposal units.
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The worst thing about not having children is the way people with children dry up what’s good in your life. They talk and talk about their children and grandchildren until you have nothing left you can possibly say. How can you talk about what’s happening at work after they’ve gone on and on about their children? How can you talk about how dishevelled the Deputy Head is looking since his wife got ill? How can you talk about your tomatoes — not easy to grow here, let me tell you — or about your Albertine rose? Somehow, you can’t. You’re left with nothing you can say. There are no gaps in the conversation when people talk about their children. Once they start talking about their children it takes over everything and never stops. And there’s nothing you can do but sit there and smile and nod like a ninny and pray for it to end.

Martin knocks on the door.

‘It’s your own bedroom, Martin,’ I say, ‘I don’t know why you’re knocking.’

He opens the door a crack.

‘All right, Lou, if it means so much to you, I’ll tell them not to come up until the flat’s ready for them in July. Just in time to settle in before the new term. Better for the girls really.’


‘Oh, better for The Girls. That’s all right then, if it’s better for The Girls.’
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They arrive on the day after a storm. Choppy seas and high winds for nearly a week, then it all dies away and the harbour is smooth again.

‘Perfect,’ Martin calls out from the living room where he can look out the bay window and see the harbour.

‘No doubt we’ll have plenty of complaints anyway.’ I’m cutting cellophane off a cake I’d bought at Price Right. I will serve it on one of Mother’s Spode plates. Don’t ask me why I’d got out the Spode. It wasn’t really for Vi or Madame Beverley or the famous Girls. No, it was more so I could feel that Mother was nearby, so I could feel her in the room with me.

‘Haven’t often seen you do that.’

‘Do what?’ It’s not like Martin to notice anything I’m doing in the kitchen. ‘What, Martin? What haven’t you seen me do?’ I think he’s going to say something about my using Mother’s Spode china. I think he might be commenting on me getting it out of the glass cabinet for the occasion. I’m ready to say, ‘The Spode belongs to me, Martin, and I will utilise it precisely as I see fit.’

But instead he says, ‘Buy a cake.’

‘Everyone buys cakes now. I’m a working woman.’ I pull the last of the cellophane off and slide the bought cake onto a plate. It’s decorated with thin white icing covered in undulating lines, the kind of lines you would make by wiggling a fork through the icing if you were making it yourself. The lines on this cake were probably made by a machine in the icing department of the cake factory. They are so deep that the colour of the cake shows through them and makes the icing look blue-grey instead of white.

‘It’s ginger cake,’ I say, ‘just like I make myself. You won’t notice the difference.’

As soon as I say it — You won’t notice the difference — I realise it’s exactly correct. Martin won’t notice the difference. All these years I’ve been baking cakes, icing biscuits, leaving things to set overnight in the fridge, whisking things up in the double-boiler. It means nothing to him. He doesn’t notice. I could have been feeding him shop-bought food all this time and it would have made no difference to him at all.

That’s what I’ll do from now on, I think, everything will be shop bought. No more baking cakes. No more whisking and creaming and icing and leaving things to set.

‘Have we got something for the children to drink?’

‘What did you have in mind? Champagne?’

‘Lou.’

‘There’s milk, Martin. And there’s only one child. The older one is old enough to go to university, so she’s not a child. She can have a cup of tea like everyone else.’

Martin has the pink patches on his face he gets when he’s excited. It makes me want to slap him to make him pinker. Excited over that lot! He has no sense of proportion. Or dignity. No sense of that either.

‘If you go now,’ I say, ‘you’ll be far too early. You’ll be waiting outside in the cold.’

‘Bye,’ he says, ‘won’t be long.’

I float a lace cover over the tea-tray. Mother’s Spode milk jug pokes up elegantly in the middle, making a little tent out of the lace. The bought ginger cake is on a separate plate, covered with a napkin. I went to no trouble, I tell myself, so it doesn’t matter. If she asks, I’ll say, ‘Oh, Vi, I’m far too busy with work to bake! Who has time for baking these days?’
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Martin is gone for hours. I think about putting the milk back in the fridge. I’ve already taken the lace cover off when I hear the car roll up. I’m not going to the door, I think. I’ll walk into the hall after they come in, but I’m not going to the door.

‘Lou,’ Martin calls out, ‘we’re here!’

Oh, the Second Coming.

Martin holds the door open, and there is Vi in a camel coat buttoned up to the neck. Her face is thinner than I remember. Beverley is in black of course. Never one to miss an opportunity. I’m surprised she isn’t wearing a veil and an armband.

There’s a tall person in spectacles behind Beverley, who has to be Fiona, and then the younger one, Lorraine.

I get a peck on the cheek from Vi.

‘Oh, Aunty Lou,’ Beverley says, all whispery. She kisses my cheek. ‘Girls, you remember your Great-aunty Lou.’ The two girls come up and kiss me on the cheek one after the other.
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After they’ve had their tea and cake, Martin drives them off to the Bailey Street flat. The younger one, Lorraine, waves to me out the car window. She has that way of cocking her head like her mother does, hoisting up her eyebrows and looking at you from underneath.

Bailey Street: another of Martin’s stupid ideas.

‘An investment should earn you money, Martin,’ I’d said to him, ‘that’s what investment means.’ After I’d said it, I realised I’d given him a chance to say come-a-day, and he did. He said it.

‘Come-a-day.’

‘Oh, come-a-day, come-a-day! Now is the day, Martin. It’s meant to be earning us money now. What good is it if it earns us money in twenty years’ time? I might have died from high blood pressure brought on by you and your stupid ideas by then.’

It comes to me that if I die, Martin will remarry. It comes to me just like that — and it’s true. If I die, Martin will remarry. And I knew who he will marry: it’ll be that ninny from his office, Ngaire. An absolute ninny. I can tell from the way he talks about her that he thinks she’s something special. She is hard up — a divorcee with a little boy — so she’ll likely say yes to him, no matter how old and ugly he is, or how many times he says come-a-day and makes her go crazy.
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Martin bought the flat in Bailey Street with the inheritance he’d got from his father. Not that the inheritance was a lot. Less than I’d inherited when Mother passed, but of course I’d put all my money into our house here in Nearly Avenue. Not into some ridiculous investment.

I wish I hadn’t bothered. I wish I’d used the money to travel. I wish I’d gone somewhere wonderful. I wish I’d gone to France.


On the last day of term, we’d had a special Celebrate La Belle France! day at school. Mrs Tyler’s class decorated the hall with streamers. Some of the teachers brought in French-style food for the end of term staff lunch: cheese with white skin that you’re supposed to eat and not cut off, olives, long loaves of bread from the shop opposite Pigeon Park.

Rae Tyler gave a talk about her trip around France and how her French wasn’t well understood when she was in the south of the country because of the different accent they had in that region. The food in the south was different too, she said. More tomatoes and eggplants.

What would it be like, I’d wondered, to live somewhere with a different way of talking in different parts of the country? Where bread was made in an especially difficult way for no other reason than it tasted better that way? And I’d thought, I will never go there. I will never have enough money to go anywhere. I will stay in our house in Nearly Avenue doing the same things over and over until one day I fall down and die. All my life, it’s been as if the rest of the world might not actually exist, that it might be a made-up thing. France was only one example. It sounded so unlikely! A country where everyone was either on holiday or committing adultery or eating impossibly rich things they’d spent all day fussing over. Suddenly it seemed unbearable that I would never see it. That sitting in the staffroom with my chair close enough to the door so I could keep an eye on the reception desk, eating olives from one of the staffroom plates, was the closest I’d ever get.

‘Well, I’m not going to France,’ I said.

‘Me neither,’ said Paula. ‘Couldn’t be bothered.’

Of course Paula had missed my meaning completely. I didn’t mean I didn’t want to go to France but that I knew I wouldn’t. That I couldn’t. That life had manoeuvred it out of my reach, whether I wanted it or not.


‘If I won the lottery,’ Paula said, ‘I’d do Vegas and then I’d visit my cousin in San Luis Obispo. But you know what? To be honest, I’m just as happy at home sitting on my deck with a good book. I couldn’t be bothered going somewhere just to say I’ve been there.’

That’s it! I thought. That’s where Peter the American serviceman came from: San Luis Obispo! That’s where I could have been now, with a waste disposal and an eye-level oven. In San Luis Obispo.

You can’t really tell much from a name. I realise that. San Luis Obispo might sound like it’s full of orange trees, but in reality it might be nothing but traffic lights and smog.

‘What does she do there?’ I asked Paula. ‘Your cousin?’

‘Insurance. They’re both in insurance. Her and her husband. They’ve done quite well for themselves.’

I could have done that, I thought, been in insurance. If I’d started young enough. I’ve got an eye for detail. The Head often remarks on it. I’m the one he asks to proofread the school newsletter before it goes out. If I’d married Peter, I would have gone into insurance in San Luis Obispo. I would have come home for visits to Wellington and maybe bumped into Martin Long. I would have been gracious and helped him overcome his embarrassment at seeing me again, the girl he’d been so keen on before she was whisked away to San Luis Obispo by a glamourous American serviceman. Oh, Peter and I are in San Luis Obispo, I’d say to him. It’s beautiful. Orange groves and so on. You’d love it. Would my accent be a little American by then? Yes, just a touch. I’m in insurance. And what are you doing with yourself, Martin? Still at the Department of Roading? And how is your sister Vi? I hear she shifted down to Christchurch with her daughter’s family.

‘Mum’s been over for a visit,’ Paula said. ‘They’ve got a swimming pool. The works.’

Of course they have, I thought, of course they have. They’d have everything in a place like San Luis Obispo.
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Before Martin gets back from driving them all to the Bailey Street flat, I wash up the Spode and put it back in the cabinet. I might not bother using it again. It’s better staying in the cabinet, safe and perfect. Mother hadn’t used it often. After Les’s wake she’d put it away in the cupboard and left it there. There were some things she could never talk about again. Egypt. War of any kind. There was no crying or fuss. She’d just get up and leave the room if those particular subjects came up. You might be saying, Oh look! A picture of the pyramids, and Mother would disappear out of the room and find something to do in another part of the house.

My day has been tiring: waiting for Vi and Beverley and The Girls to arrive, serving the tea and making conversation.

By the time Martin comes back I’m resting in bed. He pokes his head around the bedroom door.

‘You awake?’

‘I am now.’

‘They’re settling in. I think it will suit them fine.’

‘Oh well, that’s a big relief.’

‘They say their furniture will fit in quite nicely.’

‘I’m trying to rest, Martin.’ I think about Les. He died in 1942. He’s been dead now for more than thirty years. He’s been dead longer than he was ever alive. We all have been.
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HOUSEWARMING
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HANNAH’S BOSS HAD HER HOUSEWARMING party on a Sunday. Hannah wore her highest heels and stood in a circle of other guests. Fiona’s friends clattered with booze and hawed and guffawed in a special, rich-person’s way. One or two of them were sober enough to look at her questioningly, notice her heels and make her feel ashamed of them. Or maybe she was just imagining that? Maybe she was thinking too much. Maybe it was as simple as old people looking at a young woman’s legs.

Then Fiona walked past holding a bunch of flowers — proteas and some spiky dark stuff. She twisted herself in Hannah’s direction, looking through the shards and spikes in her hands. ‘Hannah, could you get me a vase from the scullery?’ she asked, and moved on.

‘The what?’ Hannah almost shouted. ‘The what? Did she just say scullery?’

By then, Fiona had disappeared, and the clatterers paused and stared at Hannah before clattering on.


Hannah put her champagne flute down on a table, deliberately not on the coaster, and slipped out of the room. Her coat was on a bed somewhere. The people she’d been talking to — no, not talking to, listening to — wouldn’t miss her. Or they would think she’d gone in search of the scullery.

Scullery. For God’s sake.

It was quiet in the hall after all the party noise. She could see the place better now, without talk, hers or anyone else’s, to interrupt her. The hallway opened up onto a staircase. Halfway up, a window threw light. To her left was the room where the coats were piled, and next to that a smaller passage leading forwards. It had a pull to it, a fairy door in the roots of a tree. There were paintings along the walls. No, not paintings, drawings. Old buildings. Villas. Maybe the houses that had been pulled down so this one could be built? And then, finally, a picture of a sleeping cat: a particular, individual cat, with high feathers on her ear-tips and one eye screwed shut tighter than the other. You were somebody’s darling, weren’t you? Hannah couldn’t imagine Fiona loving a cat this much, but you never knew.

The passage ended in a bedroom with its own wide balcony and its own sweet view of the sea and of Rangitoto. Rangitoto. It should have a sign on it, If you can see this, you’re rich, though she supposed that could be taken two ways. Like, just the sight of the island made you a rich person because it was so beautiful.

If I had this much beauty around me, she thought, I’d never bother getting drunk. I’d sip beetroot juice and stare at the sea. I would get up early and take photos of the dawn like Lorde’s mother. All the different dawns and all their different colours. I would give thanks.

There was a weighty perfume in the room. It touched Hannah in the throat and behind her eyes and felt dangerous, almost poisonous.


It took her a moment to notice the two people standing outside on the balcony.

‘Hello,’ the man said. ‘Are you escaping too?’

‘Just being nosy really.’

‘It’s a great house to be nosy in,’ the woman said. She looked at Hannah kindly, as though she liked her already. She was dark, maybe in her forties, happy-looking.

‘We were just saying it’s worth every penny, with this view,’ the man said.

‘I didn’t say every penny,’ the woman said. ‘Four point two million is a lot of pennies.’

‘You’re fucking kidding me,’ Hannah said. ‘You must be.’

‘Nope,’ said the man. He tipped his glass high to take the last swallow from it. ‘And she should know.’

‘But most pennies. It’s definitely worth most of those pennies,’ the woman said, looking back to the sea and the island. She turned to Hannah. ‘So, how do you know Fiona?’

‘I work with her.’

‘You must be Hannah! You emailed us some documents when we were in a rush one day.’

The man leaned forward to Hannah. ‘She’s Fiona’s agent.’

Hannah looked from one to the other. ‘Real-estate agent?’

They both nodded.

‘You’re Suze? So, if you don’t think this place is worth the pennies, who does?’

The man laughed.

Hannah liked these two.

‘It’s the market.’ Suze widened her eyes to put quotation marks around the words. ‘It’s what the market thinks, not me. Don’t get me wrong. It was a fair price. A very fair price.’

‘Don’t worry, I won’t say anything. I don’t talk real estate to Fiona. I don’t talk real estate to anyone.’


‘Well, you’re the only person in Auckland who doesn’t then,’ said the man. ‘I’m Gareth, by the way.’ He held out his hand, and Hannah shook it.

They were both focused on Hannah now. Kind. Interested.

‘People my age. We don’t talk about real estate much.’

‘No,’ said Suze, ‘I can’t imagine you would.’

‘It will change,’ Gareth said.

‘You always say that,’ said Suze.

‘Well, I still believe it.’

Their glasses were empty now. Suze sat down on one of the two knobbly white chairs on the balcony. She stretched her legs out. They were bare and expensively golden. She looked glossy, cared for, not fat or thin but fully herself.

‘Most people my age will never own one. A house, I mean,’ said Hannah. She was surprised to hear the crack in her voice. Did she really mind that much? She knew she objected. As a matter of politics, she knew it was a shitty business. Immoral. Capitalism at its silliest and most self-defeating. But she didn’t know it had touched her like that. Or maybe she was still recovering from Fiona using the word scullery.

Suze and Gareth nodded.

‘Possibly not,’ said Gareth, ‘but do you care? Is it important to you?’

She wanted to say no. She wanted to give him an answer that referenced climate change, greed, consumerism. A new world order. A delicate planet only on loan. Instead, she said, ‘Well, it would be nice to have something of my own one day,’ and felt close to tears.

Mind photos came to her, her internal Pinterest board: terracotta pots on concrete steps, pale-blue paint on weatherboard. The dark, then bright world of an old-fashioned house with no indoor-outdoor flow. She realised it was her mum’s current place she was thinking of. Just a plain house with a concrete step and a slice of section. Nothing special. She’d only lived there briefly before moving out to begin her own life in her own flat. So why did that particular house stick in her mind? Maybe because it was ordinary. Because it was just a house.

‘But eventually?’ Gareth said.

‘My mum rents too,’ Hannah said. ‘So, nothing doing there.’

‘Long-term rental, that’s what we need more of,’ he said.

‘Gareth!’ Suze said. ‘That’s not what she’s saying. What she’s saying is she wants a house of her own. Just ignore him.’

‘No, it’s fine,’ said Hannah. ‘And to be honest, I don’t think the planet’s going to want to support our species for much longer.’

‘In which case, can I get you a refill?’ Gareth picked up Suze’s glass and looked at Hannah.

She shook her head, sat down on the second knobbly wrought-iron chair next to Suze and stretched her own legs out.

‘It really is spectacular, isn’t it?’ Hannah said, looking out at the view but really just for something to say. She felt stuck now, but not unhappy. For a moment she couldn’t remember why she’d been so keen to leave. Then it came back to her. ‘Does this place really have a scullery?’

Suze laughed as though she was on the point of dying from laughter — actually dying from it — before pulling herself back at the last minute and finishing off with an ordinary-sounding laugh right at the very end.

Hannah liked the sound of it. It made her want to laugh too.

‘Yes,’ Suze said when she finished laughing. ‘The bit you walk through between the kitchen and the utility room. Extra fridge and so on. Tinihanga, by the way.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Tinihanga is the place, if you’re looking for somewhere affordable. If you want to buy.’


‘Where would I work there?’

‘Good point. Nowhere. I’m just saying.’

‘But even then, you have to have a deposit.’

‘You do, you do. That’s true.’

Gareth came back with the wine. He put a glass in front of Suze and leaned against the ledge, resting his bum just enough to be nearly sitting. He was short and well groomed.

‘So, are you both real-estate agents?’ Hannah asked.

Gareth nodded. ‘Bryant Gadd, North Bays,’ he said.

Hannah looked between them.

‘And we’re married,’ he said.

‘I thought you might be having an affair.’

Suze laughed like it might kill her again.

‘I think that’s a compliment,’ Gareth said. ‘I’m going to quote you on that. Can I quote you on that?’

‘Do you have kids?’

‘She does. Grown-up ones.’

‘Do they have houses?’

‘One,’ said Suze. ‘But she has tenants in it. That’s what I’m saying: Tinihanga.’

‘Oh, she hasn’t started on about Tini, has she? Just ignore her.’

Hannah heard the sound of voices, and the door to the bedroom opened wide. ‘My boo-dwahr!’ she heard Fiona say.

Hannah recognised the note: nervous, drunk, trying too hard; dealing with too many people at once. She knew the artifice of it. She felt a spark of protectiveness towards her silly old boss, but it wasn’t the kind of spark that lasted for long.

‘Hello!’ Suze called out. ‘We’re out here falling in love with this view I suggested you might like to buy.’

‘Oh!’ Fiona said. ‘You’re out there. This is Suze, everyone, the source of all my woes.’

‘So, it’s your fault,’ said one of the men to Suze. Hannah recognised him as a clatterer from her former group. ‘And I see you’ve got the youth contingent with you.’

He stepped out onto the balcony. ‘Wow,’ he said. ‘You can’t complain about this.’

Hannah whispered to Suze, ‘I’d better get going.’

Behind the backs of the others, Gareth and Suze waved at her using only their fingertips, keeping her secret.

Hannah felt she was truly slipping out, that if she moved sideways she would be invisible. A slip of a girl slipping out. I will slip, she thought, slip slip slip. I will be the girl that leaves no mark.
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On Monday morning Fiona didn’t arrive at work. By lunchtime it started to feel weird, so Hannah texted: Hi, hope all is OK. Were you coming in today? Then she took her AirPods out and listened to her playlist over the speakers. No one to patronise her, no one to show her in a hundred ways who was boss and who wasn’t.

Hannah wasn’t exactly jealous of Fiona. How could she be? But she was jealous of something. Or hurt by it. Pissed off. And not just the thing — whatever you wanted to call it, inequality, class, generational, whatever — but the not noticing of the thing. At least Lady Downton Abbey knew she was Lady Downton Abbey and the other person was a servant. At least it was noticed.
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On Tuesday there was still no sign of Fiona at the office and no message or email. Hannah twiddled her fingers in the air, index and middle finger, up and down. It was what she did when she was anxious. She even did this finger-twiddling in bed at night if she couldn’t sleep. Even when she could sleep, she sometimes woke herself by twiddling her fingers against her side, her subconscious mind waking up the rest of her. It made her wonder what sleep really was. Maybe it was just one department shutting down while the others kept going. Whole departments of nerves and dreams and twitchy understandings that never shut down at all.

She googled Bryant Gadd and found Suze’s number. She got through to her straight away and, feeling embarrassed for calling, tried to be funny. She explained that Fiona hadn’t turned up at work for two days running and said, ‘So I thought, I know, I’ll ring the real-estate agent!’

Suze laughed her laugh.

Hannah, walking around the office and talking on the phone because there was no one there to be disturbed by it, blushed when she heard the laugh. Her cheeks first and then the sides of her neck.

