
        
            
                
            
        

     
MONDAY WOOLDRIDGE IS A FIGHTER WITH A FACE LIKE A BROKEN DINNER PLATE.
Fifteen years ago, her kid brother Eddy disappeared and she’s been looking for him ever since. When she’s not training, Monday works in a bar selling drinks to rich assholes and dreaming of escape.
Together with her flatmate JJ, Monday comes up with a scheme to make enough money to lift them both out of debt. But when things go awry, fleeing the city is their only option to escape the gangsters, the vampires and the ghosts of Monday’s past.
From the award-winning poet and playwright Dominic Hoey, Poor People with Money is a darkly comic, pacy, heart-twisting, punch-in-the-guts novel that captures life on the poverty line in Aotearoa.
‘Written with compassion and skill, Poor People with Money is a violent uprising of a novel. This is New Zealand.’
— Pip Adam
‘Dominic couldn’t spell academia if he tried. He’s dyslexic. But he’s a savant story teller. His superpower is making ugly look sexy. He writes for the marginalised. In our country of right-wing sheep farmers and working-class ram raids, we need him to be reporting live from the crime scene. He’s all we got.’
— Tom Scott, musician
‘Fighting is the perfect metaphor for hard times. It teaches us to come to terms with our own morality, our capacity for good and for bad. Dom finds beauty in this struggle, in the space between hope and despair.’
— Matt Williams, Bones MMA
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This book is dedicated to Todd Williams.
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PART I








 
Heroes
Do you remember when I was a hero, Eddy? Back when everyone thought I saved you, before my face looked like a broken dinner plate. Mt Albert girl, 15, rescues brother from house fire. I felt special, me, Monday Wooldridge, getting all that attention. You’d hold me, your little arms wrapped tight around my waist, while everyone said how brave I was. If I’m honest with you, that’s probably the happiest I ever felt.
But a year later you vanished, and this time I couldn’t save you. Just sat around crying and staring at your photo on the stupid television Aunty Sarah gave us. Then all the newspaper clippings on the wall, the cheap, tacky medal some dumb politician pinned on me in the St Lukes shopping mall – they were mocking me. So I chucked them in the bin. Cos I understood there’s no heroes or rescue. There’s just a whole world of danger outside the front door. That’s when I started learning to fight.
I guess I took after our Dad, the Golden Gloves boxer. Wasn’t a man in the street he didn’t beat up at some point. Always a justification for his violence. Sometimes it’d make perfect sense.
‘Fucking caught Fat Bruce stealing out the charity box at work, so I gave him a couple of one-twos at smoko.’
Other times the reasoning was more tenuous.
‘He had shifty eyes. I knew he was up to no good, standing around laughing.’
But you gotta take the family’s side, don’t ya? Mum used to say that. Back when she still had her wits and her job. So when the cops came around to our old brick house on Mount Albert Road, I’d lie and say he’d been home the whole night.


A few weeks after you disappeared, I caught the bus up to the gym Dad coached at in Three Kings. I told him I wanted to learn. I was filled with anger, my blood like fire. I wanted to hurt someone, and I didn’t want that person to be me.
But you know what Dad was like, Eddy, told me to piss off home. I gave him the fingers and then came back a few days later, and a few days after that. I’d stand at the back of the gym, flailing at one of the heavy bags. Dad would be holding mitts for one of his fighters. When the buzzer went, he’d look over and shake his head.
‘Go home, girl,’ he’d yell. ‘Look after ya Mum!’
I’d throw the gloves on the ground and storm out, sit on the bus muttering to myself. But I always came back and after a few weeks I wore the old man down. One night, grumbling and dragging his feet, he began to teach me.
I learnt that fighting’s like a violent dance. ‘Put your feet here. No, not that close together. You’re off balance. Ok, throw your left hand. Move your weight to the left. That’s your right, ya drongo. It’s all in your legs. What ya doing, ya fucking idiot? Punch him in the face.’
All the while some boy was hopping around, slapping the piss out of me.
Afterwards I’d sit against the cold concrete wall, gasping for air, blood running down my face.
‘At least ya getting tough,’ Dad would say, throwing me a towel.
Dad started pushing me harder than anyone else in that place. Making me do reps until I collapsed or puked down the front of myself.
I reckon he thought he could make me quit.


After a few months I needed space. I started training Muay Thai, at the big orange building we used to walk past on the way to Mount Albert Primary.
That first class I was so nervous, I almost turned around and walked right back out. But I stayed, put my gear on, and headed out onto the mats. Changed the course of my life.
I became a regular in that rundown gym. Most evenings I’d do beginners class, then hang around and train with the real fighters. I had no business being there, but I was so young and lost that they let me stick around. Occasionally someone would show me the odd trick. Slip here, disguise the switch kick with your right hand. I slowly got better, started hitting harder, learning how to hurt people. First you win an exchange and then a round. Soon I was holding my own with most of the students.
I’d get home stinking of Thai liniment oil, my legs decorated with bruises.
‘Don’t know why you want to train that bullshit,’ Dad would snap from behind a bottle. I’d smirk at him, trying to hide my limp as I walked upstairs to my bedroom.
That first year without you, I kept busy. School in the day, training five or six nights a week. It was only late at night that I thought about that Guy Fawkes when we lost you. The cops were no use. They’d drop by, smelling of stale tobacco, yawning, like big dumb goldfish. Then they stopped coming round altogether. It was crazy to imagine that you were lost forever, like the remote for Aunty Sarah’s TV.
I wanted so bad to tell you all the things that’d happened since you left. How Dad punched the guy at the bottle store for talking shit, and Mum had started sleeping whenever she wasn’t at work. I wanted to show you my bruises and tell you about all the dickheads at school. How they were saying I was going nuts. And maybe I was but so fucking what?
Meanwhile Dad kept having more fights of his own. But Mum wasn’t looking out for him so much now, and he got real loose. He’d come home busted up. Sit at the table drinking and staring, staring and drinking. ‘Ya hand’s fucked, Dad,’ I’d say, trying to sound like I didn’t care.
‘Should see the fuckwit I broke it on.’
‘You going to the doctor?’ I asked, knowing even if he got hit by a car he’d refuse medical attention.
‘This is all the medicine I need, love,’ he’d say, holding up a bottle of Steinlager.
‘You’re a fucking egg, Dad.’
‘Language,’ he’d slur, banging the bottle onto the table, white froth spilling over his takeaways.
Mum? She wasn’t doing good. And she didn’t have anyone’s face to break her hand on, so she took it out on herself. She slept until she had to work at the hospital, and she was working a lot. She’d emerge 20 minutes before she had to start her shift, adjusting her orderly uniform, her voice muddied.
‘You ok, Mum?’
‘Yeah hon, I’m fine,’ she’d say, trying to smile and then giving up.
But I guess you know as well as anyone that our family’s blood is thick with crazy.
That was life for a while – Dad beating up the neighbours, Mum sleeping on the couch while her stories blared, me sparring with men twice my age. We never talked about you, Eddy. Dad wasn’t that kind of man, Mum was never awake, and I kept myself busy with violence. That was before the doctors tried to ‘fix’ me with the pills and bad advice. But I haven’t told you about the Hastings brothers or the drugs or the money we stole. I guess I wanted to pretend like everything was normal normal normal.
JJ
The flat interview was on the first really hot day of summer, even the flies were sweating. JJ turned up 20 minutes early, no explanation.
He was Māori, short and skinny, with these big brown eyes that made him look constantly surprised. He had the letters ‘JM’ tattooed under his right eye. I found out later they were his Mum’s initials.
‘Hey, I’m here about the flat.’
‘You JJ?’
‘Yep.’
I could tell he was buzzing out about my face. It’s hard to look pretty when you get punched in the head for fun. My teeth are chipped, my nose busted, a mess of scar tissue around my eyes and forehead.
And JJ, he looked like he was either into hip-hop or a slob – track pants, hoodie, half-tied sneakers. His clothes made it hard to tell his age, but later I found out he was only 24.
He was mates with Kev from work. They’d smoke weed together and play video games, which should have been a red flag. But he was all good, real smart, in a way that didn’t make me feel stupid. He’d come into the bar where I worked a few times. Sat there not drinking, a pile of books in front of him. Even then, before I knew his stories, I could tell that he’d lived a few lives.
To be honest, I wasn’t planning on giving JJ the room. One of my friends from the gym was keen, but I showed JJ around as a favour to Kev, said I’d let him know.
Maybe it was the damp, or the ugly carpet, or the fact that Teuila had owned all the furniture so the house was pretty much empty, but no one else wanted it.
So I called JJ back and offered it to him.
‘Sweet,’ he said, and that one syllable, that was the start of all the madness that led me here.
Fuck work
I doubt you’d even recognise me, Eddy. I kept growing, almost the same height as Dad was, got a bunch of dumb tattoos too.
But it’s my face that’s changed the most. Ended up with Mum’s nose, long and pointy, like a fucking seagull. It’s what you call a glass nose. Four times it was broken, three in the ring and one by that asshole Romeo, but I’ll tell you about him later.
After the third break it started pointing off to the left. The doctor said they could re-break it and try and set it straight again. But then I wouldn’t have been able to fight for six months. I couldn’t afford to sit around waiting for my beak to heal.
Probably no surprise I never got rich. Started working hospo at 17 after Mum lost her job.
Turns out she’d been stealing pills from the hospital. Once she didn’t have to work, she just slept all day, every day. Dad was still at the factory, but even with Mum’s bene it wasn’t enough.
So I got Teuila to help me make a CV at the Mount Albert Library, filled it with lies, and started handing it out at cafés. One shitty job bled into the next until 12 years later I was pulling pints for fuck-all an hour.
The bar was called Beerville, in Kingsland. It’s real flash there nowadays, Eddy. Everyone drives big Jeeps and cries if you look at them wrong.
Beerville was filled with these assholes, doing drugs in the toilet, raving about property, drinking like everything was free.
I’d spend as much time as possible on my phone, watching fight videos, going on Tinder, talking shit with Teuila, pretending this wasn’t my life.
You must remember Teuila, she used to come over when you were little. We’d spend weekends down at the shops, stealing and arguing about boys. She was my best friend, type of person that’d tell you when you were being a fuckwit and give you a hug afterwards. She was there the night you disappeared. Practically lived with me the months after when everything was falling apart.
We were both from the same part of town, the same lack of expectation, the same dysfunctional families. But a few years ago Teuila reinvented herself, went to AUT, got a degree, new clothes and the kind of job that people don’t raise their eyebrows at.
Anyway, when she graduated last summer, she got a job at an office, outgrew the shitbox we shared. So I had to find a new flatmate, and that’s how I met JJ.