‘Quite right too,’ Suze said. ‘Who else would you ring? It so happens I’m not far from you right now. Why don’t I come and pick you up and we’ll both pop over?’
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It turned out popping wasn’t the right word for driving over to Fiona’s house. For reasons no one could ever know, the traffic had already thickened and stilled. Soon they were caught at the base of the harbour bridge in Suze’s unmoving car, with the tinsel of the water looking close enough to touch.

I want to stay in this car, Hannah thought. I’d be happy here forever.

On the water below them was a boat in among all the other boats that was painted pea green. A pea-green boat! It said something, painting a boat that exact colour. Whoever had painted that boat, Hannah loved him. Or her. Honoured them. Would run away with them instantly if asked. The boat’s pea-green weight on the sea looked different from the other boats’. Happier. Tilting.

‘So, tell me, is it fun working with Fiona?’ Suze asked, smiling ahead of her as if she loved being caught in traffic on the bridge with someone she barely knew.

Not for Fiona, Hannah noticed, but with Fiona.

‘Nope,’ Hannah said. ‘I wouldn’t say fun.’

That set Suze off on another one of her laugh-to-death laughs.

Hannah blushed. ‘What I mean is,’ she said, ‘it’s interesting. Challenging. I’m learning a lot. Heaps. I’m learning heaps. But I don’t call that fun.’

‘Don’t worry. I get it.’

‘What about you? Do you enjoy real estate?’

‘You know what?’ Suze did something decisive with the gear stick and Hannah realised the car was a manual. ‘I abso-lute-ly bloody love it.’ She said it as though it was a guilty pleasure like eating ice-cream in bed straight from the container.

‘Really? What do you love about it?’ Hannah didn’t think she’d ever met anyone before who said they loved their job in a way that sounded convincing. People said it, but it was more a positive-affirmation kind of thing, a sign that you were a person of optimism, a person who wouldn’t bring everyone else down by moaning. More a decision about what kind of person you wanted to appear to be, not a real statement about how you really felt.


‘It’s exciting,’ said Suze, ‘every sale is its own little drama. Like —’ she changed gear magnificently again — ‘like, I don’t know, a chess game? Maybe not that sort of calculating thing. Maybe more like a theatre thing. Something like that. But you’re not in control of it. Oh no! You just set up the players and stand back. Let people find their own path.’

‘Was Fiona’s house a drama?’

‘No more than anyone else’s. By the way, what I said about the price, I shouldn’t have said that. Please keep it to yourself. Drink had been taken.’ Another Suze laugh.

‘I would never pass on something like that,’ Hannah said, deciding in that moment to be that kind of person: the kind who would never pass stuff on. Someone you could rely on to be discreet.

Suze glanced at her. ‘Good.’

The traffic groaned and heaved forward. They crested the bridge. It seemed momentous after all the waiting to be on the down-slope at last.

‘So where is Tinihanga anyway?’

‘Hawke’s Bay. Inland. Mainly fruit growing.’

‘But no jobs?’

‘Probably not many. And, as you so rightly said, you still need a deposit.’

They drove quietly now, swiftly, all the cars around them fanning out, making their own choice of lane and speed.

They turned left when they got to North Bay Village and drove up the hill. Hannah could see Fiona’s house from the car window. It stuck out from the hillside, white and pure and ridiculous.

Suze parked on the cobblestone paving in front of the garage. ‘Would you like to wait here?’ she asked.

Hannah said, ‘Yes,’ and then felt like an idiot for saying it. Why had Suze even brought her? Who was being looked after here: her or Fiona? She watched Suze walk up the steps, her handbag on a long strap. Her legs golden-bare.

I am not a child, she thought.
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Hannah listened to a podcast in the car. Just three women about her own age chatting about films and sex and clothes. If she was the kind of person to doze off, she would have dozed off. As it was, she went into a dreamy state and forgot where she was. She thought about Suze and Gareth and wondered how their relationship had begun. Had Suze still been married when they met? Hannah pictured a confident, slightly drunk Suze deciding to seduce the young guy from work. Is that how it happened? She let her mind wander and it went to strange places.

Suze was opening the driver’s door before Hannah had even noticed her coming down the steps. Hannah took out her ear buds and slipped them into the little white case. ‘Everything okay?’ she asked. ‘How was she?’

‘She’s under the weather.’ Suze did her eye-widening quotation marks. ‘Says she’s sorry she didn’t call. Thinks she left a voicemail message.’

‘She didn’t,’ Hannah said, and then reminded herself to say, ‘Well, anyway, she’s okay. That’s great. That’s the main thing.’

Suze started the car and they wound down the hill, pulling over into a driveway when a tradie’s ute reared up before them. The road was skinny and curling and didn’t seem substantial enough for a house like Fiona’s to hang off it.

Hannah was itched by the silence settling between them. She didn’t like unsaid stuff. It was a characteristic that got her into avoidable trouble, and avoidable trouble was something she’d been trying to cut down on. The scullery incident, for example. What would have been the problem with just pretending she hadn’t heard it, instead of a big what-the-fuck outburst in front of strangers? Strangers who were also her boss’s friends.

While she was still thinking this and seemingly while she was still deciding whether to speak, her mouth opened and she said it: ‘She’s just hungover, isn’t she?’

The silence continued, but when she turned she saw Suze was nodding, her lips bunched and hitched in. Rueful.

‘Yes, pretty much,’ Suze said. ‘You could say that. A bit worse than that actually,’ and she punched the gear stick around the sliding core of the car again. ‘She’s been in a blackout.’

‘As in losing her memory? From a hangover? Really?’

‘From drinking. The hangover comes later. If at all. You forget what happened the day before. Or days. Days before.’

‘Wow. Have you ever had that?’ Hannah asked Suze, going too far again. Crossing the line.

Suze leaned forward to look down the street for oncoming traffic, her not-quite-straight shoulder-length hair floating forwards. Every layer of it was a rich dark brown. Not just luck, Hannah saw now. Expensive art had been applied. Money had been taken.

‘No, actually I haven’t. But it does make you think. Makes you want to keep an eye on things.’ She widened her eyes. She didn’t sound sure.

‘I’m sure you don’t drink as much as Fiona,’ Hannah said, because it seemed like the kind of thing she should say. Of course, she had no idea how much Suze drank. How could she?

‘Mm, probably not,’ Suze said, maybe thinking the same thing: How the hell would you know? ‘That’s one of mine.’ Her fingers stretched towards a low house behind trees.

‘You mean you sold it?’

‘Yes. A lovely German couple. Well, he was German. She was from here originally. There’s a huge deck right out into the bush. You can’t see it from here. Stunning.’

‘Was that sale a drama?’

‘Oh, God yes. It. Was. A. Drama.’ She paused as they slowed down. ‘A drama with knobs on.’

That made Hannah giggle, the thought of a drama with knobs on.

‘Big stakes,’ Suze said. ‘People bet their life savings on something, which is sort of like betting your life.’

‘Why would they do it? Bet that much of their money and be that much in debt?’

‘Good question. I think —’ Suze changed gears again — ‘I think they sort of fall in love with something. With a particular house. Or a particular style of house. Or how they imagine their life will be in a particular house. And once you’re in love it’s hard to talk yourself down. And then, when you get the house, you really feel you’ve achieved something.’

‘So the idea is to fall in love with cheap things.’

Suze did her laughing-to-death laugh.

When they got to the bridge, Hannah said, ‘Speaking of falling in love with things —’ and heard the phrase twinkle down like stardust around them — ‘I’m looking out for a green boat.’ She leaned over to look, but it wasn’t there. Bugger.

‘There we go,’ Suze said, ‘there’s a green one.’

And she was right, there it was: no longer in the marina but making its way out into the gulf. An attitude to it. Perky. Setting off in defiance of something. Running away.
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They drove through the west side of Auckland’s inner valley. Suze dropped her off at the door of the office. Hannah turned to wave with a baked-on smile, feeling churned up and unfinished.

Inside, the place was a microwave. She opened the doors wide and turned on the Eco-Air at the same time. She couldn’t stand the heat. Couldn’t stay alive in it, let alone work. She bumped down onto her chair and turned on the desktop.

She searched Tinihanga on Trade Me. Shock proof investment, it said. Why shock proof? Why even mention shocks? The house in the photo looked okay, but the idea of living in it gave her a trapped feeling. She couldn’t imagine herself buying it even if she had the money.

Then she googled How much does a houseboat cost? Much cheaper than a house, it turned out, but still too much, and she didn’t know how to sail. She wasn’t that kind of Aucklander.

Then she googled Bryant Gadd and saw the photos of Gareth and Suze, a slight sideways tilt to their heads, their best smiles.

Then she googled, Can you be gay for just one person?
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PEACH SEASON
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WHEN JUNE WILSON TURNED UP, Robbie McIlraith was watching from the window. She slalomed out of the packers’ van, holding on to the van door one-handed like she was trying to demonstrate something. She looked smaller than she had at school, or maybe that was just him. Maybe him growing taller had made everyone else seem smaller. Maybe she was just the same size she’d always been.

Robbie dabbed at his phone, thinking he should text his manager. Luke would want to see it for himself — June Wilson girl-swaggering across the yard. But before he could text, Luke was already there next to him, staring down through the window.

‘Fuck,’ Luke said. ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck,’ then spun around and walked back to his office, spanking his palm with his phone as he went.

‘Nice language,’ said Kerri from the downstairs office, making for the stairs with her Maxi-fast breakfast shake in her hand.


Robbie stayed at the window a little longer. One by one the other packers bobbed out of the van, knees flexing when their feet hit the ground, bouncing like they might be moving towards some sort of a fun time but they were going to the hot dark of the shed. They would be there for about ten hours, give or take. They wore sweatpants and tee-shirts; jandals that they’d have to swap for proper shoes when they got inside; baseball caps they’d have to swap for white hats. There was low consumer tolerance for stray hairs, even in packed fruit.

Above the line of buildings and hills, Robbie saw the chrome dawn start. There would be an hour or two of pearly cool before the heat booted in. In the shed the double-lane Compac grader would shift the produce to the insulated storeroom. The fruit would be cool, but the packers would stay where they were, in their overalls, in the heat.

The van emptied. The packers straggled towards the shed. No one hurried.

He couldn’t put names to the faces. His bad. He’d make more of an effort this season. How’re the kids? I bet they are! That sort of thing. Didn’t want to turn into a complete wanker. The only name he knew for sure was the van driver, Batram. And June, of course. She stuck out like a sore thumb. No hiding that one. The president of the Food Manufacturing and Packers Union jumping out of the van as if it was no biggie. Just a regular packer. Just come to do her shift.

He turned to walk down to Luke’s office. In between the ‘fuck fuck fuck’ at the window and now, Luke would have rustled up some plan involving Robbie doing something weird and Luke feeling clever about it. Robbie would have to go and hear what the plan was, and then he would have to go and do it.

When he got to the office, Luke was in boss posture: feet tabled, his chair at a long backwards pitch, almost flat. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘We’re going to negotiate a deal. Yes. Okay. Granted. But. And here’s our point of difference, Robbie. We’re going to do it before she cooks up one of her big union thingies, not after. That —’ Luke sliced at the air with his phone — ‘is our point of difference.’ He spun his chair towards Robbie and flicked the chair-back upright. ‘I’m going to ask you to drive this one, Robbie. I’m going to ask you to exercise your own judgement. No limits. As such. I’m going to trust you to reach an agreement that’s reasonable. A reasonable agreement. Do you have a feel for where I’m going with this?’

‘Not really,’ Robbie said, ‘no.’

‘The beauty of it is that you already know her. There’s your edge, Robbie. Right there. Knowledge.’ He poked towards Robbie again with his phone. ‘And knowledge is power.’

‘Went to the same school,’ said Robbie. ‘That’s all. I don’t really know her. I just know who she is.’

In a place the size of Tinihanga there were a million different ways you could know someone. You could know everything about someone and not really know them at all. You could know that their brother was a cop in Queensland or that their knee operation had gone badly or that their teenage kid had just about wrecked his life but had come right in the end — you could know all this and never have exchanged a word with them.

‘June Wilson wasn’t in my year,’ Robbie said. ‘She was a few years ahead of me.’

The truth was, he remembered her just fine. He remembered the way she floated around with her gaggle of friends. All of them, to his sweaty eye, a bevy of thighs and blonded tips, the front of their uniforms flat on their hips as they stepped forward, quads to the fore, the wind pressing at the green cloth. He remembered the red and white poi looped to their belts, swinging like weapons. The strafing laughter they used to defend their borders.


After she’d left school, June had a season of night-time chip shop hanging. She spent time riding pillion behind a gang postulant, the tips of her hair even blonder than before. He remembered his mum — usually so positive about everything — muttering, ‘Bonnie Wilson has her hands full with that one.’

And then she’d gone. He never heard another thing about her until she popped up on the news.

Of course, June leaving Tinihanga was no surprise. Almost everyone left Tini as soon as they’d worked out how to zip up a bag. He’d always thought he would leave too. He’d imagined it many times, had all but seen the road grow in front of him. Him sitting at the wheel of something, his destiny under the heels of his hands, a theme song playing. As it turned out, the GM of Orchard Road Packing at the time — Norm Barkmaster — was a friend of his mum’s, and the holiday job stacking crates had kept on growing into different things, and now, here he was, Assistant GM and still in Tini on the day June Wilson came home.
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Two days later, Robbie drove down the Wilsons’ two-veined chip-and-dirt driveway. It wasn’t the first time. There’d been a New Year’s Eve party at the Wilsons’ while he was still at school. He remembered the bonfire on the gravel and the sugar and fly spray smell of burning plastic. He remembered the twins, Riki and Tai, the younger Wilson sister, Brianna; and of course, June.

He and his friend Zac had spent a long time looking for a place to sit around the bonfire that didn’t annoy anyone but also didn’t look like they were outright hiding. In truth, Robbie would have been happy to hide. Hiding would have been great. If he could have spent his whole teenagehood slipped between the rafters of the world’s ceiling, peering down on everything through a spyhole, he would have been happy.

He didn’t feel like that anymore. He’d come down from the rafters now.

Parking on the grass in front of the house, he saw June’s sister Brianna sitting on the veranda in a cane chair with her feet on the railing. He’d heard she was still at the old place, that, like him, she’d never left Tini. A Huntaway cross crashed up against the wire fence between the house and the garage, giving it his best.

‘Shut the fuck up, Jean-Pierre,’ Brianna shouted at the dog.

‘Hey,’ Robbie called out, ‘Brianna!’ as if the two of them were old friends, which could have been true — they’d been in the same class at school — but wasn’t. ‘June around?’

Brianna tilted her head. ‘Round there,’ she said.

The Wilson head-tilt. Small and frozen enough to remind you who gave a shit about who.

He walked behind the house, itchy in his work clothes. There she was, June Wilson. She was leaning over a tomato plant. When he got close, he saw she was pinching small green shoots off the stems.

‘Laterals,’ she said without looking up. ‘You need to pinch them off.’

‘Or the plant grows all messy and breaks,’ he said.

‘Can do, yes. So,’ June said, ‘Robbie McIlraith, Assistant General Whatsit of Orchard Road Packing visits me in my home. Was this Luke Morley’s idea? Just turn up at my home like this?’

‘Kind of,’ said Robbie.

‘Something you do often? As a company? Visit union delegates outside working hours in their own homes? No prior arrangement?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t know.’


‘If you want to talk, we can talk at work. You can call me in from the shed during working hours. Give me a nice break. Coffee from the fancy machine. Tim Tams. You don’t have to drive all the way up here and upset the dog.’

A pulse started up in Robbie’s neck. Something made it hard for him to swallow, or at least, hard to swallow just once.

‘So, what brings you back to Tini, June?’

June stared at him, then stared at the peeling house. ‘Whānau,’ she said, ‘mainly.’

‘You were getting pretty famous up there.’

‘Not really,’ she said, looking down at the tomatoes again. ‘It’s not about being famous.’

‘Saw you on TV,’ he said, trying to snigger. He felt like he was back at the New Year’s Eve bonfire, looking for somewhere to sit and finding himself caught between the heat of the Wilson family and the real fire.

June pinched another tomato shoot and said nothing.

‘I’ve been sent to talk to you about doing a deal.’ As soon as he said it, he realised it sounded like something a kid would say. Something you might say in some stupid sort of game.

‘Gosh. A deal. Everyone wants to do a deal. Why is that? Why is everyone so keen to do deals with me these days?’

‘You know.’

‘Do I? Do I know?’

‘So, do you want to talk or not?’ The sun hit his neck and the back of his collar filled up with sweat. He should have told Luke he wouldn’t do this. He should have said, Do it yourself mate. Sounds like just your kind of thing.

June stood back from the tomato plants and gazed past him. On the kikuyu grass at the side of the house a white Toyota ute, a Ford Falcon XP and an old Mazda were parked in single file. In front of the cars, under the carport, was a runabout with Louie painted on the side. June’s look went past the cars and past the Louie boat.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Let’s you and me talk. No harm in talking.’ She wiped her hands on the front of her jeans and walked towards the house. ‘How’re your folks anyway? All good?’

‘Yeah, all good,’ said Robbie. They weren’t particularly, but he wasn’t going to start on about all that. He followed June and sat in a chair on the veranda while she went inside. Brianna had disappeared and the dog was gone from the fence.

June came back out with a Heineken for Robbie and a can of pre-mixed bourbon and Coke for herself. ‘Guy who invented these made a hundred million dollars in five and half years,’ she said, holding up her can of pre-mix.

‘And then got killed in a hang-gliding accident,’ said Robbie.

‘And then got killed in a hang-gliding accident.’ June cracked open her can. ‘So. Here’s a deal for you, Robbie. You get automated air conditioning in the packing shed. It clicks on at twenty-one degrees. It gets a maintenance check every six months. Any new sheds you open in Tini, you do the same thing. In exchange, I resign my job here and leave you in peace. Wouldn’t that be nice? You’d like that. Sound okay? Sound like a deal?’

‘Okay,’ Robbie said. ‘My understanding of negotiating a deal is that both sides get to talk.’

She laughed. ‘Okay. So,’ she said, ‘talk.’

He had made her laugh. A little blossom of something inside him held.

‘What about we give you three months’ wages and you leave?’

‘Three months’ wages?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why the fuck do you think I’d be interested in that? What do you think I’m doing here?’

Robbie didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing.

‘There’s a bucket in the van,’ she said.


‘What bucket? What’s a bucket got to do with anything?’

‘It’s for vomit. They pass it round.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘It’s what the heat does, Robbie.’ She leaned forward, nearly hissing at him. ‘Heat. Dehydration. You throw up.’

‘You’re bullshitting me.’ The little blossom disappeared.

‘Saw it. Videoed it.’ She sat back, like she was pulling something inside herself again, settling back into calm, knowing he would always be on edge now, waiting for her to hiss at him again. ‘Probably put the video on Facebook next couple of days,’ she said.

At that moment, Brianna came through the door from the house and stepped on to the veranda. ‘Eat pork?’ she asked Robbie. He nodded, and she disappeared again.

‘Just out of curiosity,’ Robbie said, ‘how much does it cost? The air conditioning and all that? How much did it cost when they put it in the shed up north?’

‘Fifty-ish grand. Something like that,’ June said, ‘so I’m told. Not that I know.’ She got out her phone and tapped it a few times. ‘So,’ she said, ‘just sent you the video. You can send it on to your lovely mate Luke The Arsehole Morley and tell him he’s got tomorrow to think about it and then it’s going online.’

Robbie pressed the code on his phone. He waited for the video to come through and then tapped the screen. He flicked his gaze up long enough to see June was watching him.

There was nothing to see at first, just some sort of jiggling joggling darkness — and then, yes, a picture formed of the inside of the packers’ van. And then somebody vomited. The universal language of barf.

‘Nice,’ he said.

‘It is, isn’t it?’

Without looking up, Robbie tapped out a text to Luke. JW says will post online. Says caused by heat.


He sent Luke the video. Let him make the decision.

Robbie was surprised by a text coming straight back. Try six months.

‘He says to offer you six months,’ Robbie said to June.

‘Fuck. You people never learn.’

Brianna came out of the door with two plates of sausages and bread, and handed one to Robbie and one to June. ‘Here you go,’ she said.
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At work the next morning Robbie made himself a coffee from the Nespresso machine. He used one of the coffee-pods with a dark-blue top, even though he knew these were Luke’s favourites.

Kerri was waiting behind him to put her teabag in the bin. ‘You’re being daring, Robbie,’ she said. ‘He’ll notice you’ve used one of those.’

Just as Robbie picked up his cup for the first sip, Luke poked his head through the doorway. ‘Zoom in five,’ he said. His neck looked cooked.

‘Try not to shout this time, Luke,’ Kerri said. ‘We can do without the racket.’

Ginger bubbles floated around the rim of Robbie’s cup; a bonfire smell lifted up from it and widened as it rose. He walked into Luke’s office feeling in command of something he hadn’t been in command of before. If only he knew what it was.

The Zoom meeting started with an image of Andre, their Sydney boss, vanishing and then reappearing.

‘What is it with you guys over there?’ Andre said finally. ‘Always a drama over some fucking thing.’ He chuckled as though he thought they were sort of cute. Behind Andre’s shoulder, Robbie could see a window and through that, blue sea. ‘Thing is,’ Andre went on, ‘you don’t want to make it look like she’s pushed us into it. Like, hey! June fucking whatever has turned up and started her bullshit about shed temperatures and dehydration, and boom! we’re running around like fucking chooks, putting in air conditioning in the shed cos Miss June told us to. Like, oh man! The union lady! We’re all really scared of the union lady! That’s not the fucking message we want out there.’