A weird stink
The flat was in Avondale, a cramped two-bedroom unit surrounded by identical white units all pointing out at weird angles. Don’t know about the others, but ours always had a weird stink about it. I could never put my finger on what it was exactly – cat piss, stale cigarette smoke, the suburbs? It had a driveway that ran between the houses and led nowhere. JJ said it was a good metaphor.
‘For what?’ I asked him.
‘Our lives.’
‘What do ya mean?’
JJ sighed. ‘Ok, so a metaphor is …’ but I’d already stopped listening.
The oven died a couple of years ago. I rang the landlord a hundred times. When he never got back to me, I dragged it out onto the street. We had Dad’s old microwave, the one we used to make that gross steamed pudding in. But turns out there’s a reason people stopped cooking with them, Eddy. Their main function is to turn food into tasteless rubber. Me and Teuila just lived off Uber Eats and food I stole from the bar. But JJ took to that radiation machine like a pig to shit. I’m not one to judge, but he lived off instant noodles and energy drinks.
‘You want some vegetables?’ I said, leaning on the doorway to his room one evening, holding a Tupperware container filled with steamed broccoli and chicken.
‘I’m good.’
‘You’ll get scurvy or something.’
‘You’ve got scurvy,’ he said, pushing the door shut in my face.
Every morning JJ would disappear for a few hours. He’d come home around lunchtime with a stack of books. If I questioned him about where he went, he’d mumble to himself and shuffle off. Apart from that he pretty much lived in his room. He had this giant computer. A big nerd machine. He’d stare into that void day and night. When I got home from work at 4am, he’d still be tapping away, smoking weed and drinking Red Bull. Occasionally, Kev from work came round and they’d go in there and play video games. But apart from that he never had any visitors.
The night after JJ moved in, I was watching fights on my laptop in the living room, drinking a bottle of wine from work. We still didn’t really have any furniture. There was one armchair I’d found on the street and a beer crate we used as a table. JJ came out and stood behind me, smoking a blunt.
‘This is what you’re into, eh?’ he mumbled.
‘Yeah.’
‘Hard out, this in New Zealand?’
‘Yep, she’s my next opponent.’
‘You reckon you’ll give her a hiding?’ he said, pointing at Sarah Something or Another with her hand raised in the middle of the ring, her opponent lying face down on the canvas.
‘Fuck yeah, her chin pops up in the air when she gets backed up.’
‘You make much coin doing this?’ he said, sounding sceptical. I laughed.
‘Nah I’m broke,’ I said, finishing the wine. ‘How do you make money anyway?’ I asked, still watching the fights.
‘I do research for someone.’
‘What kind of research?’
‘It’s complicated,’ he said, shuffling back into his room.


Low rent version of a happy ending
I always used to think our parents were opposites, Eddy. Mum floating around, singing to herself while Dad stomped through the house in his work boots. He seemed to have decided early on that he only had time for fighting, work and us, that was it. Whereas Mum was always trying new shit, cooking meals she found in some secondhand cookbook from Mexico or teaching herself how to do mosaics of cats. But now I realise they were similar in a lot of ways, broken people helping each other keep ahead of the past.
Mum’s father was an artist who never cracked it. Her mum had some sort of crazy and gapped it when Mum was five. A couple of times we went to visit her dad’s little house out in Titirangi. Mum said she spent hours as a kid walking through the forest, dreaming. When she was 17 she ran away. Hitchhiked to a commune in the Coromandel.
We saw Dad’s parents all the time. Hard people who drank all day and never got pissed. They were crack-up, long as you could laugh at yourself.
‘Look, the jailbird’s here,’ they’d say whenever Dad went round to visit.
‘Put on a bit of weight eh, more like a jail hippopotamus.’
They lived in Ponsonby, one of the only Pālagi families on the block back when Dad was growing up. Him and his mates, they had a little gang and were always scrapping, which wasn’t really a problem until one day they beat up some rich guy from across town. The cops frown on that kind of thing and they all got locked up.
But Dad met a boxer inside. Showed him the basics and told him to go find a gym when he got out. If this was TV, boxing would have kept him out of trouble. But it just made him better at trouble. As Aunty Sarah tells it, he was in and out of prison and it seemed like he was speeding down a dead-end street.
But then he found Mum, and we came along. And there was a time, Eddy, when it seemed like maybe they were the heroes in some weird fairytale. Dad and the other boxers coming over and drinking and carrying on with Mum’s mates. That old brick house crowded with people and music. The low rent version of a happy ending. Then you disappeared and Mum turned out to have her mother’s crazy. We held on for a few years until one day I got a voice message.
Too much responsibility
It was a few years back now. I’d just started at the bar, and went to check my phone after the rush. Standing in the storeroom, I listened to Aunty Sarah’s voice coming out of the phone. No more Dad.
This meant we had to find a home for Mum. She spent most of the day in her chair staring at the TV, her hair grey, her lips cracked. At first we’d thought it was the drugs she was on. But then the doctors reckoned it was early onset something something. I don’t know, seems to me once you were gone, Eddy, she’d had enough. Sometimes I struggle to remember what she was like before all this.
Anyway, turns out it’s expensive to put someone into one of those homes, a halfway decent one at least. We sold the house but it was before anything in Auckland with a roof was worth a million dollars. And somehow even after living there for 30-odd years they still had a mortgage. In the end I had to give the home a third of my pay cheque.
Aunty Sarah helped out when she could, which wasn’t often. I got paid fuck-all for fights, a grand here, five hundred there, but I had to start taking more and more to try and cover the costs. Sometimes I’d fight still healing from the one I had three weeks before. Every morning it felt like my dreams of getting overseas to compete grew further away.
Fuck you’re a weirdo
Still, fighting was going good I guess. My pro record was 15-2, 10 knockouts. But I was almost 30. I needed to get a move on, as Dad used to say. But to train properly I needed money, and no one in the Wooldridge family ever figured out the magic of turning time into gold.
I figured my best shot was punching and kicking people in the face. The next fight in March against Sarah Something or Another was a big one. She was on a tear through the featherweight division. Trained at this fancy gym across town, bunch of posers and fitness dickheads. But she was no joke, and if I won I was pretty much guaranteed a title shot. This wasn’t going to make anyone rich, but it’d be a step in the right direction. All summer, I’d been training hard, was in pretty good shape. Staying off the booze wasn’t easy, but I was trying my best, Eddy.


Twice a day I’d be in the gym unless I had to work a double. It was rundown, the walls covered in faded fight posters and motivational quotes that didn’t really make sense – Timing beats technique, but pain is our greatest teacher.
There were a few cabinets filled with dusty belts and trophies. Most of the pads were threadbare, and God help you if you were stupid enough to put your hands in the communal boxing gloves. But Shaun who owned the place, he liked it like that. Kept away the time-wasters, he said. Not the best business model but it produced some decent fighters. When I first started, there were only one or two other girls. But these days there’s a bunch of women training.
Shaun was a big deal in his day. He’d fought all over the world, won tournaments in Japan and America, beat up some of the biggest names in the sport. When I started training I didn’t know any of this, just thought he was this gruff old guy with bad tats. Wasn’t until I’d been going for a year or so that I realised most of the belts and cups were his.
‘He’s a fucking legend,’ Matty said, while we were wrapping our hands before training. ‘I got some DVDs of his fights, I’ll bring them in.’
Matty was a heavyweight who ran the MMA classes. He took me under his wing when I started. Matty’s face was almost as much of a mess as mine, but you could still see kindness in his puffy eyes.
We didn’t have a DVD player to watch Shaun’s fights, so I took them over to Teuila’s. Her parents were working, and her big sisters were at church group, so we had the place to ourselves. We sat in her lounge. Framed photos of her relatives covered the peeling wallpaper. Some of the photos were so old the sun had sucked all the colour from them.


‘I don’t wanna watch this shit,’ she complained.
‘Come on, that’s my trainer.’
On the giant TV, Shaun was wasting a much bigger opponent, ripping to the body and tying him up so he couldn’t hit him. I got up and started imitating his movements in the middle of the room. Teuila started laughing.
‘Fuck you’re a weirdo,’ she said as I threw a roundhouse kick, lost my balance, and collapsed on the floor.
After a few years at the gym, I started training people. I liked it, watching them get better, gain confidence, teaching them tricks I’d picked up along the way.
‘When you throw a kick, you bring your leg up and then pivot. That’s how you get that snap. Lift the leg up and pivot. Do it again, and again, and again. Keep doing it until it starts to feel natural. You want power, but you also have to have speed. Power’s no good if you’re slow as fuck. Someone will see it coming and just step aside and clock you as you spin around.’
I had one girl who was getting real good, winning all of her amateur fights. Clare, lazy as fuck with all the talent in the world. She’d hardly ever turn up and still smoke most of the class when she did.
‘You know you could be really good if you focused,’ I said after one training session.
Clare was pouring water over herself while everyone else put away the pads.
‘I know, just been busy, eh.’
‘I saw on your Instagram,’ I laughed, pretending to throw a punch at her.
‘Fuck, stop stalking me coach!’ she said, slipping out of the way, smiling how she did when she was being cheeky.


I fucking hate cops
Over that sweat-soaked December, JJ slowly told me about his life. How he grew up in the Far North in a village-so-small-it-wasn’t-on-most-maps. How his Mum died when he was 12 and he was raised by his Dad. How at 16 he was sent to Auckland to live with relatives to keep him out of trouble. How trouble doesn’t give a fuck about geography.
‘I did heaps of dumb shit back then,’ he told me late one night. We were on the steps out front of our unit, eating burgers, slapping our limbs every few seconds to chase off the mozzies. ‘Used to want to be a tough cunt, cos everyone I knew was tough cunts.’
I threw my bun on the driveway and ate the patty. I was starting to cut weight and had to stay off the carbs.
‘But I was no good at fighting, felt like I wasn’t good at anything.’
A train went by behind us. I turned and watched the carriages flash past, each one brightly lit and empty.
‘How did you end up getting into uni?’ I asked, watching the train disappear.
‘Mr Webby, one of the teachers in alt ed, he’d always go on about how smart I was. Thought he was taking the piss, but he pushed me and I started doing well,’ he said, smiling. ‘First one in my family to go to university.’
‘What do your folks do?’ I asked, leaning back on the steps, watching bugs dance around the streetlight.
‘They’re still up in the village. Dad sells weed, does odd jobs. Pretty cheap to live up there.’
A loud crash came from the neighbour’s unit and someone screamed. JJ jumped and I put my hand on his shoulder.
‘It’s all good,’ I said, feeling his body tense beneath my palm.
‘Sorry,’ he said, sighing. ‘What was I saying?’
‘Your parents.’
‘Oh yeah, my stepmum teaches yoga and shit, she’s like the unelected mayor of the village.’
‘They sound out of it.’
‘They’re cool. They wanna make the place self-sufficient. There’s only one house with power and no sewerage system, so almost there.’
‘Why don’t they want power?’
‘Cos then you’re in a contract with the state, like you owe the government a favour.’
‘True.’
A cop car pulled up into the driveway and parked out front of the neighbour’s unit. JJ quickly got up and went inside. One of the cops knocked on the neighbour’s door while the other pig stayed in the car staring at me. I stared right back at him until JJ came and dragged me inside.
I fucking hate cops, Eddy. Even before you were born they’d come around fucking with Dad, upsetting Mum. I started getting arrested after you vanished. First time was for stealing wine from the liquor shop by our place. I was out the door when the old dude behind the counter started yelling. Some hero tackled me on the footpath. Held me down until the cops came. Piece of shit.
Then there was the fighting and more stealing and disturbing the peace. Which was a joke cos there was always drunk cunts and crazy people yelling and shit around our house. Each time I’d end up in court wearing some of Mum’s clothes, trying to look respectable. But cos I was so much taller than her I just looked crazy. The judge would mumble some shit and fine me a few hundred bucks that I had to pay off over the next three years.