‘No,’ said Luke. He chuckled along with Andre but sounded like his throat was being cut and his life was bubbling away. ‘That’s not the message we want out there.’

‘So,’ said Andre, ‘we wait until after she’s actually left, and then install the air con. Can you sort that, Rob? Get her to leave first? I understand you’ve got a connection there.’ Andre grinned at the camera as if he knew something about Robbie’s backstory that nobody else did.

‘Okay,’ Robbie said.

‘Right. So, June the union lady leaves. Then, maybe a month after that, we install air con in the shed. Like it was always part of the plan. Nothing to do with the union. Just taking the necessary time to test out the latest technology. Blah, blah. Whatever. Part of a general upgrade.’

‘A month?’ Robbie said. ‘Peach season will be over in a month. We won’t need the packers at all after that.’

‘Two fucking weeks then,’ said Andre. ‘Whatever. Can I leave the tiny fucking details to you guys? Please?’

‘Absolutely,’ said Luke. ‘No problem. We’ve got the details.’

The screen went black and the Zoom call was over.

Robbie waited while Luke breaststroked up from where his hatred of Andre always took him. Robbie watched him battle, ribs hauling, making for the bead of light above. Finally, Luke broke surface.

‘Okay.’ He swung his chair around to face Robbie, his jaw pinned. ‘Can you cover all that off, Robbie?’

‘Let me get this straight,’ Robbie said. ‘We’re getting the air-con system in the packing shed after all, but not for another two weeks. We’re pretending it has nothing to do with June or with the union or anything like that. In exchange, I get June to resign her job and also — also — get rid of the video of the packer vomiting into the bucket. Or whatever it is.’

‘Right,’ Luke said. ‘Pretty much. That’s it.’

Robbie left Luke’s office and texted June. Need to talk. Can I come over after work?

He went down the stairs, past Kerri in the downstairs office. He left the admin block and walked across the yard.

He kept out of the glare by following the strip of shadow by the wall. At the door of the packing shed he heard the grinding of the belt and the hum of human call and echo. It always took him a few moments. Crazy, but there it was. Every time he came close to the shed, he stopped and sniffed and sorted through possibilities in his head: Air freshener? Flowers? Soap? Until he remembered. Peaches, of course. The smell was peaches.

In the beginning dark of the doorway he saw the operations manager look up and raise a hand. Behind him, heads were bent over the grader belt, and in the middle of them was June. He wanted to tell her what had been decided, that she would get her air conditioning. He felt weird, he felt like his mind had lifted upwards. Again, he found himself sorting through possibilities. Was he lightheaded because he hadn’t had breakfast? The strong coffee? And then he recognised what it was. He was glad. That’s all, just glad.

He turned from the doorway and walked back to the admin block.
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For the third time in his life, Robbie drove down the Wilsons’ driveway. It was late but the afternoon was still raging hot. He’d gone home after work and showered and changed his clothes, and if you’d asked him why he wouldn’t have been able to tell you. He parked the car and made his way across the grass in front of the house. There was no sign of Brianna or the dog this time, and no sign of June.

He climbed the veranda steps, knocked on the door and waited. He was about to give up and leave — would have been half-relieved to do so — when June opened the door. She was in sweatpants and a red singlet.

‘Fell asleep,’ she said, ‘sorry.’

He realised what it all must be costing her, the early starts, the long shifts in the packing shed.

She flicked her hand out to tell him to wait on the veranda, slipped back into the house and reappeared with two cans of beer.

‘No rich guy’s pre-mix this time?’

Her mouth already on the can, she shook her head.

‘Where’s Brianna tonight?’

She frowned above the can and removed it from her mouth slowly. ‘Not sure actually.’

He told her about the Zoom call with Andre in Sydney and how the air-con system would be installed in the packing shed if she resigned her job and got rid of the video. He told her that she’d won, that her bargain had worked. He told her about Luke’s hatred of Andre and the way he always had to take time to calm down after each call. He thought it would make her laugh.


She listened and nodded and showed none of the signs of joy or victory he’d expected.

‘Did you already know?’

‘Kind of,’ she said.

He wondered how this could possibly have happened, and then thought, Of course: Kerri from the downstairs office.

‘But the thing is,’ he said, having just thought of it and still feeling the acid of not being first with the news, ‘how will I know you’ll actually do it? Maybe you’ll put the video up anyway? What’s to stop you?’

‘We reached an agreement. That’s how you know.’

‘Really? That’s meant to be enough. I just trust you?’

‘Yep.’

‘Why? Because we both went to Tinihanga High? Cos you’re a union girl and union girls don’t lie?’

June lifted her beer can and looked at him over the top. ‘Something like that,’ she said. ‘Because it’s all I’ve got really — my word. If you want to put it like that.’

To the right of the grass in front of the house was a stretch of gravel where the bonfire had been piled up on that New Year’s Eve. In the end, he and Zac had found two plastic crates to sit on. Their knees had poked up high, nearly to their shoulders, and they held them apart in a V in the way they’d seen grown men do. They allowed their hands to dangle, fingers braced delicately around their beer cans. Robbie remembered his yearning to blend in with something he couldn’t quite name. Actually, he could name it. The Wilsons. He wanted to blend in with the Wilsons.

‘You remember that fire you guys had?’

June’s eyes rounded.

‘Bonfire.’

‘Oh, bonfire. We had heaps of bonfires. Dad liked burning the rubbish and then using it as an excuse for a booze-up. Made us kids do all the work.’

‘I came here once. New Year’s Eve. Tai and Riki were here.’

‘Right.’

‘Do you remember?’

‘Tai and Rik being here?’

He had meant him being here, sitting with Zac on the plastic crates, but he realised how stupid it sounded. ‘I just thought of it now,’ he said. ‘Took me back. You always seemed to have such a good time, your family.’

‘I guess we did,’ she said. ‘I guess we did.’ She stretched her legs out and put her feet on the veranda railing.

‘Listen, Robbie, you need to be careful of that fuckwit Morley and Andre the Ozzie Dickhead,’ she said. ‘They’re prize shits. I’m not just saying it. They really are.’

‘Okay,’ said Robbie, suddenly feeling worse than he had for a long time.

‘In fact, get out of that shithole company completely. You’re too nice for it. You deserve something better. Find a job where you’re not working for pricks. There’s got to be something out there. Has to be.’
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He got up to leave as soon as he finished his beer. June walked him to the car, her bare feet pressing on the cushion of kikuyu grass. He was chilled by the formality of it: her seeing him off the property like this. But then, in the rearview mirror as he drove away, he saw that she was still standing there with her hand up to wave, and thought maybe her walking him to the car was more like a gesture you would offer someone important, out of respect. He saw her hand drop back down to her hip. He saw her fair-ish hair and the way she held her head, just like she had when they were at school. He still had to watch.
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ONE IN A MILLION
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JEREMY GODSPEED HAS WHAT HE calls false dawns. Gets up with the cat, makes a coffee and goes back to bed with his notebook. Thinks he’ll plan out his day. Note down three clear priorities. Maybe a walk. But then he bangs back to sleep against his pillows and doesn’t wake up again till nine. Tumbles into work in his usual disorder, apologising for everything, unable to change how he is.

He has his own office. A matter of principle for the Union-as-Employer, something about open-plan offices being a boss’s invention designed to make it easier to spy, humiliate, infantilise, not to mention — because nobody ever does — save money on building costs. So, the Union-as-Employer makes sure they all have their own offices. Having said that, Godspeed’s office is as small as an office can be: things balanced on other things, the visitor’s chair stiff between desk and door, the fan swaying on the filing cabinet.

Not many files now, in that filing cabinet. The whole place went paperless a few years ago. So-called paperless, because it can never be completely paperless, can it? The file boxes are gone now — yes, okay. Everything in them has been copied and scanned onto irretrievable digital somethings. Now you print out the paperwork while you’re actually working the case and then bin it when it’s over.

But when is it over? Picking that moment: now there’s an art and a quiz. A year after resolution maybe? Or not. Something shifts when you take up a member’s case for them. Probably the ‘taking up’ rather than the winning or losing. And of course it’s not you you. Goes without saying. The Collective, etcetera.

Success makes it worse. The member remembers all the other things they forgot to mention earlier. One more thing, they say, just one. Discrepancies in their final pay. A friend in the same situation.

You want to say, No, I’m sorry, it’s not magic, that’s not how it works. It took decades — centuries — to build up this tiny bit of power. These few little laws. You have no idea. This small bit of something we can use. It worked out this once for you, but it might never work again. And, in any case, there are a dozen other ‘yous’ waiting for me to call them, so if you don’t mind …

What all this means is that it pays to keep the printed file, the actual paper, on hand for maybe a year after the case is supposedly ‘closed’. There’s always a pile of the things, in transparent cornstarch folders, ready to slip from the left side of his desk. Doing the full avalanche every so often, skidding across the whole width of the desk top, taking coffee cups with them.

‘I know you’re there,’ he says, when that happens. ‘You didn’t have to do that.’

And then he piles them back up again.

Another thing about the Union-as-Employer is the coffee. You can’t really fault them on their efforts with coffee. So, you have the individual — if exceptionally compact — offices and good coffee. When EcoLean finally released the PlanetPresso, they all voted to invest the social club funds in buying one. To one side of the machine there’s a jar for gold-coin donations to the Hospo Workers campaign fund.

Godspeed likes to make his own. He likes the little clunk and fizz of the process. He likes being able to converse with the baristas on the shop floor and know what they’re talking about; to understand the way they twist their fingers into the cloth to wipe them free of crumb. Not that the Food Manufacturing and Packers Union can boast a particularly high membership rate among baristas as an occupational group. But they have a few. They tend to be stroppy. Not a word you hear much now, stroppy. Used to be a badge of honour in this line of work, being called stroppy. Yes, baristas are stroppy and tough-cornered and find it hard to back down. Nothing much in the way of a reverse gear. Probably comes from engaging in a craft surrounded with standards and rules — you could almost go as far as saying beliefs — about how the product should be made. And from that circumstance seems to come a kind of courage and faith in their own judgement. If you can judge the very second before milk burns — which is no small or easy thing to do — why shouldn’t you be able to judge other things as well?

Baristas tend to be walkers-out. Not much given to shouting matches. That’s more a bar-staff thing, the shouting match with the boss. Don’t use that fucking tone with me, etcetera. Baristas are silent leavers. With baristas it’s: Where the fuck is Rayden? And boom. Rayden or Chloe or Zapata have picked up their hemp bag and gone. Maybe imagining themselves to be high up somewhere in the Italian foothills, picturesque stone walls and so on, rather than waiting for the bus in Epsom. But anyway, gone. And then Rayden or Chloe or Zapata will call Godspeed and inquire about the correct proportions of their final pay and, as they talk about that, out will come all the other stuff. Pay under the table, hands under the skirt, sweepings under the carpet. And then the big fight. No not that fight. Not the fight with the employer. No, this is the fight to extract the necessary information to put together a case at the same time as trying to be a union organiser worthy of the title.

‘I thought you were meant to care about this stuff?’ Rayden/Chloe/Zapata will say. ‘I thought that’s what I was paying my union fees for? To protect fellow workers from this sort of shit.’ Probably knowing that the term ‘fellow workers’ will set up a throb in the side of Godspeed’s head, half panic, half rousing chorus.

‘I do care, it’s just that we need names and dates. Or at least a name and a date.’

‘Okay, let’s say, me. Last Tuesday.’

‘He did it to you last Tuesday?’

‘He might as well have done.’

These aren’t the kind of fights Godspeed had expected to have when he started. He expected his fights to be between — at least roughly speaking — good and evil. Instead, they’re between muddle and order, fog and clarity, enough time and not enough time. He very rarely gets to fight the Good Fight. So-called, because it fucking is. When he gets the chance, the sound of his own voice almost brings him to tears of joy. A dewy emotionalism that’s noted by the members who witness it. They have no way of knowing that what moves him is his own ringing voice and the sense that he’s just fought his way out of the thickets into the open air where he can — righteously and honourably at last — die for something worthy.
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On this particular morning, Godspeed gets to his office as late as usual, and before he can do more than unpeel his jacket there’s a dry tap on the glass of the office wall.

June.

She’s beaming her cross-toothed smile at him from above the About Time pay equity poster.

He opens the door.

‘Well, hi. Didn’t expect you so soon.’

‘Comrade,’ June says.

‘Come through,’ Godspeed says, ‘I’ll make us a coffee,’ and thinks, Well there’s my morning gone. Should have made a firm date with her. Lesson number nine million and one: always make a firm date with June or she’ll turn up when it suits her and not you.

They were intricate things, these push-me-pull-you relationships with the elected leadership, the shop-floor leadership. This one, June, the actual president. You guided, or tried to. Used the usual means: flattery, persuasion, silent nodding. But nothing could stop you from being reminded who was who. Who was — if you’ll excuse the term — boss.

‘Victory in Tini, Speedy!’ The word ‘victory’ half in fun and half not. June rubs her hands on her jeans and walks ahead of him towards the staff lunchroom. ‘We cracked it.’

‘You did good, Prez.’

‘Took a punt on the video. Worked like an effing charm. An effing charm.’

She’s chuffed by her own skill, he thinks. Can’t believe she’s pulled it off. And also can’t believe a big thing like this didn’t make it on to the TV news, that something so important could be so uninteresting to so many.

You’ll get over it, he thinks. He remembers with pain — almost agony — his own early years, and then thinks, Maybe you won’t get over it. The glory and mayhem and then the flat ignore by the rest of the world. Like travelling through a portal in the universe and no one believing you when you get back.

June sits at the laminate table in the staff lunchroom while he fizzes them up their coffees. He doesn’t ask what she wants, just makes her a flat white. Notices her heaping in the sugar. She’s as stringy as a whisk, June. You don’t see that much anymore, thin people. Not in ordinary life anyway. On TV maybe, but not so much actually in front of you. Not older than twenty.

‘So, air con installed in the Tinihanga packing shed at last. Done and dusted,’ June says.

Oh, dear, he thinks. Anything but done. A hundred years from dusted. There’s a world of drafting and signing to be gone through yet. A universe of emails and phone calls and followings-up. You just get to do the frothy bit at the start, girl. Now, it’s the pushing-shit-uphill part. The bit I get to do.

‘What?’

‘Nothing,’ he says, ‘just reminding myself to get the written agreement out to them.’

‘There’s one thing though.’

Godspeed looks up. He’s all ears. Always fully present for the there’s one thing though.

‘It probably doesn’t matter but …’

He’s even more present now. High alert, eyes fixed on June’s face.

‘Batram. He’s a bit of a character. Had the video on his phone. He put it up on his Facebook page. Just his friend group. Not the full public thing.’ She snorts as if the full public thing would truly be a step too far. Whereas.

There was a time when Godspeed would have wondered how fast he could move. He doesn’t wonder that now. Now he knows it will make no difference if he moves fast or slow. What makes the most difference — and even that difference won’t be great — is where he moves and how. And if. Doing nothing is an underrated option. Doing nothing is — he has often noted in retrospect — the better choice. He could say, for example, How the fuck did you let that happen? And it would make no difference to the problem and a lot of difference to how things are between him and June forever.

‘Okay,’ he says. ‘Okay.’ A placeholder in the conversation, a way to stay present in the room with June while he thinks about what to do next. So much trouble, he thinks. You just have no idea.

It’s the latest thing, employing the shop-floor leadership in this way. A car, a phone, a laptop, the likelihood of their own cupboard-office one day when someone like himself finally dies early from heart disease or hobbles off to pretend to enjoy fishing or whatever. Like that guy, Whatshisname, and his racehorses. Engineers Union guy. Best union organiser in the history of the world, etcetera. And then, to celebrate a change of government and some decent legislation for once, chucks it all in and shifts to Taylorville — which is nobody’s idea of paradise — to do something with racehorses. Breeding them, maybe. Something he’d wanted to do all his life.

No racehorses in my life, Godspeed thinks. Throwing in the job to watch more Netflix in bed doesn’t have the same ring to it.

Well, he would leave the job one of these days. He’d have to. And then June could have his job and his office and good luck to her. In the gap between then and now, however, he will have to fix up this pile of shit.

‘So, let’s get in touch with Batram and have a chat about it.’

She might have caught a whiff of it then, the gravity of his interest, there in the pitch of his voice.

‘Sure,’ she says, twisty in her seat, all her earlier bubble gone.

It would have been better if she hadn’t told me, he thinks. If I’d never known.


‘We need to have a chat with him and make sure he’s taken it off every single bit of Twitter.’

‘Facebook,’ says June.

‘Every single bit of fucking Facebook then. In fact, could you please do me a favour? Would it be possible for you to take a moment to do it now? Use my office if you like. Give him a call.’

June slid off the chair and out of the room.

The damage was done now. The ‘fucking’ and the ‘do it now’. She will never like him as much as she used to.
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While June is out of the room Godspeed just sits with his coffee. He stares at the row of recycling bins: green lid for food scraps, yellow lid for paper. Lesson number nine million and two, he thinks: there is no such thing as a stuff-up-free success. If there’s no last-minute sting in the tail, sit quietly and wait. For it will come. Ask not for whom the fuck-up comes; it comes for thee.

Everything, every single nubbin of success he’s ever had, every fragment, has come with the inbuilt knowledge that something will happen within hours or days or weeks that will de-triumph it. Nip triumph off at its pulsing tip. Victory and defeat just one wave fighting against the other. The God of Justice, also the God of Random Cock-ups, setting out banana peels to trip the over-celebratory. Just part of the ordinary muddle and tattiness of it all, nothing special. Nobody at war with anyone except for ordinary dumb circumstance being at war with everything else.

Hard to square all this, he thinks, with class divide and the songbook of struggle. Our lifeblood stained its very fold. Except. Except. What about things that are smart and work really well and are not much struggle at all? The video idea was smart. It took a certain aplomb to carry it off but not much struggle. Not as such. And June had the swagger for it, the ability to front up to the deal.

So where does he, Jeremy Godspeed, fit into the whole thing? Coffeemaker? What does someone like June need him for anyway? Twitter is full of one-woman anti-wage-theft activists who need nothing but a smartphone and a taut middle finger. Who needs an office full of mainly-white-folk huffing and puffing over their indignation now? Look the law up online; organise your protest on WhatsApp. Union as chat group.

Still, there’s the coffee and the lunchroom table. Gives the Junes of the world somewhere to come and be appreciated.

And he’s had his moments. Best not to think of them now. He tends to cry at his own goodness if he does. Memories of turning up in the small hours of the night. Driving down to Queen Street BurgerKai at 2.30 a.m. to stand next to a soon-to-be-sacked delegate. Knowing he was doing the Right Thing with a big fat Right Thing cap on his head. Made him wonder if the whole point was so he could have that Right Thing feeling. Revelling in the bubbly spa bath of it, the deep immersion into whirling virtue.

So Batram, the dickhead, had put the fucking video up on his Facebook page. It was Batram who’d actually taken the video in the first place, minutes of blameless lead-up as requested. No possibility of it looking like a set-up or a trick. Just a group of tired people in a fruit packers’ van. Interesting, Godspeed thinks, how as a species we laugh and joke in the strangest situations. Do people laugh and joke in the back of migrant death lorries? Tell stories? Do a little lighthearted stand-up? Have a pre-death chuckle? Probably.

In the video Batram took with his phone, the packers in the van make jokes about who has ‘the spins’. They use the English word: spins. The rest of the conversation was transcribed and translated at expense — his, actually, and he really must find the receipt — by the Migrant Workers Interpreting Service. Printed out all nicely with the prim use of the term ‘curse words’.


Niva has the spins.

Have you got the spins, Niva?

[Curse word] [indecipherable] Shut up.

[Indecipherable] Whoopsie. Bucket over there.

What?

Bucket.



It was heat and dehydration that caused it. The first rumour was that it was caused by chemicals used on the green fruit. But it was nothing to do with chemicals. Good old-fashioned heat and thirst. Nothing fancy. Combine that with the overdrinking water before getting in the van, gulping like machines. Then the motion of the vehicle. The spins.

Finally, at last, Niva did the honours. You couldn’t tell if it was man or woman. Red baseball cap, red bucket between the knees. The Orchard Road logo on the clipboard. The video kept on rolling through the process of carrying the bucket out of the van, then a long pan of the side of the vehicle and the words, Orchard Road Staff Courtesy Vehicle. Courtesy vehicle? What was courteous about it? Everyone called it The Packers’ Van.
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June comes back into the lunchroom and Godspeed is still there, staring at the recycling bins.

‘It’s all okay, Speedy,’ she says. ‘He’s done it. He’s taken it down.’


‘Okay.’ Godspeed is still holding his cup as if it means something to him. Everything about him is heavy now. Big, fat and heavy.

‘Got something for you.’ June pulls it from her bag.

‘What’s this?’

‘Have a look.’

His big thumb finds the V at the back of an envelope. He splits it open.

It’s a thank-you card. You’re One in a Million on the front. Inside the card it says, Thanks for everything, signed by June and a few of the others. Batram. For God’s sake. Can awkwardness endanger your health? Can you die from it? Would he mind if he did?

‘Wow,’ he says, ‘June, that’s so sweet.’

She burns puce and bounces up to the PlanetPresso to start up more coffee. She’ll be wired if she drinks more, but he understands she has to do something. She can’t just sit there and be thanked for bringing a thank-you card.

He puts the card down on the table. ‘I didn’t do much. You guys did everything. Seriously, June, the negotiation. You did that. That was pretty cool.’

‘Nah.’

‘Nah?’

‘Just said, video goes up on social media unless we get the air conditioning in the packing shed. Not hard. Up to them. Got into this space —’ June taps the skull under her blonded hair — ‘where I didn’t care one way or the other. Almost wanted them to say no so we could let the world know what kind of arseholes they are.’

She angles the steaming spout over the milk, and Godspeed realises she’s handled a hot milk spout before.

‘To be honest, still thought we could do both. Let the video out in the world and get the air conditioning. Sort of thought they’d feel forced to put in the air conditioning after that anyway. After they’d been embarrassed all over Facebook and that.
But I gave them my word, so that was that.’

The thank-you card lies between them.

This had been their fight during the planning stage. No, not their fight, their debate. ‘Stick it up on Facebook anyway,’ June had said in the Zoom meeting they’d had, ‘why give them the option?’

Godspeed, so marinated in a certain style of doing things, argued for doing a deal, an agreement, a settlement. Unless you do X, we’ll do Y. Something along those lines. Signed and sealed on the dotted line. He’d talked about creating an enduring bargaining relationship, the to and fro of it. How that kind of relationship would build a conduit for future negotiations. Help future workers. Fellow workers to come.

Even at the time he’d said it he’d thought about how little it might mean to June and Batram down in Tinihanga. There might be no future workers. There was nothing that couldn’t be offshored now. Didn’t even need a shore. Peaches could be packed by Indonesian sons and brothers on an outbound ship still in transit. There might be different managers at the Orchard Road packing plant in Tinihanga in six months. The old managers might have moved on for more growthful excitement elsewhere. No point in building up a good relationship with a job title that had no person attached to it, was there?

‘He did it on purpose, Batram, didn’t he?’ Godspeed says. ‘He knew exactly what he was doing.’

June stirs her new cup of coffee, jittery already, beyond mere caffeine.

‘You’ll have to talk to him about that,’ she says. ‘I knew nothing about it. You’ll have to take my word on that.’ Still the president and not as nervous as she might sometimes look.

Well, there was his answer. You’re one in a million, indeed.

There were times when he could feel the follicles in his scalp loosen and the individual hairs float free. Small deaths, suicides of bits of him, floating off, giving up. He lived for the sense of being right, and it was slipping from him. He wanted to be on the cutting edge of rightness, up there in the front row of marchers, and now where was he?

He could see the edge on June, the thing that allowed her to do what she did. A whole lot of jumpy nerviness on top, and then, underneath, the certainty, the steady hand.

He picks up the card. ‘Thanks so much for this, June. Tell everyone thanks. Appreciate what you’ve done.’

He will have to kiss her when she leaves. The peck on the cheek. This situation calls for it, despite their differences. Nothing he hates worse than that peck. Smelling his own armpits as he bends down, hoping his Tom Ford at least confuses the issue, hoping it shows he makes an effort.

So here’s yet another of his failings: he forgets the particularity of people, their quirks. He forgot Batram. Didn’t think carefully enough about him. Didn’t consider his eager psycho wee face in the middle of it all. And then Batram decides to go against the formal decision of the group. Isn’t there a song about that? Thou shalt not gainsay a properly passed resolution, even one passed via Zoom? Our lifeblood stained its very fold?
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After the peck on the cheek at the door, Godspeed walks slowly back to his cupboard office. The file pile has skidded again, taking out the cup he uses as a pen-holder. The cup has the shield of the Maritime Union on it. Given to him as a thank-you for helping on their twenty-four-hour picket roster. No thanks needed. It was light relief. A chance to do a bit of shouting. Everyone needs a good shout sometimes. Raise the scarlet standard, etcetera.

He finds himself humming. Not happily. Reads a text from his delegate at Greenlane BurgerKai. An incident with crowd control. Burger flippers expected to do security work because some international celebrity turned up unannounced. Toes stepped on. People pushed and shoved.

Who cares? he thinks. Get over yourself.

He starts up a Word document.

Dear Bridget. Bridget is the National Secretary. Still what they call their boss: secretary. Would never change it to Chief Executive or anything like that. Symbolic of something. Not sure what, but something. She’s based in Wellington now, Bridget, which seems to be a way of ascending to a different plane, more spiritual than actual.

Dear Bridget,

As you may know, I’ve long had a strong interest in … and then he stops to think about what he has that would be worth leaving for.
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LAMBS
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ROBBIE’S MOTHER MADE HIM BUY the unit. She’d gripped his hand and pulled him — actually, literally, pulled him — to her car and, later on, pushed him through the front door on Pakiwaitara Road so he could have a walk through. And then, without bothering to stop and listen to what he had to say about the place (bit small, bit ugly, bit unit-y), she forced him to come to the bank with her and from there to the lawyers.

‘I’m being bullied,’ he told the lawyer, Andrea Pedersen.

‘Lucky you,’ she said, ‘Aucklanders are buying up everything, and I mean everything.’

Andrea was a friend of Robbie’s mother’s from school. Almost everyone in the district was a friend of his mother’s from school, though Robbie wasn’t sure if friend always meant friend or just someone she knew well without necessarily liking them very much. What do you call those people?

Andrea Pedersen had a lot to say about the whole unit-buying thing. The general theme was that it was good that Robbie was getting on the ladder while he was still young.

Talk of ladders gave Robbie the panicky feeling of running for a bus that had already pulled away from the kerb. Any sort of panic made Robbie’s brain shut down cold. A blank screen. Locked out of his own account.

Buying the unit turned out to be the right decision — of course it did, how could it not? — but the rightness of the decision was ruined by the knowledge that his mother had forced him to do it. Buying your first home ought to be a sign of independence and adulthood. Instead, for Robbie, it was the opposite. It was a sign of him not knowing his arse from his elbow and having to have his mother point it out to him. Still, he owned the place now and his mother had fucked off to the Gold Coast — which was what she had been building up to the whole time — so from now on the arse and elbow navigation was up to him.

Robbie’s mother was goal directed. As soon as I finish X, then I’ll go ahead and do Y. As soon as I get my loser son into his own home, I’m fucking off to Southport and never coming back. She liked the outlet shops over there and the warm weather and people who made the most of themselves, who made every day count. She liked a free mini-pedicure with her spray tan and she liked dressing up. She would be a great person to run a glee club in a bomb shelter during a siege. Her motto would be: Don’t just sit around! Well, maybe that wouldn’t be helpful in a bomb shelter, but her general attitude to life would be just what you needed at a time like that.

Robbie wasn’t yet at the age — not quite — where a single man living alone in a unit was sad and loser-ish. That day would come, but by then living anywhere that wasn’t a penthouse or a yacht or an off-grid self-built cabin was loser-ish. Best not to think about all of that. Best not to think about any of his earlier dreams.


Childhood fantasies should probably be banned for all the trouble they caused. Worse than drugs really, the things you imagine will happen for you and then the dreadful, shitty way they just don’t. And then feeling so badly let down by it all, as if your childhood fantasies were a signed agreement with God, not just your own little daydreams. Mental health outcomes? Bloody carnage. But you don’t hear any politicians talking about starting a War On Unrealistic Expectations, do you?

On the bright side, he was certainly better off than most of his friends. (Were they actually his friends? Or just people he had known for a long time?) The guys who’d come back to live in Tini after their time away (because everyone except Robbie had had a time away) lived with their parents or their girlfriend’s parents or — in the case of Dane Presser — in a farmworker’s cottage in the lowest dip of a long valley.

Dane’s cottage wasn’t a safe place to live at all. Not mentally speaking. Not with those steep cuts looming over him and nothing holding them in place but hybrid ryegrass and a dotting of gorse. Dane had asked Robbie to look out for an orcharding job or even something in the packing shed. Something on the flat, he said. The dip in the valley and cliff-hills hanging over the house were getting to him. And the way the cottage got the sun for one and a half hours a day was worse, Dane said, than never getting any sun at all, because it was just enough to remind him that there was sun out there somewhere. He knew the rest of the world was full of it, just not him.

‘Fruit trees. I can deal with fruit trees,’ he said.

Robbie knew Dane was picturing stone fruit in full blossom. Nice straight rows of trees. Walking between them in an orange vest, maybe giving a fat apricot a couple of pinches. Grown-up fantasies could be just as bad as childhood ones, and every job in the world was much harder than it appeared from the outside. But the way Dane had looked at him with ghostly eyes, made him promise he would look out for something. He understood why Dane couldn’t stay working on the farm and living in the old cottage, waiting for the world to fall on top of him, feeling its weight already and with everything so cold and dark, against the odds, in such a sunny world.

Robbie’s best-friend-from-school, Zac, lived in Wellington in a rented apartment that was the smallest dwelling Robbie had ever seen. It was an apartment and not a flat. When had that happened? When did flats turn into apartments, never to turn back? And why was Robbie’s place a unit? Hard to think of a worse name for anything. Unit. No chance of changing it and deciding to call it an apartment or anything else, because no one around here would have any idea what he was talking about. They would stare at him until he said, ‘One of the units on Pakiwaitara Road,’ and then everyone would know exactly where he meant.

His unit was in a row of six: three sets of two. Each unit shared a wall with one other — its other half, so to speak. Robbie’s wall-buddy was Kenneth, a widower. Not quite a kaumātua but getting there. Kenneth grew tomatoes up against the front wall and gave Robbie a couple every week in season. Big fat beefsteaks, the kind Robbie’s dad had once grown on their steep section on Goat Hill. Or maybe not. Maybe he was misremembering, as he sometimes did. Maybe the tomatoes his dad grew were a different kind entirely. Robbie’s memory tended to do this to him. Expand things, add things, deliver strange dollops of detail which it was hard to believe anyone would be able to make up out of the blue, yet somehow Robbie had.

The girls he’d fancied at school, for example. He remembered their bodies as if they’d been his lovers. Their special freckles, the shape of their nipples. But they had never been his lovers. Nobody had.


And Luke, his boss, was another example of misremembering. Robbie ‘remembered’ Luke from his school days too: lurking on the sidelines at parties, laughing along with his mates at one of the window tables in the school canteen. But Luke had been born and brought up in Auckland and hadn’t been anywhere near Tinihanga until just a few years ago. So, who was the Luke-looking boy he could see in his mind’s eye? Some sort of prototype, maybe? The Luke-ish individual to be found in every group of young males? The one who was competitive but also friendly? The one you couldn’t help liking but also needed to be wary of? Who would steal your lunch but only so you could watch him carefully and learn how to do it for yourself next time.

Robbie spent far too much of his time at work listening to Luke’s opinions. Luke had views on everything from the World Health Organization’s response to water-borne disease (chlorine dispensers — brilliant — why not try them here?) to why some sports would never catch on in New Zealand (an oval field, for Chrissake!).

All Luke’s views needed to escape Luke’s mind without delay. None of them could wait inside his head for long. A text would appear on Robbie’s phone, or Luke would stick his head out of his office door if he’d heard Robbie’s voice in the corridor and say, ‘Robbie, got a minute?’ And Robbie would always respond as soon as he could, though he did sometimes wonder if it would make any difference to his day — or indeed his whole working life — if he said, no. No. Luke. Only if it’s important. Because you never knew if it was just Luke wanting to talk about something he’d seen on Twitter or a Zoom call with Sydney telling them the company was being sold to GreenGoPak. (Didn’t happen in the end. GreenGoPak pulled out.)

Robbie would never know until it was too late and Luke had swung his chair sideways, rested his legs on a pulled-out drawer and said something like, ‘Rocket Launch Coffee, Robbie, ever heard of it?’ And Robbie would be trapped. He would have to stay and find out that Rocket Launch Coffee changed your metabolism into a fat-burning machine. Or something. He hadn’t really been listening attentively. He also hadn’t been listening very attentively when Luke told him all about leading using the WALK system. WALK, Luke explained, stood for Windows (to innovation), Adding value, Learn (daily), Keep looking (for improvement).

‘Take yourself, Robbie,’ Luke said, which made Robbie wake up from the sleepy state he allowed himself to slump into when he was listening to Luke, a sort of open-eyed dreaminess when his mind was somewhere else completely. ‘If I’m going to keep looking for improvements in your performance as a leader, Robbie, I would say: get energised, Robbie! Work out what you’re striving for! Name it. Describe it. Tell me what it looks like. Tell me what it feels like. For example, do you want to be sitting in this office one day, Robbie? Sitting in this chair?’

No, Robbie thought. He didn’t say the word no, but it seemed to him that he was thinking it loudly enough for Luke to hear. No no no!

He looked at the tea-stain grey of the office walls. The excessive space. The undusted shelves and credenzas. It was a pretty word, credenza. Should have been a kind of dance: Oh Rupert, listen! They’re playing the credenza! But it wasn’t. It was an item of office furniture in tea-stain grey.

He’s lonely, Robbie thought. He’s shut up in this office with his ambition and his credenzas and he’s lonely.

‘How’s Maddy?’ he asked. Maddy was Luke’s hurtfully attractive wife. She had the kind of apple breasts that always seemed ready to burst forth from their covering. She could be encased in steel and her breasts would still look like they were about to pop free and be naked.


That’s no way to think about women, Robbie reminded himself. Apple, apple, apple.

‘Don’t try and change the subject, I’m asking you something important. When you think about the future, Robbie, what do you see? What are you looking at?’

‘Nothing,’ said Robbie. ‘I don’t see anything.’

‘C’mon Robbie! Visualise!’

Was this an instruction? Robbie wondered. Could he get away with continued resistance? Like most people with a boss, he treated Luke like an unexploded bomb. Harmless on the surface but capable of going off at any time. The apparent harmlessness could even be a sort of trap to trick you into giving the unexploded bomb a few thoughtless kicks just to see what would happen. He’d been warned once to be wary of Luke, but Robbie could never resist a bit of bomb kicking.

‘Okay, I see,’ said Robbie. ‘I see some …’ What did he see? Nothing at all. He really was just totally making this up. ‘I see some lambs and …’

‘And?’

‘And a retaining wall.’

‘A retaining wall? Jesus, Robbie.’

‘Building one, I mean, building a retaining wall.’ He didn’t say he also saw someone helping him. But he did see it. Suddenly and against his will, he was visualising all over the place. He saw mud, the effects of cold wind on faces, workaday shouting, his companion in an oilskin and a rainproof hat. The two of them hurrying to finish.

‘So that’s what you see in your future? Building a retaining wall?’

‘Yes, and some lambs.’

‘And that’s what you want? To build a retaining wall?’

‘You’re deliberately missing out the lambs.’


‘Right,’ said Luke, ‘so let me put this differently. How do you see your job here evolving? What do you see in your future in terms of management roles?’

‘Are you asking me if I want your job?’

‘Well, okay, let’s start with that then. Do you?’

Again, Robbie had no choice but to make something up. He cast around mentally for something that Luke would find flattering. ‘I’m not sure I could do what you do,’ he said. ‘Y’know. The responsibility.’

Luke nodded gravely, satisfied. ‘Fear,’ he said. ‘Nothing to be ashamed of. FOL. Fear of Leading. I’ve had it myself.’

Oh, surely not, Robbie thought.

‘Sometimes you just have to push through.’

Robbie wondered when people had started to talk about pushing through it instead of ignoring it. Pushing through made it sound like you were doing something active and courageous, possibly under enemy fire or, at the very least, during a taxing gym workout.

Oblongs of sunlight came in from the high windows. They lit up the air dust and made Luke’s office seem even more forlorn than it already was. It really was an enormous office. An expanse of unused grey carpet lay between Robbie’s chair and the nearest wall. A field of it, a paddock.

Luke swung his chair around to face Robbie front-on again. He laced his fingers behind his head and curved his thoracic spine over the back of the chair until his head almost disappeared from view. He had an amazingly supple back, Luke, like a dancer.

‘I’m not sure,’ said Robbie, surprised to hear his own voice and wondering what he was going to say next, ‘that management is actually my thing. At the end of the day. I’m thinking of …’ What? What was he thinking of? ‘Working more outdoors.’

Where had that come from? What had he ever willingly done outdoors besides put his feet up on the deck railing? Working outdoors was the kind of thing other people talked about, not him.

But Luke was no longer interested and no longer listening. He was standing and stretching, maybe preparing to go and march around the packing shed as he did on some — but not all — days. ‘Maddy wants me to pick up some stuff,’ he said, stretching his arms up and then to the side. Maybe that’s what all the space in the office was for, so Luke could stretch his arms. ‘We’re having —’ he yawned hugely — ‘oh,’ he said, worn out by having to think of who he and Maddy were having — ‘some friends over.’

Maddy had once told Robbie that she and Luke were planning to keep their Tinihanga house as a ‘holiday home’ when they ‘moved on’. Where were she and Luke planning to move on to? Robbie wondered. Was Luke getting ready to leave Orchard Road Packing, and was he trying to prep Robbie for taking over the GM’s job?

No no no, inner Robbie said again.

‘Right,’ he said, ‘I’ll let you get on.’

He left Luke’s office and walked past the staff kitchen where they made their coffee and tea, and went downstairs to the open-plan area where the admin staff worked.

‘Off already, is he?’ said the office lady, Kerri, as Robbie walked past her desk. How did she know these things? Could she analyse the creaks and rumbles through the ceiling? Could she tell the exact sound of Luke pushing his chair back when he was getting ready to go home, as opposed to pushing his chair back when he was getting ready to go to the photocopier?

Probably. Probably Kerri could read the exact vibrations that came off the gib board and paint and understand everything that happened in the whole building.

He would make sure he didn’t go home before her. He would go back into his office and play on Facebook and Twitter and wait until she left. He walked over to the photocopier and pretended to check for documents which weren’t there and then went upstairs to his own office again.
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At home, in his unit, Robbie got a beer from his fridge and went out to the deck. It’s not a bad life, he thought. Or maybe that was just the beer. Whenever he had a beer in his hand he thought, It’s not a bad life. From his deck, he had a view of the house behind his unit and the vacant section next to that. And of course he also had a view of his own bare feet up on the deck railing. He thought about what he’d said to Luke. The retaining wall. The lambs. What an idiot. Luke as well. They were both idiots. They could both stay home forever and Kerri could run the whole place without them, no problem. She would refuse to take calls from the Sydney office unless the Sydney guys guaranteed there’d be no swearing. That would be the end of calls from Sydney.

Robbie’s mother had a theory that there was a woman behind the scenes in every workplace running everything, while people like him and Luke bounced around in their shirts and ties being wankers.

‘I don’t see why you can’t be a shirt-and-tie wanker as well as anyone else,’ she’d said to him when the job as Assistant GM first came up. ‘Why not? You’re a bloke. I’ll get you some shirts. Shirt-and-tie wankers always wear blue or white shirts.’

She had his best interests at heart, his mum, but she wasn’t always gentle with it. Now he missed her like shit. He would visit soon. As soon as the borders opened up again. Take some leave and go to Southport and walk along the waterfront she was always banging on about. He hoped she didn’t know any women his age to try to set him up with. She’d been starting along that track before she’d left. Thankfully, she’d only got as far as the embarrassing-mention stage. This or that friend’s daughter. Soand-so who works somewhere or another. Given her focus with the whole unit-buying thing, he was worried if she found him a likely-looking wife she’d push him into a jeweller’s shop and then a registry office, saying, ‘You’ll thank me later!’

Lambs. The bare section at the back of his house had had half-grown lambs running around it for the last few weeks. That’s what he’d been thinking of when he’d talked about lambs to Luke. He’d watched them from his deck after work. And then one time when he looked they weren’t there. The thought of the lambs going to the slaughterhouse had given him a kick of grief. He was soft. When he’d seen Leesha hanging out her washing in the garden, he’d asked her where the lambs had gone.

‘Lamb daycare at school,’ she’d said. ‘Kids feed them at playtime. So cute. They come home with us some nights still. Sleep in the shed. Nah. No freezing works for them. They’re pets.’

He’d been stupidly glad to hear this. Uplifted almost. He’d never heard of a lamb daycare and couldn’t imagine what it might mean, but he was pleased the lambs were still alive.
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The next morning he was supposed to drive to Hastings to visit the engineering workshop where ramps were being customised for the new loading dock.

‘Maybe I’ll just ring them,’ he’d said to Luke.


‘Face to face is better,’ Luke said. ‘Always.’

Before turning on to the main highway, he stopped at the Four Square for a bottle of water and some chocolate. Out the front was a rack of local fruit and vegetables. Plastic bags of plums on the top shelf, a lone pumpkin on the bottom. Early for pumpkin, he thought. A picture of his dad came to mind, standing on the lawn behind their house on Goat Hill, a corrugated grey pumpkin in his palm. He was bouncing it gently, demonstrating the heft of it. Proud.