I had nine convictions in all, Eddy, which was nothing compared to Dad. He seemed to get arrested every other month. At first me and Mum used to bail him out. We’d stop and get McDonald’s from the drive-through on the way home. A real family outing. But after a while Mum stopped coming with me and I’d have to go down by myself. The cops laughing at me while I tried to get the old man out. ‘Come on man, just let my Dad go. He’s got fucking work in the morning.’
Lying in bed that night I thought about how Aunty Sarah was my only family now. I went from being an only child to the oldest and then back again. Except the second time was different, Eddy. Overnight I was expected to be a grown-up. Mum got lost in her head. After she got fired, she checked out altogether. She stopped talking and started writing these lists. Sometimes it would be names of people I’d never heard of or just random words –
river
violet
red
money
Other times she’d write the same little poem over and over –
no more
everybody is waiting for you
just beyond this piece of sky
let’s go
quickly
quietly
whispering in our heads


I’d find bits of paper all over the house. At first I chucked them out, as if I could clean her madness away. But soon I gave up and just put them in piles. Dad never mentioned it. But I could tell it was all weighing on him. Mum was what kept him afloat, without her he just sank like a suitcase full of bricks.
Aside from fighting, he worked like a dog, seldom made it home in time for dinner. So Mum and I would sit around the table eating in silence. I think if I hadn’t started cooking for her she would have stopped eating altogether. I had two meals I could make, fried eggs on toast or gross pasta. I tried to tell Mum about school, but I could see how much effort it took her to respond. I didn’t want to talk about fucking school anyway. So we ate our eggs and then Mum would lie in front of the TV and I’d clean up in a half-assed fashion and walk down to the gym.
If you’re expecting some Bruce Lee shit you’re going to be disappointed
Anyway I guess I should tell you about the Hastings brothers, Eddy. Romeo, the younger brother, would come into the bar with his various lovers. He was more beautiful than most women. I don’t know what he put on his skin, but it was flawless. He had bleach-blond hair and these sleepy blue eyes that never focused on anything. They’d just drift around the room. That is, unless he got angry.
But I didn’t get to see that side of him at first. I always imagined he worked in fashion or maybe he was an artist. He wore tailored suits and carried this small fluffy dog, Pickles, with him everywhere. He had a gang of submissive men fawning over him while he sat at the bar ordering drinks, a guy on either side vying for attention. He wasn’t a big dude, average height and skinny, but he had a presence and he could put away a lot of piss.
He’d been coming in for a couple of years before I saw those eyes focus on something. It was last New Year’s and the bar was packed. I was sore as from training, dosed up on tramadol to try and dull the pain and MDMA to get into the spirit of things.
Romeo was sitting at the end of the bar drinking whiskey, his dog lying in front of him on the bar top. A young kid with a waxy moustache next to him, high as fuck, furiously rubbing Romeo’s back. He reached up to stroke his hair and Romeo slapped his hand away hard and fast. Pickles leapt up and started barking at the kid who stood there looking shocked. ‘Sorry,’ Romeo said, pulling the kid down and kissing him. ‘Just took me all day to get my hair right.’
Before I tell you what happened next, Eddy, keep in mind I was on drugs, in a lot of pain and got paid 50 cents over minimum wage. So, this group of guys comes in, covered in stupid tattoos their parents probably paid for. The boss was too cheap to get security and I could tell they were looking to start shit. One of them shoved his way to the front of the bar.
‘Five tequila shots,’ he snapped.
‘You got ID?’
I knew they weren’t underage but felt like taking some of their gusto.
‘Just give me the drinks, eh?’
‘Not until you and your mates show me ID.’
‘Fuck you, ya ugly bit–’
Before he could finish I cracked him with my right. As soon as I hit him I knew I’d fucked my hand. Pain shot up my arm. Kev who was working with me dropped the beers he was getting out of the fridge. They broke over the floor. He was about as useful as a dog with no legs when it came to fighting. The guy I hit, he staggered backwards and then started walking back towards the bar. I could see his mates not far behind him.
The thing with martial arts, Eddy, is it’s not like the movies. Just because you’ve been training for 15 years doesn’t mean you can take on five dudes with a broken hand. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll beat up most people, but if you’re expecting some Bruce Lee shit you’re going to be disappointed.
When the guy I hit reached the bar I tried to punch him again, but he saw it coming and stepped to the side, throwing me off balance. He came at me and I elbowed him right in the mouth.
I was just admiring my handiwork when one of his mates, this fat fuck wearing a tiny beanie on his dumb head, grabbed me by the hair and slammed my face into the bar. It didn’t hurt that much but must have looked bad cos the whole bar gasped. I grabbed the dude’s hand and stepped back, shifting my weight onto my back foot. He hit the bar and I had no choice but to punch him with my fucked hand. The pain was so bad the whole room went white and my legs buckled.
When I got back up, Romeo was handing his dog to the kid.
He pulled something yellow out of his jacket and shot it into the neck of the dickhead I’d hit first. It was a fucking taser, like the cops have. The guy convulsed and fell on the ground. Romeo threw the taser into the face of the dude with the beanie and then stuck his fingers into his eyes. The guy put his hands over his face, screaming. Romeo took off his scarf, wrapped it around the guy’s neck, and started choking him, staring at his friends who were backing away.
‘Come on then, boys, don’t be scared,’ he said, real friendly.
No one moved apart from beanie guy, who was screaming and gurgling, his face turning bright red. The guy on the ground started to get back to his feet. Romeo stomped on his head twice. ‘No? Don’t want to come and have a dance? Well fuck off then.’
He let the big dickhead drop to the ground.
I slumped on the ground behind the bar, beer soaking into my jeans, clutching my broken hand. Someone was standing next to me. I looked up and saw Romeo holding his dog.
‘Cops are probably on their way so I have to say my goodbyes. You alright?’
‘Yeah, I’m fine.’
‘Happy New Year,’ he said, smiling like a maniac. He walked off, his arm around the kid with the moustache.
Vigilante daydreams
A couple of cops turned up and asked me dumb questions. At least we got to close early. I caught the last number 18 bus back to Avondale. It was full of wasted people, yelling and falling over in the aisle. My hand was killing me, but I felt pretty good about handling those two dickheads. People always liked to say I was a natural at fighting, like I was born knowing how to throw a left hook or slip a punch. But it was Dad who taught me the fundamentals.
‘Got to have a strong base or you’re all shit,’ he used to say.


Once I started winning fights, he took a real interest in my career. He’d been pretty good back in his day. Won most of his fights. Had a great right hand, which he taught me. He’d stopped competing when Mum got pregnant. Got a job in the factory where he worked until the day he left us.
‘You gotta get better with ya hands,’ he’d say, before dragging me out into the backyard with gloves and pads. We’d spend hours drilling the same techniques, only taking breaks for Dad to crack open another beer. ‘Keep ya fucking guard up,’ he’d say, hitting me in the head with the pad when I dropped my hands. We’d train until it got dark and then he’d start drinking properly and I’d head down to the gym.
One evening I was lying on the grass gasping for breath like a dying fish. Dad sat on the steps, a beer in his hand, the pads lying at his feet. This was about a year after you vanished. Mum had lost her job and I was working at a café up at the shops. I’d been winning all my fights. My life was this weird mix of tragedy and triumph: 5am starts, making shit coffee for minimum wage, and then heading to the gym where I got to be someone special.
Dad went inside and came back out with a couple of beers.
‘Want one of these?’ he grunted.
‘Sure.’
I ran the cold bottle over my forehead.
‘Do you ever think about where he might be?’ I asked.
We hadn’t really talked about you since your fake funeral. I could feel Dad watching me. I was half-expecting him to get up and leave without saying shit.
‘All the time.’
‘You reckon the cops were right, that someone might know something about Eddy?’
There was another long pause.


‘If I thought one of these assholes knew anything, I’d kick in every door until we found out what happened.’
I nodded my head. I’d thought of doing the exact same thing pretty much every night since the cop said that. We stayed like this for a long time, Dad going inside every so often to get more beers. The bottles piled up around us, the evening sky turning to night, me and Dad thinking about killing our neighbours.
The Internet below the Internet
The Monday after the brawl I got home from the gym late. Training didn’t go well. My hand was still fucked. Clare had been my sparring partner, mimicking Sarah Something or Another’s movements. She’d taken advantage of my injury and kicked me in the face. My nose wouldn’t stop bleeding. I stood in the kitchen spitting blood into the sink.
JJ came out smoking a joint, wearing basketball shorts and no shirt, his scrawny body dotted with scars and homemade tattoos. ‘Ahhh, gross,’ he said, covering his eyes, as I blew a glob of blood and snot out my nose.
‘That fucking asshole Clare cheap-shotted me.’
‘Got a hiding, eh?’ he said, laughing.
I turned to face him. He was at the fridge, drinking chocolate milk out of the bottle.
‘Who did your tats?’ I asked.
‘Randoms, got most of them when I was in juvie.’
‘What did you get locked up for?’
‘Stabbed someone, self-defence, judge didn’t think so.’
He looked so sad that I changed the subject.
‘What you been doing the last week?’


‘Wo–’
‘Don’t say work, dickhead,’ I said, smiling.
He finished the milk and put the empty bottle back in the fridge. ‘Doing some research and fucking around on the deep web.’ He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.
‘The what?’
‘It’s like the Internet below the Internet.’
I’d already lost interest in what he was saying and went back to trying to get all the blood out of my face.
I never knew shit about computers. Guess I take after Dad in that respect. He hated anything more advanced than the radio. When Aunty Sarah gave us her old TV he wasn’t keen.
‘Don’t bring that thing in here,’ he said as Mum and I struggled to get the giant television through the front door.
‘Shut up and give us a hand, will ya?’ Mum said.
‘Rot the kids’ brains,’ he muttered, picking up the TV by himself and placing it heavily on the kitchen table.
That night while Mum was at work and Dad was too pissed to know what was going on, me and you sat up, bathing in the warmth of that new world.
The screen burnt with images of car crashes and gunfights, footage of wars raging on the other side of the planet, beautiful people living in an alternate universe where everyone smiled and no one had to get pissed to be happy.
We’re talking a few weeks before you vanished. The blows to the head and all the shit I’ve put up my nose means my memories are like a day-old bath. But I think about that night a lot. You were an angel, lying on your belly, your little wings tucked behind you, watching The X-Files.
Everyone believes things will be as they are forever. The good and the bad. As if time is a rock pool rather than a fucking tidal wave.
Only when I’m dreaming
‘Is this you?’ JJ leaned across the bar, holding his phone up. On the screen was a photo of the family, all four of us together, down at Rocket Park. It was an old news article about your disappearance.
‘Nah it’s a different Monday Wooldridge.’ It was almost closing time. JJ had spent most of the shift sitting at the bar, reading and occasionally talking to Kev when we were quiet.
‘The fuck you googling me for?’
JJ shook his head. ‘I was just looking when your fight was. You never told me about your brother.’
I opened a beer and leaned back against the fridge, feeling the cold glass against my back. ‘Not my favourite thing to talk about, eh.’
JJ put the phone down. ‘Sorry,’ he said, picking up his book.
Kev came in carrying a box of beers. ‘Why do you two look so miserable?’ he said, crouching down to restock the fridge.
‘Mind your own business, Kevin,’ I said, whipping his back with my tea towel.
‘Ow, fuck boss,’ he cried, rolling on the filthy mats.
‘God you’re pathetic,’ I said, hitting cash-up on the till.
Kev gave us a lift home in his broken-down Toyota Corolla. JJ sat up front, talking all excited about some computer game. The back seat was covered in dirty clothes and food wrappers. I shoved it all to one side and leaned my head against the dirt-streaked window. We drove through Mount Albert. Past our old street, Dad’s favourite pub, the café Mum used to take us to.
When we got home, the couple in the unit next to ours were outside, smoking weed.
‘Hey,’ JJ said, nodding at them.
‘Evening,’ the woman said exhaling. ‘Yous want some of this?’ She held the badly rolled joint out to us.
‘Sure,’ I said, taking a hit and passing it to JJ.
The woman was probably Mum’s age. She always looked like she’d just woken up after three hours’ sleep. But her face was kind, felt good to look at. Her man never spoke. Three years I lived next to them, never heard him say nothing. He was all bones wrapped in old skin, that guy.
JJ passed the woman back the joint. ‘Thanks,’ he muttered.
‘Come tell us some more of your ghost stories soon,’ the woman said as we walked over to our unit.
‘When were you hanging out with the neighbours?’ I asked after we got inside.
‘Sometimes when you’re at work, we sit on the steps, have a chat.’
I chucked my bag in my room and lay on the floor in the lounge, twisting my body from side to side, stretching out my lower back.
‘Did they ever find your brother?’ JJ asked, standing by the kitchen door.
‘Nah.’
‘Does he visit you?’