His dad had been brought up in the poshest part of Auckland and gone to the poshest school but ended up pumpkin-focused and quiet on Goat Hill. It was his dad he’d been visualising in Luke’s office. The two of them — him and his dad — working side by side, fixing the retaining wall at the back of the old house. Not a visualisation after all, a memory. The feeling of being useful, of working side by side with his dad. Doing something that needed doing.

When he came out of the Four Square, Robbie looked across the road to the primary school. On the other side of the fence was an enclosure full of lambs. He snapped off a piece of his breakfast chocolate and crossed the road. Some of the lambs were no bigger than cats. Must be that miniature breed, he thought, the one grape growers use to trim the grass around the vines, too low-hanging themselves to pluck at the low-hanging fruit. Each lamb wore a felted coat. Some had jaunty bandanas around their necks. Robbie laughed, his mouth full of chocolate.

‘Hello,’ he said to a lamb who was looking up at him. ‘Good morning to you too.’

A buzzer sounded, and a clatter of kids in blue polo shirts rushed into the enclosure holding baby bottles full of milk. Robbie leaned over the steel fence to watch.

An adult came into the enclosure behind the children. He wore the same kind of stupid blue sunhat the kids wore. ‘Frankie, don’t pull him,’ he said, ‘he won’t like that. Frankie!’

For a moment Robbie thought he was looking at his old friend from school, Zac McKenzie, turning up unannounced back in Tini as a teacher at the primary school, but when the guy looked up he was nothing like Zac at all. Too tall, for one thing. Six two or three. A tall, weedy guy among the children and the lambs.

Robbie turned from the fence. He could have watched for longer but couldn’t think how he could make it look like a normal thing to do. Him, hanging around, just so he could stare at the children feeding lambs.
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The next day Luke called Robbie into the office.

‘Robbie, got a minute?’

Robbie went in. Luke held up an orange packet and shook it at him. ‘Rocket Launch Coffee. Arrived last night,’ he said. ‘Originally Tibetan. Did you know that?’

‘No,’ Robbie said. ‘And no, I don’t want to try any.’

‘Turmeric paste and ghee.’

‘Yes, so you said.’

‘You might be surprised.’ Luke shook the packet again.

‘I’m surprised already.’

Robbie looked at Luke in his white shirt, the orange packet of coffee in his hopeful, upraised hand. The two orange jars — turmeric paste and ghee — lined up on his desk so Robbie could see them. Luke had been waiting for him, Robbie realised. Waiting for the moment when he could show Robbie his latest thing.


Maybe the best sort of boss, Robbie thought, is the one you can’t bear to let down, the one you feel sorry for. The one you want to protect from something.

He could tell Luke about his decision later on. He knew it wouldn’t be all lambs and playtime. Of course he did. He knew it would probably thump his ego and bamboozle him as things he cared about so often did. But he’d seen his place in the world — that was the thing. He’d seen where he should be, the wall he should be building. He’d seen the tall guy in the cloth sunhat and knew that he was the person he should be helping. He would suggest to Luke that he promote Kerri to Assistant GM to take his place. Luke wouldn’t do it, but it couldn’t hurt to ask. And he would ask about a job for Dane Presser in the new loading dock. But for now he would let Luke be his friend.

‘Okay Luke,’ he said, ‘Rocket Launch Coffee. Ghee. Turmeric. What the fuck? Let’s give it a try. If it kills me, it’s on you.’
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THE CONSOLIDATION PHASE
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NATIONAL OUTPUTS MANAGER STEVE STIRLING stops for a beat. ‘Acuity, attention and resolve.’ His gaze arcs, chin-led. ‘What do we mean by acuity, attention and resolve? What do we mean by the Consolidation Phase?’

At a conference table towards the back of the room, Seamus’s phone blinks. His sister’s name flashes on the screen. He considers allowing himself another mid-session toilet break. No, he thinks, wiser to wait. You have to parcel these things out, set yourself goals, like the mountaineer with broken legs who dragged himself back to base camp, scrabbling from one rock to the other. Small achievable goals, rock by rock.

At the front of the room Steve Stirling slashes an electronic pointer at three orange triangles on his PowerPoint slide. ‘Acuity, attention and resolve,’ he says. ‘Can I throw this one out to the group? Let’s hear some ideas.’

Seamus picks a toffee from the bowl on the table. His phone blinks again. He slides it closer, using a forearm motion which could pass for postural alignment.

The toffee is coconut, his least favourite flavour for as long as he can remember. He used to suspect his sister Bron of putting sand in the coconut ones, of opening up a certain number of toffees, rubbing sand into them and carefully resealing them. It was during a period of his life when nothing seemed beyond Bron’s powers.

‘What about you, Zac?’ Steve Stirling’s tone is glassy. ‘What’s your view on this?’

Steve has a thing about Zac. Seamus once teased Zac it was because he had a cute butt and he should put on weight and get a big strong girlfriend. Now, he feels bad that he ever teased him. He snaps his jaw free from the toffee. ‘Attention to detail,’ he mutters to Zac, who sits next to him, sharing his conference table. ‘Perseverance.’

‘Attention to detail,’ Zac calls out loudly. ‘Perspiration.’

Steve Stirling nods. His chin bunches up into a hill of pockmarks. He looks surprised. ‘Exactly,’ he says. ‘You’ve got it.’ He stares back at Zac, as if he might be reassessing him.

A murmur of a seating readjustment rustles around the room.

Seamus thinks, Here we all are, sitting and waiting to be called on by Steve. What’s the difference between this and school? We’re pathetic.

The toffee catches at his jaw again and clamps it shut. He works at it until, in a wash of sweetness, his jaw is freed. He uses the moment to poke at his phone so he can read Bron’s text.

Dad had trust fund, it says.

No, Seamus thinks, no he didn’t. Dad had nothing of the sort. Dad didn’t even have a job.

He flicks his attention back to the front of the room and Steve Stirling, alert for more questioning.

‘Make no mistake.’ Steve Stirling slaps his thigh with the electronic pointer. ‘Make no mistake. This is a new era of —’ he pauses, seeming to forget for a moment what the new era is of — ‘professional accountability.’

‘Another fucking restructuring,’ Zac mumbles, his hand over his mouth. ‘Oh shit.’

Seamus suspects Zac is right. He had the same thought himself as soon as he saw the orange triangles on Steve’s PowerPoint. Triangles are rarely a good sign.

‘Could be,’ he mumbles back.

His phone blinks again, and Bron’s name floats along the screen. Zac widens his eyes, noting the rule-breaking. Seamus palms the phone into his pocket where it lights up the side of his trousers for a moment.

Bron has been texting him at this rate since the day of their father’s funeral. He’s not pulling his weight. He knows it. According to Bron, he never has. She sends him a dozen texts a day. What day is he free to see the lawyer? Can he call the funeral guy and discuss the bill? Has he called Mum today? This morning? This hour?

He doesn’t blame her. He knows it isn’t fair. She’s as henpecked by her job as he is by his. It’s not like she doesn’t have other things to do. She’s taking ANNUAL LEAVE in block capitals today to visit the solicitor and discuss their father’s will. Seamus, on the other hand, is NOT, in block capitals. He’s used up his bereavement leave and his additional-discretionary-leave-in-exceptional-circumstances. If he takes any more time off, it will have to come off his annual leave. He doesn’t want to do this. He just doesn’t. He has plans. What an arsehole.

It’s the grief, he thinks, letting himself off the hook. Well, partly the grief, so partly letting himself off the hook. He just doesn’t want to think about it anymore: Dad’s death. Dad’s sad life. Dad’s years of doing nothing. Dad’s milling about the house with the Dominion Post trapped under his arm, squeezing his black transistor in front of him as if the business-news bulletins had anything to say to him. Mum’s efforts to make him feel important. He’s in his study. Let’s not disturb him now. The way he padded around the house with a half-smile, trying to keep out of everyone’s way.

He was about the same age Seamus is now when he had his first breakdown. Or his last breakdown. Or his only breakdown. No one seemed to know if there was more than just the one. No one seemed to know anything useful. His father just couldn’t work anymore, that’s all there was to it. One day he was striding off to the office in the morning (probably smiling, probably full of confidence, Seamus can’t remember), and the next day (more or less) it was: Daddy’s going to be at home with us more often from now on.

Seamus had been well past the age where he called his father ‘Daddy’, so that was a sign of something right there: adults using baby talk to whip events to the right mushy consistency to feed the kids.

He remembers a kind of wordlessness. Their ever-beaming mum still whistled and hummed and chirped, but there was a silence that sat lower down in the truth of things. It might have been caused by shame or fear. Or it might have been completely in his imagination and not there at all.
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When the conference session breaks for lunch they all move to a room where food is laid out on long tables. A group twinkles around Steve Stirling. They hold red mini-napkins to their faces, nibble their mini-quiches and laugh without spitting.

‘I can’t do it alone,’ Steve Stirling is saying to the group around him. ‘I need your help to join the dots.’ The group hums and joggles at him in agreement.

Seamus is standing by a table that holds coffee jugs and a box of different sorts of teabags. Zac walks over holding a boot-sized slab of cake on a plate.

Zac has his eyebrows and eyelashes dyed every five weeks. He has his back and neck waxed. Seamus knows these things because he and Zac have been drunk together many times. Zac has broken up with his girlfriend and is looking for a new one. He believes a high standard of personal grooming will help. He’s waiting for the right person to come along. He’s using Tinder. He’s hoping for somebody very beautiful and also nice. He wants kids and Christmas barbecues and a paddling pool and brightly coloured bikes to trip over on his deck. He wants camping holidays that end with him taking down a tent in the rain. He wants bored kids fighting in the car on the way home. He wants to say, ‘If there’s any more arguing I’m going to take that off you. I mean it, Hal.’ He wants to say, ‘Gretchen, did you hear what I just said?’ He wants to spend two hundred kilometres playing I Spy with a six-year-old.

‘So, what was all that about?’ Zac nods at Seamus’s phone, which is now out in the open for all to see.

Standing next to the coffee jugs and the box of teabags, Seamus is stiff and numb. He has just read Bron’s latest text. He has read it twice, three times. He feels his face has been slapped plain. He can’t smile or grimace or do any of the things he usually does with his face. He has no expression. He is a man standing in small waves, transfixed by the horizon, without thoughts, with nothing but his own long gaze.

‘Family stuff,’ he says finally, making the first decision of many to conceal. He slides the phone into his pocket and wonders why he doesn’t say more. Zac would pat him on his unwaxed back. Might even hug him. He’s not ready for hugs. He’s not ready for anything. He might fall down or he might ascend. Meaning — the actual truth of things — still dances away. He needs to say something, so he says, ‘Excited by the new phase?’

‘Very,’ says Zac, ‘very excited indeed. Joining up no end of dots. If I see a dot, by Christ, I’m going to join it up. And tell me —’ Zac waves his red mini-napkin, flapping it open from its tight square — ‘what the fuck happened to these things? Is this a fucking bonsai napkin?’ He flaps the napkin again. ‘Where’s the rest of it? Doesn’t exist, that’s where.’

Steve Stirling looks over at them, attracted by the napkin flapping. ‘You’d agree with that,’ he calls over the heads of his inner circle, ‘wouldn’t you, Seamus? About the distinctions between acuity and attention?’

‘Oh, absolutely, Steve. There’s an inherent tension alongside the obvious synergy there,’ Seamus says, and thinks, He challenged me. Not Zac. Not anyone else. Me. This is how quickly it begins. Pheromones. Something floating in the air.

Steve’s attention retreats back into his group, but the arc of his chin through space suggests he has a serious concern he’s yet to put a name to.

Seamus imagines saying the words, You can shove your job up your arse, Steve Stirling. He imagines calling it out, over all the other noise, all the other voices, in that single perfect phrase. He stares at Steve’s face and allows his eyes to wander over the bones of it. Feel the pheromones now, buddy. He hears how his perfect words would chime out. We were never meant to be this fully dominated, he thinks. We were never meant to have our wills so broken, to have other people make up our words, make up our thoughts for us.

He thinks about his dad again. He imagines being there, at the crucial moment, when the thing happened. The nervous breakdown or whatever it was. Did his father fall down? Did he cry? Did he have to be taken somewhere? Did he have to be manhandled? The thought of anyone manhandling his father makes him angry. He’s never dared to think about any of this before.
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The circle of attention around Steve Stirling breaks up. The attendees scrunch their red mini-napkins and leave them on the table next to a pile of plates. Everyone moves back towards the conference room, Steve in the lead.

‘How tall is that man?’ Zac whispers to Seamus. ‘Seven foot? Is that what seven foot looks like? Do you think it’s part of the job description, being that tall? Do you think they breed them? Like there’s some sort of a puppy farm somewhere for National Outputs Managers?’

Tall? New Seamus looks at Zac. What does tall matter? Smart is what matters. Really, really smart. Even work doesn’t matter. Just smart. A transistor held up like a talisman matters, a transistor held up like a holy cross bearing down on enemies and hellfire, making all flee before its white-hot and holy smartness. The business pages in a perfect fold, tight corners, clamped under the arm. The soft gait down the hallway, the crease of beige trousers in perfect undulations, the small, clipped sound of the lever handle as the door shuts. Don’t disturb your father. He’s in his study. Don’t disturb your father. He’s busy at the moment. The thread of a smile that’s not a shy rictus after all but something else. Something lit from inside.

Steve Stirling takes his place again at the front of the room. He tells them to break into groups of three and discuss their action plans for the Consolidation Phase, which is the phase, he tells them, they are in now. In twenty minutes, he says, one person from each group will give a short summary of their priority action points. Top three action points only, he says. No more than three, he says. Three maximum. Could be less, he says. Summarise. Keep it brief.

Seamus swivels his chair towards his table-mates, Zac and Linda C. It’s not their first conference together.

‘I’m not taking the notes,’ Linda C says. ‘Just putting that out there so you know.’

‘Going forward,’ says Zac, ‘I’m envisioning some of these learnings cascading into high-performance work streams.’

‘Maybe try shutting up,’ Linda C says, ‘Mr Smart-Arse. If you can’t be any help.’

Seamus stretches out his hand for his glass of water. His wrist quivers between the reach and the grip.

Zac crooks his thumb and pings a toffee at Linda C. It hits her in the upper boob.

‘Stop being a dick,’ she says. ‘Just stop.’

I sort of love you, Seamus wants to say, I sort of love you both. Thank you for having me. It’s been. What had it been? And was that a sign he’d already made a decision, thinking about things in the past tense like that? Did that constitute a decision?

His phone flashes with another text.

‘Aren’t you ever going to put that thing away?’ Linda C says.

‘Sure,’ he says. He slides his phone out of sight again. ‘Probably just my sister. She’s sorting through the …’ The what? The estate? Is the word ‘estate’ a giveaway? ‘Lawyer stuff. My dad’s will and that stuff,’ he says.

‘Oh, God, I’m so sorry,’ says Linda C. ‘Oh, God, I didn’t realise.’

‘No problem,’ he says. ‘It can wait. No urgency.’ He can make these judgement calls now. He can decide what’s urgent, what isn’t. ‘All good,’ he says.

‘How’s your mum coping?’


‘Oh, you know,’ he says. ‘She’s coping.’

Linda C nods at him like she knows exactly what he means when he says, She’s coping, as if he’s described his mother’s state of mind perfectly, with every little detail filled in, and now the two of them, Linda C and him, have a shared understanding of the situation with width and depth and colour to it.

Linda C has two teenage sons and no husband. Her husband left her for a colleague at the real-estate office where he worked. The colleague wasn’t even better-looking than Linda C. Some people (Linda C’s sister and mother) even said she was worse-looking. Quite a big backside, Linda C told Seamus one lunchtime when they were alone in the staff lunchroom, both eating leftovers from plastic containers. ‘And not “big” in a sexy way, if you know what I mean. Not in a Kardashian way. More in a pull-down-your-tee-shirt-at-the-back way. Short legs.’ It would have been easier, she told him, if Kenneth had taken up with a gym bunny or someone like that. Because at least then she’d have a reason. She’d be able to say to herself, Okay, fair enough. Body like that. He’s a man. They’re dicks.

She’d waved her fork at Seamus. ‘No offence.’

Seamus knew, when people told you this kind of thing, you should just listen and do so in a way that made it clear that you weren’t waiting to jump in with a story of your own. This approach had suited him perfectly, because he couldn’t think of any stories of his own and he didn’t want to make the mistake of saying anything about bum sizes.

‘She even has two kids of her own,’ Linda C said. Knowing that had made her think, Gee, I must be pretty terrible. I must be really, really awful for someone to leave me for just as much work (i.e. the two kids) and just as many saggy bits and, arguably, a bigger bum. She said she wondered at first whether it was because her husband and the colleague he left her for were in the same line of work. Shared interests and all that. But then it turned out the colleague was the social media manager and didn’t have much to do with actual real estate. So that wasn’t the reason either.

‘The thing is,’ Linda C said, ‘what all those sex-and-love hormones are for, Seamus — and you should listen to this, you’re still young — their purpose is to carry you through to the point where — oh whoops! — you wake up one day and you’ve got a two-hundred-and-thirty-eight-thousand-dollar mortgage. And — oh hang on a minute! — you can’t just say, Fuck this, and sell up and fuck off and live on the beach, no, because you’ve got these two kids, who you love more than anything and who are relying on you to support them through to adulthood.’

She left her fork stabbed upright in something firm, maybe a potato or a largish piece of chicken. ‘I’ll tell you something. Down at my sister’s over Christmas, we saw these vans along the beach, right? Couple of biggish ones. Smack bang in the middle of the trees. Gorgeous view. Best spot on the beach. Guy there with his cuppa, sitting in one of those foldy chairs, reading a book under the trees, and I thought, That looks not bad. That looks not bad at all. I said to my sister, That’s not a bad place for a holiday. You could do worse than that. And she said, They’re not on holiday. They’re van people. That’s what they do all the time. And I thought, Well, aren’t I a fucking idiot? Aren’t I just a big fat fucking idiot? Aren’t we all — all the rest of us — just big fat fucking idiots? I looked over at that guy reading his book under the trees and thought, You, my friend, are probably the smartest guy in the universe. You are the Steve Jobs of actual living.’
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In the foyer, on the way back from his afternoon-session toilet break, Seamus sits down in an armchair and rings his mother.

‘Hang on,’ she says, ‘I’ll just turn off the oven. I’ve made myself a shepherd’s pie. I had a nice piece of lamb left over from the other night and I thought, Why not? I can’t think when I last made shepherd’s pie. Not that I’m hungry. I can’t eat really. What are you going to have?’

It reminds him of his childhood, waiting for a gap in the conversation, his throat full of unsaid stuff, important stuff. How can you talk about shepherd’s pie at a time like this? is what he expects himself to say, but what comes out instead is, ‘I’m at a conference, remember? I might just get room service.’ Hotel garlic bread, he thinks, cement crust, white-hot interior, shards of tinfoil in the butter.

‘So, what’s this trust fund thing, Mum?’ He forces himself to speak the words, his voice shaky, almost a stutter. Truh … truh … trust. ‘What’s the story?’ He has a sense of breaking through something, of breaching a barrier that had been there all along but invisible. Invisible to him, at least.

‘It’s what your father wanted — for the two of you to have a leg-up.’

A leg-up? Is this what his mother thinks a leg-up looks like? Does she even know how much it is? What it will mean for him? No, she probably doesn’t. But his Dad would have. His Dad would have known exactly.

‘It’s a hell of a surprise, Mum.’ His voice shakes properly now. More than shakes — he’s crying. The thing making him cry is hard to name. A release from something, a held breath, an unwinding from a spiral so tight he couldn’t allow himself to feel it before now. And something about his father, too, something worse than loss.

He ends the phone call and rests his head on the back of the hotel foyer armchair. His eyes are closed. He can hear the rhythm of Steve Stirling’s voice from inside the conference room. In his head his special phrase plays again: You can shove your job up your arse. How perfect it is, that phrase. How momentous. How eternal. How he would love to say it, to speak it out and to hear its beautiful notes ringing in the air around him.
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He returns to his seat in the conference room. The tables clack with conversation. Steve Stirling paces in the corner, talking on his phone.

My father, Seamus thinks, looking at Steve, was an investor. He weighs out the thought slowly, and it wallops him from the inside. His genetics have been revised. He comes from different stock now. He’s the son of a rich man, a canny man. A man who made the system work for him. A winner.

Linda C says, ‘Well, I’m not doing the reporting back, just so you know.’ On the conference notepad in front of her are two dots, the word focus in cursive and a drawing of a sunflower.

Zac puts on a small child’s voice. ‘He hates me, Linda. He really picks on me, Linda.’

‘That was your own stupid fault,’ Linda C says, ‘you and your stupid emails. What about focus on outputs? Shall we say that?’

‘What actually is an output?’ Zac says.

‘It’s a result,’ Linda C says. ‘Something you’ve actually done. You probably haven’t come across it.’ She begins to fill in the centre of her sunflower with the dots she’s making by stabbing the notepad with the tip of her biro. Seamus can see she plans to stab in hundreds of tiny dots to fill in the whole centre of the sunflower. The effect, he thinks, will be textured and interesting and probably the best thing to come out of the whole conference.

‘What if your output is something really awful?’ says Zac. ‘A crap result. Does that still count as an output?’

‘For God’s sake.’

Seamus puts his hand into the bowl of toffees. The conference people put them there on your table and you either eat them or, alternatively, you stop yourself from eating them. If you stop yourself from eating them, there’s your mental energy expenditure right there, all spent on not-eating toffees from the toffee bowl. Your day is more about not eating the toffees than anything else. It’s your focus. It’s your output.

He frills his fingers among the different flavours. It’s not just the distraction and the sweetness he’s after. He wants the lucky dip of seeing what he’ll get when he doesn’t look, if he lets his fingers land wherever they like. Egg and Cream used to be his favourite. They’ve probably deleted Egg and Cream, knowing his luck — and then he stops himself and thinks again: his luck.

Zac says, ‘Do either of you remember if the last National Outputs Manager was as tall as Steve? I have a theory.’

Malt. The strongest-tasting toffee of the entire selection. A catch of molasses in the throat. Not his favourite, but not coconut.

‘I don’t care about your theory,’ says Linda C. ‘I don’t want to hear it.’

Zac is going for a toffee too. Seamus looks at the furry wrist poking out of Zac’s shirt sleeve. Where do you stop waxing, once you start? he wonders. Do you leave no stone unturned and go for it and just leave the hair on your head?

He remembers Zac in the meeting they had with Steve Stirling after the whole inappropriate email thing. He remembers Zac pushing his sleeves up slightly and saying, ‘Absolutely, Steve. Point taken. Understood and accepted.’ He remembers the sweat that collected on Zac’s lip. He remembers thinking — but not saying — Okay, Steve, you’ve made your point, and wondering whether a ‘support person’ should be doing something more than what he was doing, which was nothing at all.

Steve Stirling kept on telling Zac it was all about commitment. That it was the group that Zac had let down. Not him personally. No. He had broad shoulders. It wasn’t about him.

Oh yeah, Seamus had thought, you’re bionic. You’re superman.

After the meeting, Zac was drained of all his sweet silliness. He was withered down to half-size. That was when Seamus made the joke about Steve fancying him. The thought seemed to cheer Zac up. The two of them had gone up to the Blacksmith’s Bar and got drunk together, and the afternoon had gone from embarrassing and scary to cool and inexplicably the best thing ever. They were lit up with future. There was no end to how good and interesting their lives would be. Now that they stopped to think about it, weren’t they at one of life’s golden points? On the brink of adventure? Drunk, they anticipated every sip of celebration to come. Zac asked Seamus if he wanted kids. Seamus said he didn’t know. Zac said he’d had such a great childhood himself that he wanted to give his kids the same thing. Long summer holidays, driftwood fires, tree forts.

‘You’re going to tell me you had a pony soon.’

‘No ponies. Labs. Bouncy bloody labs. One gold and two chocolate.’

‘You’re probably going to have to be nice-ish to a woman for a bit if you want kids.’

Zac was solemn. The booze had washed away his fear, and had taken him from lip sweat and convulsions of agreement with Steve to considering the big sweep of life on the broadest possible scale.

‘Did you know that a man’s fertility goes down when he spends time with men who dominate him?’ he said.


‘No.’

‘True. Apparently. They’ve done a study. The dominant man’s fertility goes up when he’s dominating other men. All his little sperm swim harder. Nice to think of it. Me and you making Steve’s sperm swim harder.’

‘Please.’

‘That’s what I think when I see him now. Swimmy, swimmy.’
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They didn’t mention the conversation they’d had in the bar again. Not, Seamus thought, because they were embarrassed by it — or not only because of that — but because the conversation had been too important. It was the kind of drunken conversation that had to stay where it was and go nowhere else.

A day later, Steve Stirling summoned Seamus in for what he described as ‘a word’ in his office.

‘It might not be fair,’ Steve said, ‘but to some degree we’re all judged by the company we keep. All of us.’

Seamus was surprised by how affronted he felt. If we’re going to play bloody soldiers and officers, he thought, where’s the honour in that suggestion? Abandoning a friend because he wasn’t the right company to keep? But he’d said nothing
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‘I’ll do the reporting back if you like,’ he says to Zac and Linda C.

‘Good man.’ Zac plants himself further back on his chair, away from the table and Linda C’s sunflower.

‘I might say, Our first action point is to double down on focus which will mean giving each client interaction two hundred percent engagement. How’s that? I’ll say …’

‘Something about detail,’ says Linda C. ‘You need to say something about detail.’

‘Okay. I’ll say, The next action point is to re-invent attention to detail as a key goal. Third will be …’ He looks into their eyes as if he’s looking for inspiration. These are the people of my life, he thinks. ‘Seeking growth through excellence? Sound okay?’

‘Fine. Good.’ Linda C is stabbing hard. The pattern of textured dots is growing. The sunflower is looking good.

He rises to his feet.

Steve Stirling turns to him. There’s an oh here we go look on his face when he sees that it’s Seamus who’s standing up to speak.

Seamus waits. He waits long enough for the previous speaker to nestle properly back into her chair. He waits for all the small necessary noises to die down, for the whisper of hands in toffee bowls to fall away before he speaks.
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PARKED UP
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OWEN STANDS ON THE BEACH talking into his phone. ‘Right now,’ he says, ‘you’re probably asking yourself, Why is Fat Guy giving Seal Bay an A-plus for facilities when the place doesn’t even have a shower? Well, compadres, some combos of natural beauty and exceptional quiet are just too damn fine to go past. That, plus town-supply water and — wait for it, friends! — a flush toilet more than make up for the lack of a traditional shower block.’

Plus, he thinks, there’s a Kōtare 6.2 up there next to me.

‘The beach itself, tbh, is more imposing than what I would call welcoming. I’m going to give the beach a C-minus.’

‘That you up there in the white van?’

He turns to see an old girl in flapping trousers. A border collie sits a little way back looking at them.

‘Deirdre.’ The old girl puts out her hand.

‘Owen,’ he says. ‘Yeah, that’s me. That you in the Kōtare?’

‘Yup.’ She turns to the dog. ‘And this is Moth.’


‘Hi Moth,’ Owen says, and laughs when the dog wuffs in answer to his name.

‘Is the old bus up there empty?’ He’s thinking he’ll stretch out, give his stuff an airing. Write up some blog posts.

‘No. That’s Penny. She’s been here forever.’

‘Permanent?’

‘Yup. Permanent. I know. It’s not pretty.’ Deirdre turns to continue her walk down the beach. ‘Let me know if you want to use the shower. Moth and I can vacate for ten, fifteen minutes in the afternoon, no trouble, if you top up the water.’ She taps her side and the dog comes close to her.

‘Great,’ he says. ‘Thank you. May well do that.’ Very slick, he thinks, very well managed. He might include it in his section on tips for good communication. Those of you with full-facility vehicles may find yourself fielding requests from less well-equipped fellow Vannies. Err on the side of generosity but be crystal clear about what works for you.

Then he hears Deirdre, already shouting distance away from him, yell down the beach, ‘We’re going up to Fishers Hill. Want to take a look around the area?’

Owen’s first thought is, How will the two of us look walking together, a fat guy and an old chook? On the other hand, there’s no one around to do any looking. There’s just the two of them and the dog. Plus the bus lady somewhere, presumably.

‘Why not?’ he yells back. ‘Great.’

‘You can turn back if you get tired.’

Don’t make assumptions, he thinks. But in the end he does turn back. It’s his heel more than anything. A stabbing he knows will only get worse if he keeps going.

‘Remind me to bring you some arnica when I get back,’ Deirdre says.
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Alone, he rocks slowly back down the beach to where the vans are parked by the toilet block. Might be nice to have a dog, he thinks, make you feel you had a purpose when you walked. He’d never been allowed one as a kid and the no you can’t had stayed on in his head.

He watches his step as he walks on the egg-smooth stones and frayed sticks. The surface of the beach goes like this: dry stones and sticks, wet stones and sticks, sea. No sand, until you go back in the other direction nearly to the grass. The sea itself is dove-grey and white. Sweet colours, but you can tell it isn’t a sweet sea. Not a swimmer’s sea. You might get fooled by the colours, but the sound of it tells the true story. There’s a booming noise that comes from way down. If the sea had a gut it would be coming from there, baritone.

I’ll do a post on different types of beaches, he thinks. Something about how they all get called ‘beach’ even though they’re so different. The different kinds of sand, the stony ones, the ones that are more ‘coast’ than ‘beach’, the ones that welcome you like a picnic rug and the ones that scare you like a bang on the window in the night. Beaches as different as the difference between getting a neck massage and going to war. He can do something with that, he thinks, add another dimension. Places to picnic in peace, to swim. It can’t all be about toilet blocks and showers.
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Owen’s stop at Seal Bay turns out to be a long one.

‘This is what I love about the life,’ he says to Deirdre. ‘You park up somewhere and just decide to stay on. Can’t put a price on it.’

‘You have a plan?’

‘Nope. You?’

‘Yup. Round the coast. Winter at the top. Summer at the bottom. Ish. Also got to be by a toilet. Can’t stand that chemical thing. Never use it.’

‘South Island only?’

‘You bet.’

On most days, the two of them walk with Moth, going further each time until Owen can do the whole round trip to Fishers Hill and back.

‘See?’ Deirdre says. ‘Little by little.’

He says nothing, stares down at the rocks and twigs.

‘Oy.’ She punches his arm. ‘Don’t be like that.’

Deirdre marches in her trainers, scrunching stones, her creased face turned up to the sun for vitamin D. Moth scampers ahead and around, whizzing after gulls but never going into the water. It says something about a stretch of sea if a dog like Moth — who’s about as smart as a dog can get — won’t swim in it.

‘If you’re wondering what I’m doing recording myself,’ he says, ‘I do a blog. It’s called Fat Guy’s Guide to Vanning.’

She looks down at the sand, not at him.

‘I’m going to do a post on tips from —’ he didn’t want to say ‘old-timers’ — ‘experienced Vannies like yourself.’

‘Don’t put anything in it about the park we have here or we’ll never be able to get near it again.’

He chuckles.

‘No, I’m serious, Owen. That’s my tip. Know when to keep quiet about stuff.’

They walk north from the vans and follow the sea-line to a grass-covered hill. From there they can see around in a full circle: the ocean, the strip of beach, the steep land behind them. Fishers stand and wait around the top rim of the hill, their lines angled out into air and sea. Moth sniffs at the base of the rods the fishers have pushed into the sandy grass. All Deirdre has to do is tap her thigh with one finger and Moth flies back to her no matter what he’s doing or who’s trying to talk to him.

‘Cool dog,’ a young woman says one day.

‘Moth,’ says Deirdre.

‘Hi Moth,’ the young woman says.

Moth looks over and wuffs politely to say hello but sticks close to Deirdre.

On the slope behind the hill a white Econovan like Owen’s is parked on the gravel. A young guy grips the top edge of the driver’s door while he kicks off his gumboots. Inside Owen can see a mash of pink and yellow duvet, pillows, a scatter of tiny-patterned underwear.

‘Vannies!’ Owen says, staring at the underwear.

‘Not really,’ says the young guy. ‘Just weekends.’

‘I’m in an Econovan myself.’ Owen sees a thong. I’m a creep, he thinks, I’m the biggest creep on the planet. ‘I’m parked just down the coast there,’ he says, ‘by the toilet block. Best spot in the world.’

The young man looks up, interested. ‘By that old bus?’

Deirdre coughs.

Owen realises his mistake and his face heats up.

‘Right, see ya,’ he says to the young guy, and follows Deirdre and Moth who are walking quickly back down to the coastal path.

‘I shouldn’t have mentioned the toilet block,’ he says, feeling the whip of blue air when they turn south. Feeling how cold it would get soon. ‘That was stupid of me.’


‘Mm,’ Deirdre says, not disagreeing with him. ‘Good to be aware. You never know.’

They pause by the boat ramp. A sign says the Seal Bay Fishing Club asks for their consideration. It asks them not to leave fish and/or fish parts in the vicinity.

‘Look!’ Deirdre points out to the water. Bobbing in the small waves is a young seal. Its five-cent ears are straight up, kitten whiskers catching the sea light.

‘It’s playing!’

‘They do that sometimes,’ Deirdre says, ‘just play on their own like that.’

Moth sings his throat song of doggie self-control, telling the seal what would happen if things were different, if he wasn’t such a good dog. His angled tune rises slowly to a full bark. The seal dances away. Goes back to being half fish again, ready to flick and twist its way to the wild.

Lumps of stone on the beach, the seals, Owen thinks, but sleek as tears in the water.

They turn to carry on walking.

‘Hey!’

The young guy from the Econovan at Fishers Hill is hurrying down the path towards them. He’s in jandals now, bounding down the track, swivel jointed, jumping when it suits him to jump.

Owen’s nerves snap awake. My fault, he thinks, my fault again. He’ll want to know about our park by the toilet block. Me and my big fat enormous mouth.

‘Hey!’ the young guy shouts again, bracing himself against his own speed before he stops. He holds out a plastic bag. ‘Gurnard.’

Inside the bag are grey-backed fillets, gutted and cleaned.

‘We got heaps. I left the skin on. You can take it off if you want. Some people like it on.’

Deirdre and Owen thank him.


‘Hate it to go to waste,’ he says.
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In the Kōtare, Owen watches Deirdre cook the fish. She says a prayer of thanks to the universe before she drops the gurnard pieces in the pan. Owen finds Deirdre’s prayers to the universe embarrassing, but says nothing. A happy Vannie needs tolerance and forbearance in spades. The old saying ‘live and let live’ is the key to a happy vanning life.

The inside of Deirdre’s Kōtare is pretty much the same as a small house with everything a house has except the garage full of junk and the garage-sized pile of mind-junk that always goes with it. She has a blender and a juicer from the market in Nelson which works perfectly if you keep your hand on the lid. She has a cupboard full of board games, some of them vintage and therefore valuable, and a pile of lend-and-leave paperbacks from the South Island Van-brary. She has a solar panel and the smallest wood stove Owen has ever seen, so small you could mistake it for some kind of decorative lantern.

The gurnard fillets flick and curl in the pan.

‘What a nice young chap,’ Deirdre says when she’s finished praying. ‘Just shows you.’

‘It certainly does,’ Owen says. He’ll include something about the young guy and his gift of fish in his blog post. I’ll never forget, one afternoon at a wild beach in coastal Otago …

Owen’s usual meals are the burgers he buys from Bay Takeaways, or stacks of sandwiches he makes from a bag of sliced bread and the rod of salami he tells himself doesn’t need refrigerating. He balances these meals on his yellow plastic plate and reads while he eats. Sitting in his green fold-out chair, a book in his hand, food on his plate, he thinks, What could be better? It’s a Vannie thing, the book and the knee-balanced meal. He sees himself as someone else might see him: a guy under a tree, not a care in the world, eating in the open, no appointments to keep. Free as a seal.

But something always happens when he comes close to the end of his sandwich or his burger, when he’s maybe seventy-five or eighty percent through. His happiness drops away. The pleasure is over, and he knows that what follows will just be him being him again. Only now he will have a plugged-up gut that will feel exactly like the weight of sin, as if instead of burger he’s eaten guilt and badness.

The gurnard will be different. It will feel righteous. It will be in accord with the highest spiritual values of vanning: wild food, freely gifted, eaten with thanks. It was towards the end of my eventful first year of vanning that I made the transition to a wild food and foraging diet. Not only did I effortlessly lose thirty kilos, I also felt more in tune with the beautiful spaces I was surrounded by.

They eat the fish with homemade bread. Deirdre cuts parsley from her micro roof-farm and sprinkles it on their plates. Owen feels ashamed that he’s ever lowered himself to knee-balanced burgers. He feels certain that, after eating this fish, he will change. ‘Magnificent meal,’ he says, wiping around his plate with a slice of bread. ‘Thank you.’

Deirdre arranges a fillet on a plate with a slice of bread. ‘I’ll take this over to Penny,’ she says. ‘She’ll only pick at it, but anyway.’

Owen takes the frying pan and the tub of plates and cutlery across the stones to the sea. He bends at the knees and leans forward until he can dunk the whole basin in the water. Even these small waves hiss and pull at him. The ripple that rinses the plates bangs up against his sleeve and wets his sweatshirt to the elbow. Everything about this sea warns him that it could do worse if it chose.

Walking back up the rise with the basin of rinsed dishes, he faces a tight blast of wind and hears Deirdre call out. ‘Can you give us a hand in here? Owen?’

He puts down the basin.

The hindquarters of Penny’s bus sit nearly flat to the ground. A couple of concrete blocks have been wedged underneath to fight the tilt, but they’re not enough. The bus still slopes up from the back-end. Owen edges up the three-stair entrance, shaping his steps to the angle of the floor and ducking his head despite the normal bus-sized clearance above him. Somewhere below, a catch-less luggage locker makes timpani noises in the wind. The whole thing feels plywood-light and ready to stove in or crack at any moment. There’s no question of it being driven anywhere. It’s way past that.

Owens eyes are slow to adjust. He can make out only charcoal shapes and whacks his shin on something before finally seeing Deirdre by the bed, trying to slip her arm under Penny’s shoulders.

‘Now,’ says Deirdre, ‘what say we get you into Owen’s van and get you to a doctor, Pen?’

‘Mm,’ says Penny.

Underneath them the locker door slap-booms again in the wind.

‘What’s that, love?’

‘Mum,’ says Penny.

Owen takes over. He hooks an arm under Penny and picks her up bride-over-the-threshold style. It’s shockingly easy. He has strength way beyond what’s needed. It makes him think about the island he’s read about where so many of the men were jailed and sent away that there were none left to haul the boats up from the jetty. The women — hardly frail themselves, from the looks of them — complained they needed the men back to do the boat-hauling. They wouldn’t survive, they said, without their boat-haulers. It was the first time Owen had thought about men as useful in the same way as tractors or water pumps are useful. Something necessary.

He angles Penny delicately through the door of the bus and down the steps. The wind hits and Penny rolls her face towards him, Deirdre opens the back door of the Econovan for him and he slides the Penny-bundle down on to the mattress. Deirdre climbs in next to her.

‘Good girl, Vanda,’ Owen says, when the van starts first pop. He drives across rippling shingle, across the sandy bit where the stones are set jewel deep in packed sand, across the brief grass and out onto the road.

[image: image]

The next morning, Deirdre knocks on his window. ‘I’m going to give it a clean-out,’ she says. She raises the spray bottle she’s holding. ‘You can give me a hand if you feel like it.’

He bundles himself up into a sitting position, heaves the van door open and toes carefully across the stones to where he left his jandals the night before. He splashes his face at the metal handbasin in the toilet block. In some life, not far from this one, he will enter the cold sea every morning. Take advantage of being a Vannie living on the beach. He will give thanks for still being able-bodied enough to do it. He will give thanks for not being poor Penny, not much more than a bundle of old clothes, left alone with strangers at the hospital.


He makes his way towards the bus. It’s an embarrassment, immovable, a tin shanty with a bulbous windscreen angled out to nowhere. Inside, Deirdre is nasty at it, elbows out, scrubbing at the cooker.

‘All this old shit.’ She hooks her fingers into a black gas ring and hauls it aside to knuckle in underneath. ‘Shit everywhere.’

Just poverty and age, Owen thinks, but poverty and age in a broken-down old bus instead of a broken-down old house.

‘Well, at least she has this view,’ Deirdre says, maybe thinking along the same lines. ‘Just look at that.’

And there it is in front of them. The trees, the whole whipped-up Pacific. All of it moving and dancing and trying to crack free. He’s always told himself this is why he loves the Vannie life, this chance to be close to waves and the gunmetal beauty of sea and sky. The endlessness of it, the all-you-can-eat fullness of ocean and cloud laid out for him. Looking at it now, from the window of Penny’s bus, he feels the scene weigh down on him. A world’s worth of sea and sky out there, and it thinks nothing of him. He’s exactly the same soft thing he’s always been, trapped or not, free or not. The sea doesn’t make any difference to any of that.
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Penny surprises everyone by recovering quickly and returning to her purple bus. ‘They call it the old man’s friend,’ she says, ‘pneumonia. Not the old woman’s friend. Ha ha!’

She tells Owen and Deirdre stories about her hospital stay: the nurse from the Philippines, the healthcare assistant from Mosgiel. The cup of tea at a quarter past ten or half past ten, or occasionally — but rarely — at a quarter to eleven. The homemade cake from the grateful former patient, and the old-fashioned cake tin it was delivered in with the picture of puppies on the lid. Nobody, not the nurse nor the healthcare assistant nor any of the other patients, knew for sure whether the grateful former patient would come back to collect the cake tin or whether the cake tin was part of the gift and something they were expected to keep.

Penny’s stories go on forever. To Owen, they feel like the exact components of death. But Penny has to tell them. It seems as important to her as breathing or the food Deirdre brings her in tiny portions. He makes himself sit and listen for as long as he can bear, then he says, ‘Well, better be off, Pen.’ He feels bad about leaving so soon, but listening to her terrible detail gives him a feeling far worse than boredom. It’s more like the portent of a certain sort of ending — walled up alive in the tiny details of life and unable to pull free. He feels he will suffocate in puppy-tin stories that are far too big for their contents. Big, huge stories with one single dried bean of meaning rattling around inside them. He yearns for the opposite. He yearns for huge things said quickly. Great sky-worth’s of meaning in a blunt word or two.