My back popped loudly and I let my body relax lying flat on the ground.
‘Only at night,’ I said. ‘Only when I’m dreaming.’
JJ nodded his head knowingly and went into his room.
Fuck off, he’s my flatmate
Grant was to blame for a lot of what was about to happen. He was this guy I’d been seeing for a while. Lived near the bar. He’d come in late and we’d get pissed, go back to his place and fuck. Grant was good-looking in a boring way, button nose and high cheekbones below his glazed eyes. He always shaved his head even though he wasn’t bald and almost had as many dumb tattoos as me. If it wasn’t for the news articles that came later, I doubt I’d be able to picture his face. It wasn’t serious. I don’t think either of us would have been capable of feeling a real human emotion if our lives depended on it. But the sex was good, lazy and all-consuming. He had the most amazing hands. I guess that made up for his shitty personality.
Anyway, Grant sold coke, nothing big time, but enough that he always had drugs and nice things. We’d do lines in between fucking in his giant bed and checking our phones, talking the most ridiculous shit. He’d go on about his plans to open a café or buy a boat or breed French bulldogs. The whole time running his hands up and down my broken body. And I’d always end up talking about you, Eddy, which usually killed the mood. So then we’d do coke and fuck some more.
Around the start of February, I got home from staying at Grant’s and JJ was in the living room on his phone.


‘Kua taka mātou ki te raruraru. Ko taku hiahia, e kore roa, māku e kimi ētahi moni mou.’ He saw me walk in and turned his back to me. ‘Āe mārika, me hoki au, ka kōrero tāua, a te wā. Ka aroha.’
He put the phone back in his pocket and let out a long sigh. ‘What’s going on?’ I said, dropping my gym bag on the ground.
‘Nothing, just talking to the whānau,’ he said.
‘Everything all good?’
‘Yeah, not really.’ He fell into the armchair sending a cloud of dust into the air. ‘Their solar battery fucked out. They got no power.’
‘They can’t get it fixed?’
‘Harvest was shit last year. I gotta try and get them some cash.’
‘Don’t talk to me about money,’ I groaned, walking into the kitchen and grabbing a beer from the fridge. I came out and saw JJ picking up a giant textbook.
‘No, no, no, we’re going into town,’ I said.
‘Ahh nah, I got work to do.’
‘I’m going to have a shower and then we’re heading into town.’
‘Seriously, I got wo–’
‘Come on, we haven’t done shit since you moved in.’
He started to protest again and I kicked the textbook across the room making it hit the wall.
‘Go get ready,’ I said, both of us cracking up.
We caught the bus into the city. I’d found a pair of jeans that didn’t stink of work, my greasy brown hair pulled back tight like I wore it at training. JJ was in his uniform – track pants and a faded SWIDT t-shirt, his thick hair stuffed into a cap with some American sports team on it. I’d decided to take a few days off training, try and let my hand heal.
They have double-decker buses in Auckland now, Eddy. We sat upstairs. A young couple were arguing. The dude got real loud and I shot him a look that shut them both up. We had some beers stashed on us and were half-pissed by the time we got to K Road. The street was packed with clean shiny people stumbling in and out of brightly lit shops. I waited for JJ, who was giving a homeless dude some change. There was a group of guys in suits at the entrance to St Kevin’s Arcade. They were all staring at my face, smirking. I felt myself tense up. I was about to say something when JJ came and ushered me inside.
We went to Wine Cellar where my mate Chog worked. The bar sat beneath the street. That place never saw the sun, in contrast to the blinding glare of the shops above.
‘What do you wanna drink?’ I yelled at JJ, who was hiding at a table down the back.
‘I’m good, maybe just a Coke.’
‘You can’t get drunk on Coke,’ I said.
Chog laughed. ‘Leave him alone, ya bully.’
‘Fuck off, he’s my flatmate.’
‘Jesus, he’ll need a drink then.’
‘Just give us a couple of beers.’
Soon we were wasted, perched at a rickety table that kept shifting under our weight.
‘OK, dickhead,’ I slurred, slapping my hand on the table. ‘What the fuck are you doing in your room all day?’
He laughed.
‘Nah, you’ll think it’s weird,’ he said.
‘I wouldn’t even care that much, except you won’t tell me.’
He looked around the bar, making sure no one could hear us. We were the only people there, apart from Chog and her sister Max, over at the bar, showing each other shit on their phones.
‘I’m part of a research group based in the States – we study the science of ghosts.’


‘What?’
JJ sighed. I could tell he’d had this exact conversation a thousand times.
‘OK, so some people reckon you can explain ghosts with quantum physics.’
‘I don’t know what you just said.’
‘Like, there’s been experiments that show that matter behaves differently when observed. Some people believe we’re creating reality with our thoughts.’
‘Like The Secret?’
‘Yeah exactly, but rather than everyone getting a Ferrari, some people think we create ghosts and monsters with our emotions.’
‘Sounds like bullshit to me.’
‘Yeah, that’s what I thought,’ he said, finishing his drink. ‘But I’ve been reading about this professor from the 40s. Back then people were real into the occult, like Hollywood people and shit.’
A group of young dudes dressed like someone’s grandad walked in carrying guitars. JJ looked up suspiciously and then he hunched forward again.
‘And this professor, he was into all that weird shit, but he’s also a scientist. He comes up with this theory that ghosts are extreme emotions creating temporary dents in the quantum tapestry of the universe.’ He saw the bewildered expression on my face and laughed. ‘Ok, like ya know when you have an argument with someone and they fuck off, but there’s still that heavy feeling in the room?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Well imagine that same feeling amplified after someone is murdered.’
‘I left school at 16 and I’m fucking pissed, you won’t be able to explain this to me,’ I said, getting up to buy us some more beers, thinking about you, Eddy.


Ghostbusters?
People always like to say they don’t believe in ghosts. But I reckon they just haven’t lost anyone yet. I got the ghosts of you and Dad following me all the time. Even though I didn’t fully understand what JJ was saying about quantum tap water or whatever, his words stuck with me. Until I met him I’d never told no one about the ghosts.
Him and Kev were sitting on the floor smoking weed when I got home from a boozy lunch with Teuila. They were red-faced and giggling. The house stank.
‘God, like I don’t see you enough at work,’ I said, grabbing my gym bag out of my room and dumping it on the floor.
‘The boss is here,’ Kev said, getting up and wiping his face with his t-shirt.
‘Oh, are you leaving? You don’t want to hang out until we go to work and spend 12 hours together?’
‘No no, things to do boss,’ Kev said quickly walking out of the room.
‘Come round tomorrow,’ JJ said.
‘Tell me more about these ghost scientists,’ I said, falling into the armchair.
‘I was studying psych at Auckland uni,’ JJ said, picking up a book called Heaven, Hell and Here.
I emptied out my gym bag onto the floor.
‘But I was bored. One day I’m fucking around on Google and I see this ad for a place called the Rhine Research Institute.’
I untangled my hand wraps and started rolling them up.
‘They study the paranormal, like the science of it.’


‘I thought they stopped doing that shit in the 80s?’
‘Most did, the media turned against it as a science.’
‘And they hired you?’ There was some of Clare’s blood on my gloves. I sprayed it with disinfectant and wiped it off.
‘Not right away. I got in touch, and said if anything ever came up, I’d be interested. And one day it did.’
‘So you’re like the Ghostbusters?’
JJ laughed, ‘I guess so.’
‘Fuck, be a sad state of affairs if someone had a ghost problem and you turned up.’
It was getting dark and I got up to turn on the lights. JJ covered his eyes as the bare 100-watt bulb lit up the off-yellow room.
‘So what did you mean about our emotions creating ghosts?’ I said, sitting down again.
JJ bit his bottom lip and nodded his head slowly. ‘Ok so like, Buddhist monks talk about how where you put your attention is how your life will be. If you always focus on negative shit, your life will seem negative.’
‘Hmmm,’ I said, wondering where this was going.
‘What the research suggests is that it’s the same with the dead. If we put all our energy into them, talk to them and think about them all the time, they’re more likely to haunt us.’
I stuffed my gym gear back into my bag.
‘I gotta go train.’
You want to lose to some rich Ponsonby asshole?
‘You got a month, Monday, four fucking weeks, and you’re coming in here stinking like a brewery?’ Shaun was standing over me while I lay on the floor of the gym gasping for air. We’d just done kettlebell training, and I was trying my best not to puke. All the beer from lunch was leaking out through my skin.
‘You think your opponent is out drinking during the day, huh?’ Shaun put his hand out and pulled me to my feet. ‘She’s probably already got two training sessions in today, and you can’t even get through one.’
‘Sorry coach,’ I said, drinking some water.
Shaun shook his head. ‘You want to lose to some rich Ponsonby asshole?’
‘No coach.’
‘Good, come on let’s go watch some tape. I’ll show you how you’re going to kick her ass.’
The place was empty, the only sound was our bare feet squeaking on the mats. Shaun’s tiny office was at the back of the gym, filled with boxes of gear, trophies perched on any flat surface. Was weird thinking at one time those chunks of metal would have meant everything to him. Now they just took up space.
Coach pulled his ancient laptop out of a drawer and dropped it heavily on the table.
I leaned over his shoulder as he opened up a YouTube video of Sarah Something or Another’s last fight.
‘See how she puts too much weight on her lead leg?’ he said, pointing at the screen. ‘So the leg kick’s going to be there all day.’
I watched Sarah Something or Another moving around the ring. She was good, fast and had some decent power. She kept cutting the ring, throwing a hard roundhouse kick into the body of her opponent when she tried to escape.
‘Plus, she doesn’t move her head when she jabs, so you wait for her to throw, then bang,’ Shaun punched his fist. ‘How’s ya hand?’
‘It’s ok,’ I lied. I couldn’t afford to pull out of this fight. I was already way behind in payments on Mum’s home.
‘Come on, let’s go do some pad work,’ Shaun said, slamming the laptop shut.
Shaun danced around the ring calling out combos, imitating the movements of Sarah Something or Another. Soon as he stepped over the ropes, he became light on his feet, moving quickly to cut me off, slapping me with the pads when I dropped my guard.
‘I want you to throw the one to the head, two, three to the body, and then head kick with ya back leg,’ he grunted. I threw my jab, followed it up with a hard right hand and hook to the body, and then a roundhouse to the head.
‘Nice,’ Shaun said, which was high praise coming from him. ‘And again.’
Every time the right connected with the pad, pain shot up my arm. But I no-sold it, acted like everything was normal normal normal.
Too stupid for ghosts
‘I thought you’d been to jail,’ my sparring partner Clare said, a smirk across her round face. ‘You can’t even throw a punch.’
JJ looked at me for help.
‘Leave him alone, ya bully,’ I said. We were drinking out front of our unit. The last of the sun was fading, the rush hour traffic dying down. It was as close to peaceful as that place got. Clare had taken it on herself to try and teach JJ how to fight. She rolled her eyes at me and then turned back to JJ.
‘Don’t be so defeatist,’ she said, facing her palms towards him. ‘Show me what you got.’ JJ looked at me again and I shrugged. He threw his right weakly into Clare’s hand.
‘What the fuck was that?’ Clare said.
JJ dropped his hands and backed away to the steps where I was sitting.
‘I don’t wanna do this any more,’ he said quietly.
‘Ok, ok, fucken hell,’ Clare picked up her beer. ‘Little guy like you should know how to use his hands.’
‘Could you grab us some beers JJ?’ I said, saving him from more of Clare’s bullshit. Clare sat down next to me. She smelled like sweat and expensive perfume.
‘Should you be drinking, coach?’ she asked. ‘You ready for this fight?’
‘Stop picking on JJ,’ I said, giving her a shove.
‘I believe in you, you’ll take her even if you’re hungover,’ Clare said.
JJ came out with the beers, a book tucked under his arm. Clare’s eyes fixed on him, and I knew she was going to start up again.
‘Why you always reading?’ she said.
JJ handed me a beer and then looked at the book in his hand.
‘Anyone close to you ever die?’ JJ asked, not making eye contact. Clare put her beer down and stared at JJ.
‘Yeah,’ she said after a while, her voice thin, drained of its usual bravado.
‘You ever feel like they’re with you?’ JJ said, gaining confidence, still looking at the ground. ‘Or like talking to you?’
Clare looked at me and then nodded her head. ‘Yeah,’ she said again.
‘So in the 70s, a group of scientists working for the Institute of Noetic Sciences, they figured out that not only can you communicate with the dead, but that it’s a two-way street.’