Deirdre pots up a purple petunia. ‘A petunia was probably a mistake,’ she says after she’s tucked it into the corner under the windscreen and watched sunlight hit the petals. ‘I should’ve got a succulent or a cactus. That’s what I should’ve got. Something tough. A hardy plant.’ And then she says, ‘Calling out for her mum like that. Breaks your heart.’

Owen thinks, All my old girls, Deirdre, Penny, Vanda the Van, his own mum at home in Johnsonville with no one to tell her puppy-tin stories to. He remembers trying to explain to her how he’d been laid off from work and the way she kept saying, ‘But haven’t you been there the longest? You should tell them you’ve been there the longest.’ He remembers trying to explain to her that they didn’t care how long he’d been there, that it didn’t work like that anymore.

In the end, he’d been grateful to buy the mattress for his new-old van and drive away. Thankful for the redundancy payout, which was nothing much, but coming all at once like it did, seemed like something.

[image: image]

One morning, not long after Penny came back from the hospital, Owen reaches for the inside handle of his van door and realises it’s over. Just like that. His vanning days have come to an end. A storm in the night has pumped up the breakers and the wind is making a tin orchestra out of anything loose around them. Reaching forward, he feels his stomach buckling in two — or three or ten — as it tries to fold over on itself. It’s not the first time he’s felt this, the folding rolls of his own self, the compressed, bunched-up feeling he gets. This time, he feels it differently. Something falls away from him. He will never write another blog post. It was just a way of talking to himself, all that recording and writing up. Just a way to distract himself from feeling lonely. Life in an Econovan is for youngsters, not guys like him. It’s for kids who can scuttle around on their haunches like origami crabs, kids with girlfriends, not fifty-two-year-olds with pre-diabetes. He’s had enough of the tiny daily trials, cold-water washes, the ridges stuffed with newspaper under his mattress, the careful stacking and packing of things that will fall out and spill anyway. He feels his whole life as a Vannie has been spent fitting things into spaces too small to hold them, himself included. He’s lost his appetite for little hardships: powdered milk and slipping tin-openers, night-time toe-stubs and sore hip joints. It’s kept his life small and his worries circling around the same set of small things. He has no knack for it. He isn’t like Deirdre with her garage-sale water purifier and her lend-and-leave paperbacks and her genius dog.

He won’t think of it as a defeat. Instead, he’ll think of it as the next stage in the rich and varied journey of his life. Part of the golden plan that reveals itself mysteriously at the very moment the road forks before him. You get oldish, you get made redundant, you buy a van. You travel around the-most-beautiful-country-in-the-world, and then, when the right moment comes — the perfect, God-chosen moment — you drive up north again and move back in with your mum.

‘A bit of a break,’ he says to Deirdre. ‘A few months. I need to check up on Mum. See how she’s getting on.’

‘Wellington!’ says Deirdre. ‘God. I had no idea. You’d better book the ferry soon or you’ll miss the discount.’

‘No chance of a visit from you then?’

‘Not a chance,’ Deirdre says proudly. ‘Not me.’

Moth, understanding what’s being said, comes and puts his chin on Owen’s knee. He looks up at Owen with his sunbeam eyes. ‘Don’t worry, Moth, I’ll come back and visit you soon.’

Disturbed at being lied to, Moth withdraws and curls up on his bed.

‘Do you think she’ll last another winter?’ Owen nods towards the purple bus. ‘Our friend?’

‘Who knows?’ says Deirdre. ‘I wouldn’t like to take a guess.’
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The following spring, after Owen has parked the van in his mum’s driveway and learned his way around the local Countdown again, he sees a border collie waiting on the library forecourt. It’s a nice-looking boy dog, town-washed and brushed, with a red collar and lead. Owen bends to say hello, and the dog stares back up at him, polite but careful. Not too forward on a first meeting.

‘Hello,’ Owen says to the dog. ‘I’ve got a friend who looks just like you. His name is Moth.’ A stab goes through him when he says Moth’s name. A dog is a friend you can’t ring or email.

He keeps in touch with Deirdre using the library computer. She sends him news of her latest parking spots. Hilldown rainwater is the best in the world! No chemicals or any of that shit. Mothie can take or leave the place tho. Too many cars that don’t stop when he asks them! They have no manners and he lets them know exactly what he thinks of them. Gives them a good telling off.

Owen pictures Deirdre out there, driving the Kōtare between coastal toilet blocks, avoiding additives and looking at the sea. He imagines her wet-mopping the lino and wiping around the rim of her tiny sink with the washcloth she’s crocheted from unbleached string.

His only other email today is a message about a sudden fortune coming his way. All he needs is a bank account willing to accept it. What would he do, he wonders, with a sudden fortune? Hire a live-in nurse for his mum? Buy a Kōtare 6.2 like Deirdre’s so he can get back on the road and have all the comforts?

He opens Google Maps and finds Hilldown way down at the arse-end of things. Who lives all the way down there? Locals in their puffer jackets shouting over the south-easterly? A ripple of Vannies keeping a low profile? Maybe two or three of them are parked up together, side by side, facing out to the sea.
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On his way out of the library, he bends down and unclips the collie dog from his lead. The chrome clip rattles down on the forecourt tiles.

‘There you go,’ he says. ‘You can go wherever you want now.’

When he gets to the crossing, he turns to look back at the dog and sees it sitting in exactly the same place he left it, the red lead quiet on the ground.
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CHRISTMAS WITH CHESS
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THESE ARE THE SMALL ACTIONS that fill up the last few minutes: she puts the plate of crostini with toppings on the coffee table. She opens a bottle of dry sherry. She gets out beer for Owen and Craig, and the wine for everyone else. Her nieces are only allowed water, but she has round ice-cubes and sprigs of mint ready to go in it. The serviettes are Christmassy ones with pōhutukawa flowers on them. There is an arrangement of pōhutukawa flowers on the table.

And then finally, finally, the doorbell rings and standing there all together on the step are her sister Lil, Lil’s partner Pauline, their three girls; and behind them, Pauline’s parents Shona and Craig, and behind them, the children’s father Campbell.

Now her mother, Rosemary, has come downstairs after her little rest and greets everyone with her beautiful smile, and the children move through the rooms of the house like a band of minstrels, like a little travelling circus, as children do.

Lucinda drops caramelised onion on the carpet. ‘I was named after a country music singer,’ she says when Chess bends to pick it up. ‘Alt country.’

‘We were talking about names in the car,’ Lil says. ‘Who was named after who.’

‘I’m Lucinda Margaret,’ says Lucinda. ‘Pearl is Pearl Shona. May is May Rosemary. Nobody is named after you.’

‘No. But that’s okay,’ Chess says. ‘You all have great names.’

‘But you have the best one,’ says Lucinda, ‘and nobody knows why.’

Then Chess’s boyfriend Owen and his mother Gloria arrive. Owen bangs on the doorbell even though the door is wide open and he could have walked straight in.

The first thing he does when he’s inside is throw his arms around Chess to give her one of his big hugs.

At last, she thinks, someone for me.

Gloria holds up a packet of sour cream and chive chippies. ‘We brought nibbles.’

‘Great,’ says Chess, ‘that’s great. Lucinda, would you please get a bowl from the kitchen for Gloria’s chippies?’

‘You’re not my actual biological aunt.’

‘Please get a bowl.’

When Lucinda opens the kitchen door, Chess hears the unmistakable thwack of a mallet on toffee. There’s nothing else it could be. The flat bang, the thin, un-resonating crack.

‘I can’t believe it,’ she says.

Only Lil looks up when she says it.

Chess goes through to the kitchen and finds Rosemary whacking a brand-new tray of praline toffee.

‘Mum, I’ve already done that,’ she says. She can hear the ominous tone in her own voice but can’t stop it. ‘I finished breaking up a whole tray of toffee earlier. You saw me do it.’

‘You did a terrific job, darling. I just thought the pieces were a teeny bit small. I did an extra tray this morning just in case.’

‘You’re kidding me? You must be kidding me. You did a spare tray just in case I mucked it up? I give up! I just give up!’

‘Mums,’ Lucinda calls out from where she is standing in the kitchen, holding the mixing bowl she has fought from a cupboard to hold Gloria’s chippies, ‘Aunty Chess is going nuts again.’
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Chess walks out the kitchen door and into glassy sunlight. Wind fights in from the north-west as usual. It slaps at the Wedding Day rose that gives the house a frilly neckline through November and most of December. Now the wind is tearing at the flowers and leaving the branches bare as rusted cutlery.

I don’t care if you get smashed to pieces, Chess thinks, looking up at the rose. I hope the wind turns you into nothing but black sticks. Wedding Day indeed.

She knows these are silly thoughts and that her silliness is somehow comical even when she’s at her most serious and upset. She’s childlike, she knows it, and getting old hasn’t changed it one bit. She can’t even smash up praline toffee well enough to stick in the top of a bûche de Noël, so why did she ever imagine she could cook a turkey from a Bella Darling recipe? Why did she think she could get a whole Christmas lunch ready, with all the different bits of it cooked in the right way at the right time?

She walks down the driveway and stands right at the end of it, where the entire street can see her if they bother to look.

She feels Owen’s arms slip around her, and jumps.
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It’s been one year and two months since Chess and Owen re-met in the laundry and toiletries aisle of the Countdown supermarket. Chess’s first words on their re-meeting were, You need to get bifocals, Owen. She’d recognised him from the other end of the aisle and decided what her first words would be while she was still standing by the brushware. She hadn’t realised until she got much closer that the packet he was squinting at was elder pads.

Owen had been so blushingly, piercingly pleased to see her that it was all decided between them in that first moment: him, standing there with his trolley and Chess with her basket of broccolini and frozen dumplings.

Now, in the driveway, still feeling his arms around her, she says, ‘I gave her a headache. She got one of her headaches and it’s my fault. She had to go upstairs and have a rest. And now I’ve shouted at her about re-doing the toffee.’

Owen’s hug is moist. Chess guesses it’s one of the downsides of being overweight. She doesn’t remember him being particularly prone to sweatiness when he was young and not quite as heavy.

‘She seems okay to me,’ he says. ‘She doesn’t look like she’s in pain or anything.’

‘No,’ Chess says. ‘No, you’re right. I’m probably exaggerating. I usually am.’

‘Ready to come back in?’

‘Are people wondering where I am?’ She doesn’t know if it’s worse to be noticed for making a fuss or to be so unimportant that her fuss counts for nothing.
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Back in the living room, the twins, Lucinda and Pearl, have begun their job as Christmas elves delivering presents from under the tree.

Four-year-old May is crying, and Pauline is holding her hand. ‘I understand you’re feeling sad right now,’ Pauline is saying, ‘but I still need you to breathe.’

Pauline is much younger than Lil. She’s an architect as well as being ‘big nationally’ — whatever that means — in the world of sea kayaking. She’s also the one who actually, physically had the children. The children’s father, Campbell, is her childhood friend. The two of them decided to have children together when they were in Year Six. Imagine that! Being so well organised at the age of eleven that you knew who you would have children with. Chess could hardly remember to pick her lunch up off the bench at eleven. She’d been as absent-minded as an old dog, struggling her way through mist, seeing only what was directly in front of her and even that was hit-or-miss.

She sometimes wonders how Lil fits into the organised-ness of Pauline’s life. It’s probably queer-phobic of her to think like that, to think of Lil as someone who has to ‘fit in’, or to worry that her sister is just an add-on to someone else’s life plan.

Lucinda and Pearl carry on handing out gifts.

‘That doesn’t look like an L,’ Pearl says, ‘it looks like a T. It looks like Merry Christmas Til, not Merry Christmas Lil.’

‘I just put and family,’ Owen’s mother Gloria is saying to Shona. Gloria often takes a long time to finish what she’s saying. Out of politeness, everyone stops what they’re doing to listen to her. ‘So, I just put … I just put —’ there’s a pause as Gloria chirps and quivers her way through a little coughing fit — ‘… and family, because I didn’t know what else to say, but I’m not sure family is the right word, really, is it?’

Owen blushes maroon. ‘All right, Mum,’ he says. ‘Okay.’

Chess sees his blush and thinks, Oh, Beloved.

May has stopped crying and is ready for her next present delivery. By happy chance, the parcel she picks is addressed to herself. ‘Dad,’ she says, ‘I can’t open this. It’s too wrapped.’

Campbell, who has been sitting quietly on an ottoman, takes the present on his knee and plucks open the ribbon until it’s loose enough for May’s fingers.

‘What’s this?’ May pulls at the pink tissue until she uncovers a toy crown.

It’s the present Chess bought for her. A princess crown for little May. ‘I exactly needed this,’ May says. She holds the crown up high before pressing it onto her head, crowning herself. ‘Perfect.’

For the second time, Chess thinks, Oh, Beloved.

When May goes to find a mirror to check her reflection, Campbell grins across the room at Chess. When he smiles, you can see clearly that May is his child and couldn’t be anyone else’s. He must see it every time he looks at her: his own self in little-girl form.

[image: image]

All through lunch Chess worries about whether the turkey is dry and whether there are enough beans. She hands around dishes, passes the two different sorts of stuffing and explains to May that even though cranberry sauce looks like jam it actually, truly isn’t.

‘I think you’ll find, Aunty Chess,’ May says, ‘it’s more of a sandwiches type of thing. Or an on-top-of-the-toast thing.’

Chess makes an effort to converse with Gloria. Gloria wants to talk about how much things have changed since her day. Chess wonders how Gloria worked out exactly which day was her day. It would be nice to know. Chess’s own day is clearly long past, but which day had it been? Looking back, which day would she choose as her day?

‘People take things for granted now,’ Gloria says. ‘Absolutely for granted.’ She frowns down at the turkey on her plate as though it’s an example of something that’s taken for granted.

Chess doesn’t feel she’s taken the turkey for granted. Far from it. Getting it cooked felt like a science exam. All the weighing and calculating that went into it. The bacon laid over the top the night before and held in place with toothpicks and butter. Rosemary repoking in each toothpick as soon as Chess had poked it in the first time. Who would have guessed how hard that would be?

The meal clatters on. There are no disasters. A lightness fizzes over Chess. Here she is, at the table with her loved ones, sharing food she has helped to prepare. Her vigilance begins to slip. Her shoulders droop. Nearly over, she thinks, nearly over.
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After lunch Chess fills the dishwasher and soaks the roasting dish in detergent and hot water. She washes her mother’s precious gold-rimmed wine glasses as she was taught to do years ago — by hand with a soft cloth so the antique gold paint on the rims doesn’t get worn or chipped — and then she sets them down on a soft towel to drain.


From the living room she can hear the holiday sound of men and children laughing at the same time. She hears the different way kids laugh when the adults are playing with them, like it’s what they’ve been waiting for all along. Everything in the kitchen is under control now. The dishwasher is rumbling, the next load is waiting in a rinsed stack. Why did she think she couldn’t do this? The bûche de Noël was a particular success. Everyone admired the praline toffee sticking up on top, and no one said anything about the wasted tray of toffee and the fuss she’d had with Rosemary about it.

Everything’s fine, she thinks. I’m fine. We’re all fine

In the living room Campbell and Owen are playing the Chocolate Game with the girls. Owen leans forward from his armchair, with his knees wide to make space for his belly, aiming his dice-throw into the middle of the circle. Chess sits down on the carpet and joins in the game for a few rounds but never manages to throw a pair. Then she gets up and goes back to the kitchen to see if the dishwasher has finished its cycle.

Rosemary is standing at the kitchen sink, circling the inside of a gold-rimmed wine glass with a cloth. For a moment, Chess just stares, trying to take in what she is seeing. Rosemary is re-washing the glasses. She’s taking each glass Chess has already washed and re-washing every one of them.

Chess walks up to the bench. She’s stays quiet, but the roar has formed inside her already. She picks up a glass from the bench and throws it on the floor. It bounces a few times before the stem comes off. She takes another glass and walks outside.

‘Francesca!’ Rosemary follows her through the back door.

‘Do you want me to kill myself?’ Chess throws the second glass on the driveway. This one breaks straight away. It scatters on the concrete in a thousand pieces. ‘I washed them by hand. By hand. Every. Single. One.’


‘But it’s no trouble. It’s just a few glasses. Francesca!’

Lil comes outside. ‘What’s going on?’

‘She’s washing them again,’ Chess says. ‘Every single one. I’ve already done them and now she’s doing them again. I’m going to kill myself.’

Lil puts her arm around Chess. ‘Don’t kill yourself.’

‘I will die,’ Chess says.

‘You can’t die,’ says Lil, ‘we have to divide up the leftover turkey.’

‘I slept in,’ said Chess, ‘she was up before me.’

‘It was really no trouble.’ Rosemary walks inside behind them, holding slices of glass in her hand. ‘I was up anyway. I had to get the turkey on.’

Chess puts her hands over her face. ‘Oh my God. I broke her wine glasses. Oh my God. Owen!’ she calls out. ‘We’re going back to your place. Now.’

‘He’s gone,’ Lil says. ‘He had to take Gloria. He called out goodbye but you didn’t hear.’

Chess slumps down on the kitchen chair. She presses the skirt of her Christmas dress down between her knees. ‘Oh my God. I broke my mum’s precious wine glasses.’

‘It’s all right,’ Rosemary says. Her voice is quaking. ‘It was an accident.’ She gentles pieces of painted glass in her old hands.

‘It wasn’t an accident!’ Chess shouts.

‘I mean, you didn’t realise what you were doing. That sort of accident.’

‘Oh Mum,’ says Lil.

‘Oh my God.’ Chess hits her forehead with her fist. ‘I will die. I have to.’

‘Just go to bed,’ says Lil. ‘Chess. Just go to bed.’

‘I need to get out of here.’

‘I can drop you at Owen’s.’
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Chess sits sideways on Owen’s bed with her legs sticking out in front of her and drinks a glass of sherry poured from the decanter Gloria keeps in the dining room. Owen sits on a wicker chair in the corner. They are not far away from each other because the room is very small.

‘The gold comes off them,’ she says, ‘if they go in the dishwasher. But does it? Would all that gold come off, just like that? But anyway, I told her, I said, of course I’ll remember to do them by hand, Mum. I didn’t want her doing them herself.’

In a different time, Owen and Chess might have been a couple who had married and then divorced and then remarried, but what they are instead is an ex-boyfriend-and-girlfriend who’d got back together again. ‘Together’ means something different now. Owen has health issues, which means some things are challenging for him. Or maybe it’s nothing to do with his health? Maybe it’s just a thing? It’s fine by Chess. She doesn’t exactly have those feelings towards Owen anymore. She isn’t sure if she has those feelings towards anyone anymore.

‘If you’d said to me, back when we were young, Chess, in thirty years’ time you’ll be back in Wellington, living at home with your mum, I would have said, I’m driving out of town right now and never coming back!’

‘Absolutely, you would have,’ says Owen.

‘Because I know what happens when I try and live in her house.’

‘You do,’ Owen says.

‘Oh fuck.’ Chess puts her head in her hands. ‘I broke my poor mum’s precious glasses. Look at what I’ve turned into, Owen.’

Owen says, ‘It’s been a tough Christmas.’


‘It has.’ Chess raises her head to look at him. ‘It has.’

To have Owen understand her as well as he does is the miracle of her life. Back when they were young, Chess had been ambitious. She’d planned to go to university, to have a profession, and to be grim and important like the public servants she saw every morning on the bus: women who had grown up to become more important than their mothers. At first, she’d done pretty much as she’d planned — got a degree (accountancy), a job (junior accountant). But quickly, almost instantly, she’d had a breakdown. It was the responsibility she couldn’t stand. Even when she didn’t care one way or another about a client, the weight of getting the calculations right or wrong was impossible. It was like waiting for a chainsaw to come down from the sky and slice her in two. Even the slicing itself would be better than the terrible waiting. Then she took a job with less responsibility than her accountancy one. And after that a job with even less responsibility and less accountancy than the one before until, finally, she had got a job working part time in a rest home.

It had been her best job ever. For the first time she felt truly in charge of something. There was nothing quite like crying out, ‘There we go!’ as you pulled a sweatshirt over someone’s head. It made her happy. She felt powerful, yes, but not so powerful as to frighten herself.

But she had no elder-care qualifications and was the first to be made redundant when the time came. The union delegate was a red-headed nurse who spent her work breaks smoking under a tree outside the gates.

‘For God’s sake,’ she’d said, ‘just fuck off out of this shithole as far and as fast as you can. There’s nothing for you here, Chess, believe me.’

There didn’t seem to be anything to do after that but to go home and look after her own mother.
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The next morning, Boxing Day morning, Owen drives Chess back to her mother’s house. He doesn’t drive up the driveway but parks on the street outside, as he always has.

‘Do you want me to come in with you?’

Chess thinks carefully about this. ‘No,’ she says, ‘I’ll be fine, but I appreciate the offer.’

Owen squeezes her hand and kisses her cheek. Chess gets out of the van and walks slowly up the driveway. All the pieces of broken wine glass have been cleared up. There’s no sign of what happened. Standing in the driveway, looking at the spot where she’d deliberately and knowingly smashed her mother’s precious wine glass, Chess wonders how she became the kind of person who did this sort of thing. Smashing the wine glasses was an act of violence, there was no doubt about it.