‘What ya mean?’ Clare said, shifting her weight on the step.
‘The dead are talking to us all the time, just we’re usually too busy to listen.’
Clare picked up her beer and took a drink. JJ sat down and opened his book.
‘Tell your friend I’m too dumb for all that shit,’ Clare said, getting up and starting to shadow box.
I always thought I was stupid, Eddy. Well at least once I started school. Before that I didn’t realise most people could read their own handwriting or spell their street name. Fuck, I didn’t even know what date my birthday was until I was nine. This was partly cos Mum used to change the day until she could afford presents. I was a teenager when I first heard the word dyslexic. I got pulled out of class one morning and sent to this tiny room by the office. A woman with messy red hair and big 80s glasses was in there waiting for me.
She made me sit in front of her and asked a million questions.
‘Do you get headaches? Do you have poor time management? Do you ever feel like you’re less than others? Do you often find yourself zoning out?’
Every time I answered she’d frown and nod and then write something in her notebook. I thought she was just another counsellor until she started asking me about my spelling and handwriting.
After the test she put her notebook down and stared at me from behind her giant glasses.
‘So, Monday, you have a condition called dyslexia.’
‘What’s that?’
‘Well, it means that you see the world differently than most people.’
‘My eyes are fucked?’


The woman smiled for a second and then went back to looking bored. ‘No, let me rephrase that. It means you process information differently.’
She started to explain how it worked, but I’d already stopped listening and was staring at a seagull eating chips on the concrete.
If you call me that again, I’ll break ya fucking fingers
It was near the end of February when Romeo came back into the bar. I hadn’t seen him since the New Year’s brawl. The place was empty. I was meant to be doing stocktake but had given up and was watching fight videos on my phone. Pretty boy had a big dude in a tracksuit with him, wide shoulders and a gut hanging over the elastic of his track pants.
‘Hey mate,’ Romeo said, placing his dog on the bar, sitting in his usual spot.
The big guy sat down next to him with a groan. He grabbed the menu and held it in front of his massive face. He looked like a sausage with too much filling.
‘Let’s see what we got, eh?’
‘You won’t like the food here,’ Romeo said, patting the dog.
‘As much as I value the opinion of someone who lives on toast, I think I’ll make up my own mind.’
Romeo continued running his thin fingers through the dog’s ridiculous coat while his mate scanned the menu of chips and toasted sandwiches.
‘Nah, you’re right, wouldn’t eat any of this crap if ya paid me.’
I was relieved. The cook hadn’t showed up yet. Last thing I felt like doing was going into the grease-filled kitchen out back.


‘Don’t mind him, he’s a foodie,’ Romeo said, smiling, his beautiful white teeth catching what little light there was in the bar.
‘I told you, Romeo, if you call me that again, I’ll break ya fucking fingers.’
‘This is my brother, Sylvester. I didn’t get your name the other week.’
‘Monday,’ I said.
‘Now that’s a good name, don’t you think, Sylvester?’
‘I think I want some fucking food,’ the big man said, a flash of rage washing over his face.
‘You can order in and eat it here,’ I said, even though the boss would lose his shit if he knew.
‘Music to my ears,’ Sylvester said, pulling out his phone.
He ordered from this expensive place in town. Grant, the guy I was seeing, he took me there when we first met and he didn’t realise what a piece of shit I was. Spent all his coke money on wine and big plates with little bits of food in the middle. Strawberries to a donkey as Dad would have said.
‘This chicken is fucking divine,’ Sylvester said, holding up a chunk of flesh.
‘Did those assholes do that to ya face?’ Romeo asked, leaning across the bar and lightly touching my cheek. It was like he was actually looking at me for the first time.
‘Nah, was already like this.’
He nodded his head slowly then suddenly smiled. ‘You didn’t find a taser after the other night, did you?’ he asked, reaching over for a piece of chicken to feed the dog.
‘I don’t think so.’
‘Fuck it.’


He slapped the bar, making the dog flinch, then quickly bent down and kissed it on the top of its head.
‘I’m sorry, Pickles! I just loved that taser.’
Sylvester wiped his hands on a napkin. ‘We got a gun, mate, a big fucking gun. I don’t know why you want to use that stupid thing.’
Romeo leaned forward on the bar, looking depressed. ‘I like the smell,’ he said, patting the dog.
‘You’re fucked,’ Sylvester said, getting up. ‘Really fucking fucked.’
Romeo shrugged his shoulders and got to his feet, scooping up Pickles. He walked up to me, smiling. ‘If it does turn up, will you call me?’ He slid a card across the bar and walked out.
I picked up the piece of cardboard. There was a photo of Romeo grinning like a madman, holding Pickles, and in big cursive writing it read –
Romeo Hastings
Golden Boy
and a phone number.
Muay Thai dumplings
The fight was fast approaching and my hand was still giving me grief. I ended up telling Shaun one night before training. I could tell he was nervous, but I downplayed it all. Even with the hand, I still fancied my chances. Plus I needed the money, so what was I going to do?
Matty who ran the MMA classes, he’d been to a seminar with this English fighter, Liam Harrison, when he was in the States, and he was teaching me and Clare some new techniques. Clare was a fast learner and after a couple of run-throughs she was nailing it.
I guess I was the same, but only if it was something physical. I could barely spell my own name, but if you showed me a new combo a couple of times it was locked in. The brain’s weird like that. Teuila could do long division in her head but couldn’t see that her fiancé was a human dishrag. Or JJ, he understood what the universe was made of, but used to act like leaving the house was climbing Everest.
I watched Clare grapple with Matty, hanging off the back of his neck. Even though Matty was six foot two and over 100kg, she still dumped him on his ass a few times.
I was Clare’s age when I went pro, eight years back. I’d won all but one of my amateur bouts. I’d wanted to go pro sooner, but Shaun wouldn’t let me.
‘Take your time,’ he said. ‘Make sure you’re ready, you can’t go back once you do.’
It was like taking the training wheels off – no shin pads, smaller gloves, elbows and knees to the head.
That first pro fight, the woman was faster than me, real aggressive. The game plan was to set traps and counter her when she came in. We went over it a million times at the gym. Sticking to a plan was never really my strong suit though, Eddy. I liked to brawl. I could take a punch as good as anyone and had great cardio. But I also knew that I needed to get the win.
The night of my first pro bout, everyone turned up, even Teuila who hated watching me fight. Shaun had reluctantly let Dad be in my corner. The first round was shit. I stuck to the plan but kept getting tagged. She was even faster than we expected and wasn’t falling for any of my tricks. I came back to the stool frustrated. Shaun was barking instructions, ‘Get inside!’ ‘Use more feints!’
Dad didn’t say much, poured some water into my mouth. ‘Fucking hurt her,’ he hissed as the bell went.
I tried some more footwork, hoping to draw her in and then hit her with the right hand. But she wasn’t going for it. She caught me with a good left hook halfway through the round, and that’s when I thought fuck it and went back to what I always did. I started walking her down, taking two shots but hitting her hard with one. It hurt, it always hurts, but pain is just like any other feeling, it doesn’t last forever.
Eventually I got her up against the ropes, my hands tight around the back of her neck, and drove my right knee hard into her guts. I let go and when she popped her head up, I caught her with the right. You feel it when you hit someone properly, like when you pop a bottle with a lighter. She went down hard. Everything that was weighing on me washed away as my hand was raised above my head.
That night we all went out for dumplings on Dominion Road. Teuila and Shaun ended up sitting next to each other. I cracked up watching them trying to find something to talk about. Dad tried to use chopsticks, Eddy, can you imagine with his fat fingers? It was a good time. But the next morning all that weight came back. It pushed me down into the bed. I texted Shaun and told him to book me another fight as soon as possible.


So yeah, fuck doctors
It was near the end of summer when the stress finally got me. Having to pay for Mum on top of working every night and training. I felt like shit. The fight with Sarah Something or Another was only a couple of weeks away, but I could barely get out of bed. Plus, my right hand was still a mess. Shaun messaged from the gym. Instead of messaging back, I lay in bed flicking through Tinder, talking about sex with men I’d no desire to meet, let alone fuck.
Back in the day I never skipped training. Even when I was hungover, I’d turn up and sweat out the booze. But since Dad left and I was having to fight just to keep Mum in that home, I started to lose some of my passion for violence. The good kind at least.
I was 17 when Mum found me cutting myself in the bathroom. Guess I forgot to lock the door. She made me go see the doctor down at the shops. This was a couple of months after you vanished. She was still kinda holding it together at that stage thanks to the pills. Doctor Chang was nice, good at listening and he let you pay late if you had no cash. But I guess he heard something that made him worry, because he sent me to another doctor. This doctor didn’t listen much, and got angry when Mum’s card declined.
After you disappeared, after the initial shock, I couldn’t think right, Eddy. It felt like I always had somewhere to be, that I was always running late, that something more pressing needed my attention. People kept changing their minds. First they said it was ADHD or ODD, then they said BPD, then bipolar and then they just shrugged their shoulders and gave me drugs. A lot of drugs. Some kept me up, some put me to sleep.
The new doctor tried to tell me the craziness was always sitting in the back of my skull. Said it was cos of my dysfunctional upbringing, whatever that means.
But I know it kicked in after you vanished. I’m sure I used to be happy, that I hadn’t always carried that dead weight on my chest, like one of those baby pouches filled with rocks. I remember me and Teuila laughing in my room, dancing to 2Pac, throwing eggs at the neighbour’s house and hiding behind the fence.
I felt like I was encouraged to pick a mental illness and say, ‘This is me.’ But maybe some people are just strange for no reason, or maybe everyone is, and some of us are just worse at hiding it.
So yeah, fuck doctors, they’re like the cops, you only call them if you’re dying, and even then they’ll probably just make things worse.
A bat signal for every annoying cunt in Auckland
At the end of summer, work forced me out of bed. It’d only been a day, but I’d swear it was a month. Crazy how sometimes you can fit a season between dawn and dusk.
I kicked through the pile of bottles and takeout containers around my bed, pulled on my track pants and went and banged on JJ’s door.


‘Yeah?’ he said.
‘You got any painkillers?’
‘Hold up.’
I heard him shuffling around and then the door opened a crack. His big bloodshot eyes peered out of the gloom.
‘You look like shit,’ he said, handing me a pile of green and yellow pills.
‘You don’t look so flash yourself.’
‘Take two or three or four, not five though.’
I looked over his shoulder. The curtains were drawn even though it was after lunch. The only light was the glow of the monitor. Both of us struggling to hold it together in our filthy silos.
‘Thanks.’
I shuffled off to the bathroom and tried to bring myself back to life.
I looked in the mirror and saw Dad staring back at me. The fucked-up nose, tired eyes, broken teeth. I swallowed the pills, showered and rubbed some crap on my face.
We got slammed that night. The customers always know when you feel like shit. They pour in like roaches out the back of a hot oven. It’s like your pain’s a bat signal for every annoying cunt in Auckland.
After close, me and Kev sat around drinking. I was holding a tea towel full of ice on my throbbing hand.
‘What a fucking night,’ he said, eyes wide with adrenalin. He’d just got a shitty tattoo of a horse on his arm.
‘That horse’s legs are too short,’ I said.
Kev looked at his arm, his face dropped. ‘It was free,’ he said quietly. He pulled out a small plastic bag, held it in front of his face and tapped it, looking at the few grains of white powder inside.


‘How much you pay for a gram?’
‘Depends, sometimes I get it off your Grant, it’s like $250, other times he runs out and I have to go to Dee.’
‘He’s not my Grant,’ I said defensively, letting some of the water drip out of the tea towel onto the floor. ‘How much does Dee charge?’
‘Four hundred or so, depends how he’s feeling.’
‘Why the price difference?’
‘Grant gets it off the net, Dee’s comes from overseas in someone’s asshole.’
‘You can buy drugs off the Internet?’
‘You’re too young to not know about this,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘You go online, to the dark net–’
‘JJ was talking ’bout that.’
‘Yeah, he’s all over it. There’s sites like Trade Me, but you buy drugs.’
‘Out of it. Why don’t you buy your drugs off the dark Internet?’
‘Cos I’m not fucking crazy,’ Kev said. ‘Which reminds me, need to call Dee.’
‘I hope it’s good stuff for $400.’
‘Nah, it’s shit,’ Kev said, looking dejected, walking off with the phone to his ear. ‘Really piss poor.’
Good news for once
My phone was ringing all morning. It felt like my brain had outgrown my skull. My one staffie had turned into nine and a couple of lines of coke.
‘What?’ I croaked, answering the phone.
‘It’s lunchtime. Get out of bed and do some roadwork,’ Shaun sounded disgusted. He thought 6am was sleeping in.
‘I had a late one.’ I braced myself for a telling off for missing training.
‘Yeah, it sounds like it. You ready for some good news?’
‘You got me a title shot?’
‘Nah, better than that.’
The vague excitement in his voice cut through my hangover and I sat up. ‘What’s up?’
‘We’re going on a trip to Sasiprapa gym in August.’
‘For what?’
‘What do you think? Fight and train. Taking four fighters over and you’re one of them.’
‘You serious?’
‘You ever know me to make shit up?’
‘Fuck, I need to get ready.’ I stood up and knocked over a pile of beer bottles. I needed to burp then realised I was going to throw up.
‘Calm down, Monday. We still gotta suss flights, gym fees and all that.’
Tears were streaming down my face, ‘I gotta go.’
‘Come to training tonight,’ Shaun snapped as I dropped the phone and puked into a takeaway container.
Sasiprapa was one of the top gyms in Thailand, the Mecca of Muay Thai. A few of our fighters had already trained there.
‘You just eat rice, train and sleep,’ Matty had told me. ‘I fucking love it.’
I cleaned up my puke, imagining running in the heat, scrapping with locals who had been fighting since they were toddlers. No one in our family had ever been overseas before, Eddy. I mean Mum and Dad went to Aussie for a couple of weeks in the 80s, but that don’t count.


But in the back of my head there was a voice whispering, ‘Money.’ The gym would fundraise, but everyone still had to pay for their flights. I looked online. The cheapest was $1300, which may as well have been a million.
I fell back into a restless, hungover sleep. When I woke up it was late afternoon. I had the night off work. My stomach had settled and I went and looked in the fridge. There was half a block of cheese covered in white mould next to an empty bottle of tomato sauce.
‘How much money you got?’ I asked, storming into JJ’s room. He was lying on his bed, books spread out around him.
‘Ten bucks I think,’ he said, looking up at me suspiciously.
‘I got twelve. We should go to Green Jade, I’m starving.’
‘OK, hold up.’ JJ rolled out of bed and pulled on his scuffed-up Nikes.
We walked down Great North Road towards the shops. It was rush hour, a line of traffic filled both sides of the street. A crowd of schoolkids stood by the giant spider statue, waiting for the 18 bus to take them into town.
At the takeaways I handed all our money to the woman behind the counter. I wasn’t getting paid for another couple of days. I could eat the bar snacks at work and go raid Teuila’s pantry, but it was going to be grim. We got our food and sat on the bench outside the funeral parlour across the road.
‘How come you never have girls round?’ I asked, digging in my noodles for chicken with my chopsticks. ‘You’re not that ugly.’


‘Thanks,’ JJ smirked. ‘Just not really keen.’
‘You like dudes?’
‘Sometimes.’
‘Same,’ I said, managing to pick up a piece of chicken. ‘Wish I was fucking gay.’
Before I could get it to my mouth, it fell on the ground. ‘Jesus fucking Christ!’ I yelled.
Everyone on the street looked at us. ‘What!?’ I said to no one in particular.
‘You’re really not helping my social anxiety,’ JJ said, shrinking into himself.
My phone vibrated in my pocket. It was a text from Shaun. You coming to training?
‘Fuck, I gotta go,’ I said, shoving the rest of my food into JJ’s hands.
No one there gave a fuck about maths or ghosts
Fighting was the only thing I was ever good at. It made sense in a way nothing else ever did. It was simple, at least at first. You turned up, trained and then you either won or lost. And I won way more than I lost. And let’s be honest, Eddy, our family, our friends, our neighbours, everyone we knew, we were all fucking losers. So, to be able to win at something? That felt pretty good.
Early on I sacrificed everything for that sport. I did my best to eat healthy. Cut out drinking when I was in fight camp. Fuck, I never even had a proper relationship or worked a job with sick days. Sometimes when I was drunk and feeling sorry for myself, I’d pretend it could ever be any other way. That if I hadn’t become a fighter, I could have had a regular life. But I knew I was too dyslexic to ever work a real job or get into uni. And by the time I was 15, too much bad luck hung over me to have a chance of fitting in.
School was the worst. It was bad enough before you vanished, Eddy. Cos I couldn’t read or write, I got put in special ed with the problem kids and the disabled. We never did much, sat around scratching our names into the table and having the odd fist fight. Some of the kids were deaf, others couldn’t string a sentence together. Belinda, the school bully, just seemed to hate everyone. The room always smelled like piss. In summer you tried to hold your breath for as long as possible. It was like having your face stuffed in someone’s dirty underwear.
‘Miss, I can’t breathe,’ Belinda would say, banging one of her giant fists on the table.
‘Should have thought of that before you put that dead cat in the headmaster’s office.’
‘Fuck! It was already dead, Miss.’
‘That’s not the point, Belinda, we’ve been over this.’
‘Mata usi.’
‘Alright, go outside.’
Belinda would grab her bag. ‘See you dicks later,’ she’d yell, slamming the door.
‘Can we go outside too?’ I’d ask.
‘No, just put your head on the desk.’
Eventually Mum went up and complained and I got moved back into mainstream, which was worse in a way. They had all been learning maths and English and shit while I was in the piss-box with Belinda. I was so far behind by this point that the teachers gave up and let me do whatever I wanted. They stopped saying anything if I turned up late or wagged. If it wasn’t for Teuila I probably would’ve dropped out sooner than I did.
She was top of the class, which at that school was like being the best-looking burns victim. But she could do proper maths and knew the different ways to spell ‘there’. She taught me heaps. Well, mainly she let me copy her work. And I beat up Cassie out front of the dairy for picking on her, so it was a win-win.
I was just starting to fit in a little bit and then you disappeared, Eddy. I had a couple of weeks off school and then got sent back. I think Dad couldn’t handle having to look after Mum and me. Teuila said the teacher had told the class not to say anything about you, but they all did.
‘Do you think he’s dead?’
‘My Dad said it was probably one of your neighbours.’
I punched so many kids in the face, I fractured my hand. From then on, I was a total outcast. It was like people could see your ghost floating behind me. You can be the dumbest kid in the school or the kid with the missing brother, but you can’t be both.
I started fighting more and more. I got endless detentions and then suspended.
Training saved me. Finally, there was something I was good at. No one there gave a fuck about maths or ghosts. As long as you turned up and worked hard, you were accepted. Halfway through year 12 I left school. Working at the café in the day and training at night. Teuila would come over after school and we’d make nachos in the microwave and talk about the future. There was so much of it back then, Eddy. It’s hard when you have an abundance of anything not to piss it all away.