She gets out her phone and calls Owen.

‘I’m just at the lights,’ he says.

‘Did I always have violent tendencies?’

‘Initial gut reaction? No.’

She could have rung Lil and asked her the same question. Lil has known her longer and better than Owen, but she can’t rely on Lil to be completely honest with her. Lil has too many other things in her life to worry about. Chess had seen her with Pauline after Christmas lunch, standing under the carport. They were arguing. It was quiet arguing but it was still arguing. Chess couldn’t hear what they were saying but she could imagine what it might be: why do we come here for Christmas when we know Gloria will say something queer-phobic and Chess will have another blowup? Why don’t we just have our own Christmas at our own house?


Chess walks slowly through the back door. The kitchen floor is shining. All the crockery has been put away. In the dining room, rose petals have been heaped in a glass bowl and the mantelpiece is thicker than ever with Christmas cards.

‘Mum,’ she calls out. Her voice is heavy with something, sorrow maybe, or shame. ‘I’m home.’

Rosemary comes out of the sunroom. ‘Hello, darling!’ she says. ‘Come and help me put up this string of cards.’

‘Christmas is over now, Mum. We don’t have to put up any more cards.’

‘Oh, come on, darling,’ Rosemary says. ‘It’ll be fun. I always love it when you help me.’

Oh, my Beloved, Chess thinks, my Beloved.
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HOW TO GET FIRED
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TRACEY’S MANAGER, KATH, IS DOING her tap-tap-tap thing with her pen while Tracey stares through the huge window. The whole carpark is laid out below for their viewing, like it’s something special. You could watch gladiators from up here. It’s ridiculous.

‘Your trip to the clinic with Mrs McIlraith. You were late back.’

‘We took a detour.’ Tracey watches her own finger circle in the air, showing Kath the shape of a detour, though the real shape of the detour hadn’t been circular at all. If you were talking shapes, it had been more of an open-ended loop. ‘I took her down to see her old house. Her idea, not mine.’ She can feel herself trying for lightness, straining away from trouble like a gripped cat.

On the glass coffee table is a fanned-out display of Oak Hill Rest Home brochures. Where the choice is yours! There’s a photo of three elderly women getting their nails painted. One elderly woman is smiling down at her nails and the other two are smiling at each other. No one knows who these elderly women are. No one has ever met them. They must be elderly women models because they certainly aren’t residents of Oak Hill Rest Home.

‘Is joyriding what we’re about here? Detours? I wasn’t aware of that. I wasn’t aware it was in our mission statement. Plus, the service car was needed back here.’

‘By who?’

‘It doesn’t matter by who. It isn’t the point, by who.’ Kath’s pen jabs the dog-coloured wood of her desk. ‘The point is, we need to put the healthandsafety of our residents first. Before our own personal needs.’

‘Our own personal needs?’ Anger lifts Tracey up in the way love is supposed to. It takes her above it all: the office, the stupid window, the elderly women models smiling in the photo. It makes her transcend, you might say. Not helpful in the long run, she knows that from experience, but great for this one single lifted-up moment. ‘I wouldn’t be driving Mrs M anywhere at all if it was about my own personal needs, Kath. I’d be at home watching MasterChef in my pyjamas. If it was my own personal needs. Not driving anyone anywhere.’

In response, Kath throws her pen. It’s the kind of thing she’s famous for, throwing things. Like the time on Sing-to-Spring Festive Dinner Night when she threw a teaspoon at Denise. It was just after the restructuring had been announced. Things were tense, thin. Anyone, at any time, could have fallen through the state of things and drowned.

Kath’s pen clips a coffee mug and then boings off a photo of Kath’s two grown-up sons and their wives. You can see she already hates herself. She bloods-up and snickers with shame.

‘I’m making a note of that,’ Tracey says. ‘You throwing your pen like that.’

‘Sorry,’ Kath says. ‘I’m sorry. Actually, I dropped the pen. I didn’t throw it. You’re assuming the worst. That’s a mindset thing you have, always assuming the worst. The point is — never mind the pen — is that she’s asking for you again today. Mrs McIlraith. She wants you to drive her to the clinic for her follow-up appointment.’

‘She was at the clinic yesterday. Why would she need to go again today?’

‘Tracey? Hello? She’s ninety-three years old. Her test results are back. Or something. Something’s back. I don’t know what’s back. Not likely to be good news, is it? She likes you, apparently. Says she doesn’t trust anyone else to drive her, though what basis she has for that assessment I don’t know.’

Tracey thinks, Poor Mrs M, she probably wants to squeeze in another look at the old place. Another wee trip down memory lane without a whole busload Michael-Rowing-Your-Boat around her.

Kath picks up the pen from beside the photo of her sons. ‘I’m going to approve it this once,’ she says. Her pen is now sticking up in the air like a finger or something worse than a finger. It winks up and down at Tracey. ‘But I don’t want a repetition of yesterday’s performance.’

‘Send someone else then. It’s not some big thrill for me.’ Up it comes again, her anger. These little bursts. Nothing but trouble in the end. ‘You drive her, Kath. I didn’t ask to drive her. I don’t want to drive her. I want you to drive her.’

‘No. You’re driving her, and you’re coming back on time, and I’m going to be timing you.’ Kath looks at her pen like she’s wondering whether it needs another throwing. ‘Now off you go.’

Tracey stands there for a moment, looking past Kath, looking right through the enormous window. Now off you go. A door opens in the Thea Muldoon Block opposite, and then shuts again. Tracey still stands there, feeling the words off you go in the air between them.

‘I was just trying to be nice,’ she says, then hates herself for saying it. It comes out like a bleat, I was just trying to be nice.
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She goes looking for Denise and finds her under the smokers’ tree outside the main gates.

‘How’d it go?’

‘Shit.’ Tracey’s hands have a tremble to them. ‘It went shit. Not fired shit, but still shit.’

Maybe being fired would have been better? Maybe what happened was worse than being fired. At least being fired would have something big about it. At least you would know who you were if you’d been fired. As long as you didn’t snivel. As long as you didn’t bleat I was just trying to be nice in your last few minutes.

She takes the smoke from between Denise’s fingers and puts it in her own mouth. That’s how good mates she is with Denise: cigarette-sharing level.

‘She threw her pen at me. Not exactly at me. But sort of across towards me.’

‘Fuck her,’ says Denise. ‘Fuck her and fuck this place.’

The smokers’ tree is some kind of pine tree but instead of ordinary pine needles, the needles are spread in fan shapes and layered up in stacks above them like shelving. Tracey looks up and wonders if you would stay dry here if the weather turned, if the layers of pine-needle shelves would be enough to protect you.
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When they finish their smoke, they walk back through the main gates and down the long driveway that curves to the door. The lawn rounds up in little hills on either side. The buds on the magnolia trees are starting to fluff out, ready for their final Ah ha! moment. In the farthest corner, close to the boundary fence, pūkeko walk their babies. If you’re up close, you can hear them peeping to each other as they walk.

I can’t even look at a magnolia flower and just enjoy it, Tracey thinks. I’m too worried. ‘That shit tone she gets in her voice. You know that tone?’ she says.

‘I know it.’ Denise pats her arm. ‘You know I bloody know it. Keep your head down is my advice. Keep your head down for a bit and she’ll go on to someone else. You know how she is. She gets tired of picking on one person and goes on to the next one.’

‘I’ll keep my head down,’ Tracey says. ‘You won’t see my head. It will be on the ground.’

The two of them walk through the main doors and into the reception area.

[image: image]

There’s nobody behind the reception desk. The FlexiExcellence model means that anyone, at any time, can step in and perform the duties of a receptionist if they see the need. So far, no one has seen the need.

‘Head down, don’t forget,’ Denise says.

Head down, head down, Tracey thinks. Maybe there’s been too much head-down? Maybe there needs to be more head-up? More standing square-on to things? And then she thinks, I’d probably be the first one to crumble. I’d probably pee myself or wail or something. And Kath would sit there and tap her pen at me and stare past me to where God is holding up the autocue for her.

Behind the empty reception desk in the Team Communication Pigeonhole is a letter for her. Delivered By Hand is written in the left corner of the envelope.

Dear Tracey, the letter says, I wish to unreservedly apologise for giving you the impression, during our recent friendly informal chat regarding your failure to observe policy re unauthorised car rides with residents, that I may have thrown a pen down a short distance on to my desk. The pen was, in fact, inadvertently dropped by mistake. However, I fully appreciate that dropping is in the eye of the beholder, and I unreservedly apologise for any distress I may have unwittingly caused through this unforeseeable accident, Kind regards

Kath Dawson, General Manager, Caregiving, Oak Hill Rest Home.

Tracey puts the letter back in its envelope and carries it with her as she goes through the side door and back out to where the service car is parked. She slaps the envelope against the side of her thigh. Unforeseeable accident, my arse, she thinks. If Kath is looking out her stupid window right now, she’ll see the way I’m slapping her stupid letter. She can have a good look at how much I care about her stupid apology.

The service car is a Camry. Tracey whizzes it out of the parking spot and drives to the front of the building.

On the ramp by the main doors, Mrs McIlraith and Denise are waiting for her. Mrs M’s hair is swept up on top of her head. She’s wearing lipstick in the special shade of old-lady red that only old ladies wear. All the residents do this kind of thing when they go out: fuss around with their lipstick and their scarves and their hairdos and worry about whether they have the right shoes on or the right jacket. Tracey has worked with the elderly for a long time now and she’s come to believe that they do this deliberately to break people’s hearts, because her heart always does something thumpy when she sees Mrs M all excited, her hair done, her lipstick on. Her heart bumps at her chest bones; it squeezes.

She pulls the car up next to the ramp.

‘Here we go!’ Denise says, and then goes on to say it maybe a hundred more times. ‘Here we go!’ and, ‘In we go!’ and, ‘That’s the way!’ Until, finally, finally, she stretches Mrs M’s seat belt towards Tracey, and Tracey can grab it and pull it and click it in.

Then the two of them, Tracey and Mrs M, wave goodbye to Denise and curve through flashes of sunlight down the Oak Hill driveway towards the road.
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Having the letter of apology from Kath in her pocket improves Tracey’s mood. There’s no tremble to her now. What was all that about? All that quivering! What was there to be frightened of really? She’d done the right thing, hadn’t she? Mrs M, the resident, the client, after all, had wanted to visit her old house and she, Tracey, had taken her there. Just a whizz around a few extra blocks of suburb. Just a few minutes parked under the plane trees, looking over at the house Mrs M once lived in.

And what a house. Roses along the pathway, an old-fashioned crisscross window above the door, the roof laid out in a mountain range of peaks and points. Oh, it would be tough leaving a place like that. It would be tough leaving the kind of life you would have if you lived there. It would be too much to lose. You could look at it like that: you could say you were lucky your life hadn’t been so super fantastic that it would be too much grief to let go when the time came. It wouldn’t feel like you were being pulled out of paradise. It would feel more like: at last, you don’t have to worry about putting the wheelie bins out. At last, if someone punches their little brother or spills BBQ sauce, it’s not your problem anymore.

In the passenger seat, Mrs M peers up at the patchwork of blue sky and bruise-toned cloud. ‘Do you think this will last?’ she says. ‘I don’t like the look of those clouds.’

That’s another thing Tracey has noticed about old people: they watch the weather as if something really serious depends on it. Like every change in it has to be noted and logged against something else, even if they’re inside every minute of the day, even if there’s no chance at all they will have to go out in it. It’s like there are these three stages to life: the stage when you worry about love, the stage when you worry about money and then, finally, the stage when you worry about the weather. Mrs M was definitely at the weather stage.
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When they get to the specialist’s clinic on Lake Road, Tracey opens the glass doors and Mrs M sails straight through. Most of the time Mrs M is more of a totterer, but here at the clinic she sails. When she goes through to the consulting room, Tracey gives her a thumbs-up then sits back down on the couch with a stack of magazines on her lap. But she doesn’t read them. Instead, she writes a reply to Kath in her head.

Dear Ms Dawson, Thank you for your letter of today’s date. While I acknowledge your apology for heaving a sharp missile at me, I regret that I am unable to accept it. Nor do I accept your assertion that the pen in question was merely unforeseeably ‘dropped’. Regrettably, this is not the first instance of your expressing disagreement through the violent method of hurling objects at others. Angry and/or violent behaviour is completely unacceptable anywhere at Oak Hill and is found nowhere in our mission and/or values statement. It is with regret therefore that we must terminate your employment as General Manager, Caregiving, at Oak Hill Rest Home.

She’s just finished her head-letter to Kath when Mrs M steps back into the waiting room, leaning on the doctor’s arm and smiling around like a celebrity expecting photographers. There are no photographers of course, only Tracey, who smiles back at Mrs M like there’s only one person who could possibly be in the spotlight and that’s Mrs M with her dear smile and a look in her eyes which might have been courage.
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On their way back, when they get to the BP station at the corner of Fairlie Road, Mrs M says, ‘Would we get into trouble if we went down to have another look my house?’

The weather has taken a turn for the worse, just as they’d said it might, just as they’d discussed when they were driving down the Oak Hill driveway. It’s an old dishrag of an afternoon now, flecked and messy and dirty grey.

‘Yes, I think we would get into trouble, Mrs M,’ Tracey says, thinking about Kath’s pen hitting the photo, thinking about the way it bounced off the frame, thinking about her own hands quivering as she held Denise’s cigarette, her two fingers worming around in the air, searching for something. ‘Truthfully, I think we’ll get into heaps of trouble. At least, I will. I’ll get into trouble. But you know what, Mrs M? I don’t think I care.’

Mrs M giggles. The giggle could have been a bell or it could have been chimes from a church on a wedding day or it could have been birds singing. It could have been a child who was giggling or it could have been an old lady.

This is where it starts, Tracey thinks. It’s the anger again. Or maybe it’s love? You feel it in your stomach while you turn the steering wheel, while you choose the direction of the car that you happen to be driving.

She turns right into Fairlie Road and drives the Camry down the hill until they come to the same low stone wall they’d stopped at the day before. Everything in the street is prettier than other streets: the trees are leafier, the footpaths are wider, and the houses — oh, the houses — they’re something. They’re fairytale and grand and delicious.

Behind the stone wall is the house where Mrs M lived before she got old and started to leave the stove elements on all night, before she had to be shifted to Oak Hill Rest Home to keep her safe from her self-made fires.

‘All my married life we lived here,’ Mrs M says. ‘Well, almost all of it. We had a year-and-a-bit in a little flat in St Heliers first. That was a nice flat. We had a view of the sea. But it was small. Too small for us. So, then we bought this.’

So, then we bought this. As if it was nothing. As if it went without saying that you’d have enough money to buy something like this. Maybe Mrs M was one of those women who never had to think about money in her life, who had someone else who did all that for her. So, then we bought this.

The house is big and white and as lovely as a house can be. From the gate to the front door, ballerina roses tiptoe up the path hand in hand, dancing for no one. Shadows from the leaves on the plane trees stretch over them and make lace out of the grey light. Tracey and Mrs M sit in the car and look at it all. They look at the handsome blue door with the black door knocker, at the porch and the vines and at the roses fluttering and blazing and doing all the things that watched roses do.

They sit in silence, the two of them, bound up together in something that has to do with beauty and rest and quiet.

I should be worried, Tracey thinks, I should be shitting myself. Instead, she sinks into the quiet that comes from looking at pretty things until Mrs M says, ‘Weren’t they a different colour? Those flowers?’

Tracey turns and sees Mrs M’s eyes scanning her face up and down like she’s suddenly confused and looking for clues to her old life. ‘Weren’t they more a pinkish colour? Those flowers?’

Mrs M is looking hard at her, but Tracey has nothing she can tell her. It’s just my face, she thinks, just me, Tracey, rest-home worker and sometime driver. There’s nothing in my face that can tell you anything. What do I know? I don’t know anything about where you lived before you got to Oak Hill. I only know what you’ve told me. You might have made it all up. You might have gone dotty and dreamed it.

Mrs M is still scanning her face, her eyes eager.

This is all we have in the end, Tracey thinks, the face of someone we know.

All along Fairlie Road there are other beautiful houses that look a little bit like this one. All the beautiful houses in the street have flowers in their gardens. Most of them have roses, pink or white or red. Any of the houses on this street could have been the one that Mrs M lived in before she came to Oak Hill. Or maybe none of them. Mrs M might never have lived in Fairlie Road at all. She might not know this street any better than Tracey knows it. She might have made it all up.

‘No,’ Tracey says, ‘they were white roses, Mrs M. You remember. Your lovely white roses! You loved those white roses of yours! You used to have such a lovely time living here in your beautiful house. You were very happy here. Very, very happy.’

‘I was, wasn’t I?’ Mrs M smiles again. ‘Very happy here.’ Then she turns back to her rose-watching until there’s no more watching either of them can do.
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Just before the motorway on-ramp, they stop at the bakery-café.

Hanged for a sheep as for a lamb, Tracey thinks, and then thinks, What does that actually mean, as for a lamb? It was something Denise always said when she meant, If you’re going to get into trouble for something, make it a big thing. If you’re going to be late, might as well be really really late, might as well take your time and stop at the café and buy treats. But why sheep and lambs? Why are farm animals part of it?

Tracey sows brownie crumbs down her blue uniform, eating while she drives. Mrs M keeps hold of the paper bag with her scone in it, the lick of butter pressing through the paper.

‘I’ll save it for later,’ Mrs M says. ‘I don’t want to get crumbs in the car. I’ll have it with my afternoon tea later on.’

Eat the bloody thing, Tracey thinks. Why save anything? Do I look as if I care about crumbs? Tracey herself is eating her brownie like a person who doesn’t care about anything, like a person who knows when it’s too late to change things.

Mrs M stares out the window and hums a tinny old-lady hum with a metallic thread through it. She stares out the window at the wet shop fronts and traffic lights, not wasting a moment of viewing time.

‘My son moved to the Hawke’s Bay, you know. It’s where his wife came from.’

‘Yes,’ says Tracey, ‘Lindsay. I know.’

‘That’s right,’ Mrs M says, ‘Lindsay.’ She sounds surprised that Tracey knows her son’s name, as if she hasn’t talked about him a million times. ‘They went into orcharding. They had two boys, Robbie and Simon. Marvellous vegetable garden.’

I will meet this Lindsay one day, Tracey thinks. The caregivers from Oak Hill always go along when there’s a funeral. There are always one or two of them in their blue uniforms, sitting to one side, away from the others, so they stick out even more. Thanked again and again to show they’re all part of one family now, all bound together by family-style warm feelings whether or not the speaker has ever laid eyes on them before. Or maybe I won’t meet Lindsay, she thinks. Maybe meeting Lindsay is one of the things I won’t get to do now. Maybe I’ll just see a notice in the paper when it’s too late to get to the funeral and the whole thing about me and Mrs M will have disappeared. No one will know who was close to who at the end, when it mattered.
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When they pull up in front of the main doors of Oak Hill, they are one hour and fifty minutes late. Through the door glass Tracey can see Denise waiting for them.

‘Oh shit, Tracey,’ Denise says when she opens the passenger door. She takes Mrs M’s arm with one hand and the bag with the date scone in it with the other. ‘Let me help you with that.’ She moves Mrs M out of the car with something just below firmness. Not quite blaming her for anything.

‘It was me,’ Tracey says. ‘She didn’t have a clue. She really didn’t.’

Denise leans across and hiss-whispers, ‘Right, well, Kath says you have to go straight to her office as soon as you arrive. She says I need to come with you as your support person. I’ll get Mrs M settled and then I’ll be right with you. You go and … I don’t know what, do something.’

‘Have a cup of tea?’

‘Have a cup of tea.’

‘I’ll be fine seeing her on my own,’ says Tracey.

‘No, you won’t be fine seeing her on your own. She’s seriously worked up. She’s had me in there telling me all about it and waving her pen around.’

Now it’s Denise who’s scanning Tracey’s face, looking for something. What is it I’m meant to know? she wonders. What is it everyone expects to see in my face?

The three of them, Denise, Mrs M and Tracey, shuffle up the sloping ramp leading to the front door. The pūkeko have stalked their way closer to the building. Now Tracey can hear their anxious peeping.

‘I’ll be fine, truly,’ Tracey says. She reaches her hand out and cups the curve of Denise’s shoulder and shakes it the tiniest amount. Denise’s shoulder is small and bumpy under her palm; it feels too small to help anyone with anything really. ‘I should have kept my head down like you said. I should have followed your advice. I can’t say you didn’t warn me.’

‘You wait for me before you go in to see that woman.’

Tracey watches as Denise and Mrs M tick-tock down the corridor together. Mrs M is telling Denise about what they’d seen on their drive, about her plans for her date scone, the reasons why she hasn’t eaten it straight away and why she decided to save it for her afternoon tea, how the weather changed but how they’d expected nothing less of it and had said as much to each other before they’d even passed the main gates, how she’d seen her lovely roses again. She doesn’t mention the doctor or what he told her.

Love you, Tracey thinks, watching the two of them together, one straight-backed and one tottery, their slow progress, the listening and the talking. Love you heaps.

Then she turns to walk towards Kath’s office.

This is how you do it, she thinks. If you’re going to do it. This is how.

ENDS
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