Fight night
March 12th, fight night. I was in the dressing room. Bits of tape and hand wraps lay all over the filthy concrete floor. Matty was wrapping my hands while Shaun ran over the game plan. I tried my best not to grimace as Matty taped up my right hand.
‘You ok?’ he asked.
‘Yeah, I’m good.’
Only Shaun knew how fucked my hand was. I didn’t want to tell the others I was compromised. Their concern would get into everything and ruin it.
Shaun was just giving me a pep talk when Clare came barging in. She was still in her shorts from her fight earlier in the night, her long legs bruised from kicking the shit out of her poor opponent.
‘Just saw the rich chick you’re fighting,’ she yelled, a big smile on her face. ‘She’s all shit eh, you’re going to fuck her up!’
‘Sit down, Clare,’ Shaun grunted. ‘You know what you’re doing?’ he asked, looking me in the eyes.
I nodded. My stomach felt like someone was squeezing it in their fist. ‘I need to shit,’ I said, running out of the room.
Twenty minutes later I was hopping back and forth in the hallway, my bare feet on the cold concrete. I had arm bands around each bicep, the mongkon sat on my head. The announcer introduced me and I started walking towards the ring. Shaun, Matty and Clare followed behind, carrying buckets and towels. ‘Rebel Girl’ by Bikini Kill came blaring out of the PA, the music getting lost in the giant gymnasium. Tables circled the ring, filled with other fighters and their families, gang members and small-business owners. A real who’s who of Auckland. Around the outside of the gym were bleachers filled with people drinking out of plastic cups, cheering and booing.


My opponent was already in the ring, shadow boxing. She was shorter than me, but ripped, and there was no fear in her face. But I’d been doing this twice as long as her, and I felt my confidence growing as Matty lifted the ropes and I climbed into the ring.
They cut the music. I could feel the heat from the lights above me. The sarama started. Sarah Something or Another and I began slowly moving round the canvas in time to the music. I ran my glove along the ropes. Then my opponent was kneeling in the centre of the ring, bobbing up and down, twirling her arms in circles. I knelt and lifted my gloves into the air and then bowed my head to the canvas, paying respect to Shaun and the rest of the gym. We continued moving around the ring until they cut the music and I went back to my corner. Shaun removed my mongkon and I leaned back on the ropes, stretching out my back.
Sarah Something or Another had her back to me in her corner, shifting her weight back and forth. Her team was peering over her shoulder at me as Matty yelled instructions. But I ignored him. I was focused now. The bell rang. I put my hand out to touch gloves and Sarah Something or Another roundhouse kicked me hard in the ribs.
Thirty minutes later I was in the dressing room, the doctor stitching my face back together. The fight was hard. The first right hand I threw almost killed me. When I was in close I had to rely on my left, which had fuck-all power, and elbows. I kept trying to chop away at her lead leg like we’d trained, but she lifted her shin and checked most of them. Soon I was taking just as much damage as her.
She didn’t have the technique I did in her hands, mostly throwing wild haymakers. I managed to avoid most of them, but every so often one connected and sent me staggering back. All the drinking and missed training sessions caught up with me. By midway through the second round I was gassed. I no longer had the spring in my step. She started throwing kicks at my body, trying to tire me out more. I managed to catch a couple like me and Matty had trained, dumping her on her ass.
At the start of the third round I caught her with a push kick to the guts which slowed her down, and I cut her up bad with elbows. Blood was pissing out of her face but she kept coming like a fucking zombie. Near the end of the third, Shaun started yelling out the combo we’d practised, ‘One two three four!’
I threw the jab, but Sarah had her guard up and it glanced off her glove. The right hand dug weakly into her body, probably hurting me more than her. But I got her good with the left hook to the ribs, feeling something crack behind my fist. She dropped her hands to protect her body and I threw the roundhouse kick, my shin catching her on the temple. All the fight drained out of her eyes and she fell face first to the floor. It took me a second to register that she wasn’t getting up. I’d fucking won.
Shaun and Clare sat on either side of me, Clare rambling bullshit, Shaun mumbling the odd reply to the doctor.
‘You should have said your hand was busted,’ Clare said. ‘I would have fought her.’
‘Needed the cash.’
The doctor rubbed a cut under my eye with something that stung real bad.
‘She was tough, eh?’ Clare continued. ‘You caught her good a few times.’


I held up my hand. It had turned black.
‘That’s broken,’ the doctor said. ‘I’ll be back soon.’ He left the room.
‘Imagine Sarah What’s-Her-Face going to her advertising job on Monday,’ Clare said, laughing and getting to her feet and throwing the combo I used to win the fight.
‘I reckon you’ll get a title shot next,’ Shaun said.
I smiled, making my face hurt worse – ‘Fuck.’
‘You coming out?’ Clare said, grabbing her gear bag.
‘Looking like this?’ I waved my hand in front of my face.
‘Not to be sad, but you were no oil painting to begin with.’
‘Fuck you,’ I said laughing. ‘I’ll join yous soon.’ I threw one of my gloves at Clare as she danced out the room.
‘You did good,’ Shaun said, patting me on the back.
‘Thanks, coach.’
Eating pasta and getting pissed
‘Love what you’ve done with the place,’ Teuila said, looking around the living room, the gold on her wrists jangling.
The lounge stank worse than usual. The curtains were drawn, a dozen empty beer bottles scattered across the carpet. Fucking JJ had left a bowl of half-eaten cornflakes on the beer crate.
‘I got no one to impress.’
Teuila rolled her eyes and kicked at the bottles.
It was a couple of days after the fight. She’d come over to drop off an invitation to her wedding. She turned and looked at me. I was sprawled in the armchair, sunglasses covering my black eyes, hand in a cast. My head hurt like I’d been on a week-long bender.


‘When are you going to stop doing this to yourself?’ she asked, sounding concerned.
‘I’m going to be champ,’ I raised my broken hand in the air.
Teuila blew air out between her teeth.
‘What else am I going to do?’ I groaned. I could see Teuila had more to say, but we’d had this conversation at least once a month ever since you disappeared.
She sighed and then forced a smile.
‘You want to come to this art opening?’
‘Is your fiancé going to be there?’
‘Yes, he is, Monday. Is that a problem?’
‘No.’
‘It seems like it is.’
‘Do you have time for a drink beforehand?’
‘Yeah, course.’
She smiled for real this time, and I almost felt bad for hating her dumb fiancé.
We drove into town in Teuila’s brand new Audi.
‘How’d you afford this?’ I asked as we sped onto the motorway.
‘It’s a work car.’
‘Damn.’
‘Check this out,’ she said and floored it.
We pulled away from the cars next to us. I turned up the stereo as Teuila changed lanes, looking for space. She was laughing, swerving in and out of traffic, nodding her head to the music. I remember thinking how much I loved her. Crazy that a couple of months later, some shit would go down that meant I’d never see her again.
Teuila was paying so we went to Coco’s, sat outside eating pasta and getting pissed. Teuila always hated scenes, so I tried my best to ignore all the rich cunts staring at my face.
After my second house red, I couldn’t stop rambling.
‘I need money, Teuila! I’m supposed to be going to Thailand in a few months. Where the fuck am I supposed to get it from? I can’t even fight now,’ I said, holding up my broken hand.
‘What about your prize money?’
‘I got to use that to pay for the home.’
‘Ask for a raise, girl.’
‘I’ve told you what that creep is like. The last time I complained about money he cut my shifts.’
‘I could see if there’s anything going at the office, you’d be good I reckon.’
‘I hate getting up in the morning.’
Teuila shrugged her shoulders.
‘How’s the flatmate?’ she asked, drinking from her glass.
‘He’s ok, bit of a homebody, but I like him.’
‘He’s as into housework as you,’ she laughed.
‘How’s living with your fiancé?’
Teuila ignored the snarky undertone. Ever since she started doing meditation she was so fucking chill about everything.
‘I like it, he’s real kind, which isn’t something I thought I wanted in a partner, but turns out I do.’
‘Is he all OCD about cleaning like you?’
‘Doing the dishes isn’t OCD, Monday.’
‘Yeah yeah yeah,’ I said, waving my cast in her face.
‘You sure you don’t want to come to this art show?’
‘No, thanks.’
I left Teuila in town and walked down Great North Road towards Grant’s. We hadn’t seen much of each other leading up to the fight. The sun was setting over the Waitakeres. The blood-red sky reflected in the windows of the car dealerships filled with Ferraris and Teslas. A loop played in my head as I walked past the drive-through McDonald’s: money money money. I wanted some of my own. It’s ok to have no options when you’re young cos you think sooner or later something’s gonna change.
But then you get to this age, the buy-a-house-somewhere-you-don’t-want-to-live age, the have-a-kid-with-whoever-is-around-at-the-time age, the give-up-your-dreams-for-sleep-deprivation-in-ajob-that-doesn’t-even-matter age, and you think, I might die with only a few kickboxing trophies to my name.
Maybe that’s ok, like, I don’t even want to own a fucking house – a flat that didn’t smell like a dog kennel would be nice. But the thing with options is even if you don’t take them, at least it’s your choice.
Grant’s apartment was down the road from the bar. It would have been nice if someone like Teuila lived in it. It had big windows overlooking an alleyway that I’m pretty sure I had sex in once. It was open-plan, heaps of light. But Grant had stuffed it full of the ugliest furniture he could find, and hung his loser mates’ graffiti art on the walls. We sat on his beige L-shaped couch, covered with stains. Grant had his shirt off and was cutting up lines on the glass coffee table.
‘This is good shit, you can smell the petrol,’ he said.
He had No Regrets tattooed on his chest in Old English, which I reckon was lies. I’d seen him do at least a hundred things any sane person would regret.
‘Kev said you get your coke off the Internet,’ I said.
‘Fuck, he’s got a yappy mouth.’
Grant leaned down and did a giant line. ‘Yes, sir!’ He clapped his hands then passed me the note.
I bent down. He ran his fingers through my hair while I snorted the drugs. The line was too big and I had to do it in two goes. I sat back as the drugs hit.


‘Yeah, you’re right, it is good,’ I said, rubbing my face, making sure it was still there. I climbed on top of him. I could feel his cock through his boxer shorts. ‘So, you do get your drugs off the Internet?’ I said, reaching down and grabbing hold of it.
‘Fuck, Monday, that’s personal,’ he said, his cock shrinking in my hand.
Read about it on Reddit
My hand was still broken, but I went to training and did what I could. I had to be in shape for Thailand. Plus there was a chance the title shot would come sooner than expected.
I was pretty banged up still, but it was good to be back in the gym. Only one of our fighters had lost on the card, and everyone was buzzing.
Shaun and Matty kept talking to me about Thailand. I know they were excited but it was stressing me out. We needed to get flights soon and no matter how many times I checked my banking app it didn’t seem possible.
I’d got $1400 from the fight. After paying a couple of pressing debts that left $1150. Pretty much all of that had to go towards Mum’s home.
There was only one way I could think to try and get some cash.
‘Do you know anything about buying drugs off the Internet?’ I stood in the lounge, drinking red wine from the bottle.
JJ was in the armchair, eating instant noodles, reading a tattered book about poltergeists. He looked at me sideways. ‘Ahh, yeah.’ He stuffed another forkful of noodles into his mouth and went back to his book. I could tell he wanted me to stop talking.
‘So hypothetically speaking, we could buy drugs off your stupid computer?’
‘Hypothetically speaking, yeah, we could. Practically speaking, nah.’
I finished the wine and went and got a beer out the fridge.
‘So, how would we go about it?’ I yelled from the kitchen.
‘Come on, I don’t want to get into this with you.’
‘That’s cool,’ I said, walking back into the room. ‘But just say if we bought some coke, where would it get delivered to?’
‘Please shut up?’
‘But like, how would it be delivered?’
JJ sighed and shook his head. ‘Fuck you’re annoying,’ he said, looking up from his book. ‘I guess we’d get a PO box or get it sent to someone else’s house and collect it.’
‘Wow, that’s very sneaky of you.’
‘I read about it on Reddit.’
‘Imagine if we sold drugs. I could go to Thailand. You could help your family out.’
JJ looked at me, shook his head and sighed. ‘I’ve seen how that shit ends,’ he said, digging around in the noodles with his fork.
Last call, motherfuckers!
‘I won another fight, Mum,’ I said, lying on the couch in her room. ‘I’ve got enough for the month.’
She nodded slightly. The money sat in the pocket of my jeans. I patted it every few minutes, checking it was still there. I’d tried to pay the administration people in cash but they said it had to be a bank transfer.


‘I got a plan to get some real money. If I do, it means we don’t have to worry about paying for this place.’
She kept staring at the table, mute. She was in her late 40s, but looked older. Her hair was a grey mess, clothes mismatched and stained, her eyes covered in a film of memories. She sat at a tiny table littered with notepads and pens. The place smelled like cheap air freshener.
Everything was grey or beige, in stark contrast to the colour she used to bring to our old house. She was always doing her best to make that dump look like somewhere you’d want to live, filling it with music and laughter. Even though she worked long hours at the hospital, she never showed how exhausted she must have been.
Maybe all that activity was her way of keeping ahead of her own past. Before she had us, Eddy, she lived on a commune in the Coromandel.
Some nights, when she was drinking, she’d tell me about it. But it was hard to read the tone of her voice. Her stories were always about waterfalls and orchards, pet goats and jam sessions, but there was something off. She never talked about the reason she came back to the city. As a kid I didn’t question why you’d leave paradise for working-class drudgery. But she did, and met Dad at a party.
‘Made an honest woman out of me,’ she’d say, laughing at the very thought. Or at least that’s what I thought she was laughing about. You never really knew with Mum.
She had me young. Her and Dad had been together less than a year.
‘You were a happy accident,’ she used to say. Not you though, Eddy, you were planned. They bought all sorts of crap before she was even pregnant with you.
‘Didn’t want you to be one of those only children,’ Dad said. ‘Always thinking you’re the top dog.’
They didn’t need to worry though, special ed took care of that. Mum did her best to try and teach me to read when she had the time. But she’d left school early herself and even though it was never diagnosed, I suspect Dad had the same condition as me. He treated books like they were a waste of space.
‘Why’s all this crap on the table?’ he’d say, standing in front of Mum’s nursing textbooks.
‘Don’t be jealous cos I’m trying to better myself,’ she’d smile.
And maybe I’m projecting, Eddy, but I always felt like you would take the best parts of us, and figure out a way to spin it into gold. You won real prizes at school, not just attendance awards. And your reports were glowing.
‘You sure he’s not adopted?’ Dad used to joke.
A big orange photo album sat on the coffee table. I recognised it from when we were little. Aunty Sarah must have brought it in. I flicked through the sticky pages. The yellowed photos like windows into the past – Dad smiling and holding one of his boxing trophies, his face all beat up, me and you standing on the back lawn in our togs while someone off camera squirted us with the hose, Mum in her uniform drinking a can of VB, giving the fingers.
Every page opened up a piece of the past like a wound, the room suddenly filled with the sound of you laughing or the smell of the old house. It all felt so close for a second, as though the border separating me from that time was as thin as the pages of that book. Dad, you, Mum when she was still right in the head, all there, waiting. I slammed the book shut and dumped it back on the table.
Mum looked at me for a second and then picked up a pen, opened one of her books and began writing that poem again.


no more
everybody is waiting for you
just beyond this piece of sky
let’s go
quickly
quietly
whispering in our heads
When it first started I’d look for meaning in her words, like this was her way of communicating with me. But after a while I knew it was just her brain shitting itself. The doctors called it dementia but I reckon they were just guessing.
Sitting across from her that day, I decided that I wasn’t going to end up like her. I’d make enough money to escape the past forever.
I got up and hugged Mum, holding her tight as she sat there, completely still. I kissed her on top of her head and left her to her writing. Out on the street it was early autumn, the leaves just starting to die. I ran my good hand along a brick wall feeling the warmth trapped inside it.
I had to be at the bar in an hour and decided to walk. I skipped down Sandringham Road, shadow boxing as I passed the Indian shops, the air thick with the smell of spices. I felt guilty about not going to the gym. I knew there would be a passive-aggressive message from Shaun on my phone.
Kev was late again and the bar was packed. I should have fired him ages ago, but he was funny and picked up shifts when I was injured. Most hospo people were insufferable. They acted like they were saving the world, rather than feeding poison to losers. The bar I worked in before this one, they’d get resentful that I had a life outside of the fucking dive where they all fucked and snorted their lives away. The manager started giving me all the worst shifts cos I didn’t want to hang around after we closed, getting wasted until 5am.
When Kev finally turned up he was pale, balls of sweat dotted over his forehead.
‘You sick?’
‘Nah, fucking Grant and Dee are both out of coke,’ he said, throwing a tea towel over his shoulder.
I nodded my head. It was hard to find professional drug dealers in this town. ‘Let’s have a staff meeting,’ I said.
We turned our backs to the customers and I poured two shots of tequila.
‘To your health!’ Kev muttered as we smashed the shot glasses together and necked the liquor. We turned around and did our best to ease the pain of the customers.
Near the end of the night Kev and I were shitfaced.
‘Last call, motherfuckers!’ Kev yelled, walking round the bar clapping his hands. ‘Ya don’t have to go home, but you do have to fuck off.’
The few customers left grumbled and filed out.
‘Your customer service skills are second to none, Kevin.’
‘Thanks, boss.’
‘Let’s go make Grant give us the drugs he’s hiding.’
Grant pretended he wasn’t home, while me and Kev stood in the alleyway banging on his door in the rain.


‘We just want to buy your drugs!’ I yelled.
‘What kind of fucking drug dealer are you!’ screamed Kevin. We both fell about laughing.
Suddenly the door flew open. No Regrets was standing there in his boxers. ‘What the fuck?’
Without answering we both pushed inside. It took Grant a while to calm down, but eventually he busted out the good drugs and we took turns doing lines and talking shit.
‘I’m going to be champ,’ I said, throwing combos at the air.
‘Yeah boss, you’re amazing,’ said Kev, who had never even seen me fight.
‘I’m thinking maybe a sushi bar,’ Grant said.
‘What?’
‘Like a sushi bar, but with an emphasis on the bar, heaps of piss, you guys could work there.’
‘Yeah we’ll work there, and you’ll be champ, Monday.’
‘Yes! Champion of the fucking world!’ I yelled, throwing a kick and accidentally sending the table and all the drugs flying across the room.
Shit for brains
I woke up wearing my hoodie and shoes, but no pants. My brain was kicking the shit out of the inside of my skull. My last memory was handing a bunch of money to Grant and something about getting more drugs. I reached for my phone. There was a message from him, Where did you go? Let’s fuck.
Dragging myself out of bed, I checked my jeans and felt sick as my hands slid into the empty pockets. All the fight money was gone.


In the bathroom, I knelt on the filthy lino, puking into the toilet. As I reached up to flush I saw someone had drawn a cock and balls on my cast.
I staggered out and found JJ standing in the kitchen.
‘You have no pants on,’ he said.
‘Fuck off.’ I sculled a glass of water and then put my head down on the bench. ‘Oh God, what the fuck is wrong with me?’
‘You just need to put pants on.’
‘I spent all the money on drugs I can’t even remember taking.’
‘What money?’
‘The rent money, the bill money, the money for Mum’s home.’
‘Oh, shit.’
‘Fuck!’ I banged my head on the sink. ‘I broke my hand earning that money.’
I must have still been wasted cos I turned around and grabbed JJ by the front of his hoodie.
‘Let’s get drugs off the Internet.’
‘Put some pants on!’ he whined, his hoodie stretching as he tried to back away from me.
‘I’m never putting pants on again unless we start selling drugs.’
‘Fuck, Monday.’
‘Come on JJ. You need money too,’ I said, letting him go.
He stumbled back and then stared at me and adjusted himself.
‘How else you gonna help your family?’ I could tell he was thinking about it.
‘OK, shit,’ he said, sighing and shaking his head.
‘This is the end of all our money worries! Haven’t you always wanted to say that?’
He gave me one of his looks and then walked out of the room.
I sat on JJ’s disgusting bed trying to breathe through my mouth, while he flicked through tabs on the net.


‘Looks like this is the site people are using,’ he said, rolling a joint on a book called Demons and Psychology.
‘So, do we like, bank transfer or something?’
He shook his head, lighting the joint. The smell of weed filled the room.
‘Nah, we use bitcoins. I’ve got enough to get us started,’ he exhaled a large cloud of smoke, passed me the joint and started scrolling through a website filled with low-res photos of various drugs.
‘There’s grams for 60.’
‘How do we know if it’s good?’
‘Read the reviews.’
I lay back on the bed. The ceiling was almost completely black with mould.
‘How much should we get?’ he asked.
‘I don’t know. How much computer money do you have?’
‘I’m not spending all my bitcoins on this bullshit.’
‘Get 10 then.’
JJ sighed again. ‘OK, where do you want to send it?’
‘Ummm, we don’t want to send it here right?’
‘Nah.’
‘Send it to the bar under the name Little Steven.’
‘Who’s that?’
‘My boss.’
‘You’re crazy,’ JJ said, hitting purchase.
Emotional wrecking ball
The next two weeks were torture. I checked the mail at the bar even on my days off, but it was just a bunch of last notices for the boss, Little Steven, or Shit-for-Brains as me and Kev call him. The suppliers adopted the nickname. That prick never paid his bills. Always left it up to me to deal with pissed-off suppliers. He was a short man, came up to my tits which he was always staring at.
His face looked like a drawing someone had started and then given up on. Nothing made sense, eyes too far apart, nose too small, fat dry lips too big. He had a giant gold watch that he was constantly playing with. People said his family was old money. I don’t really know what that means, but they bankrolled the bar for their idiot son. The only time he came in was when him and his loser mates wanted to get pissed. They’d drink for free all night, upsetting the customers with their stupid voices and ugly faces, and then he’d have a whinge that the bar wasn’t making enough money.
One day he came in and told me he was going on a holiday for half the year.
‘You can look after the place, can’t ya?’ he asked, with what looked like egg on his chin.
‘Ya gonna pay me more?’
He screwed his face up. ‘Ah yeah, maybe another 50 cents an hour?’
‘You want me to run this place for 18.50 an hour?’ I tried to contain my rage. I knew the manager before me, who was a dude, got 20.
‘Is that not enough?’
‘Make it 21.’
He reluctantly agreed and grabbed a couple of bottles of whiskey and left.
‘I bet it’s a sex holiday,’ Kev said.
‘Yuck, I don’t want to think about that cunt having sex.’


What I was thinking about was getting some money. It helped me get my shit together for a minute. I started training regularly again and cut back my drinking. I got the cast off my hand. Was weak at first, but I quickly built the strength back up. I told Grant to fuck off once and for all. I was sick of having that moron dragging me down. He kicked up a big fuss.
‘You’re an emotional wrecking ball,’ he yelled at me.
I laughed and gave him the fingers. He looked like he was going to hit me. I was disappointed when he didn’t try.
Then on a Friday in the middle of April it arrived. At first, I thought they’d fucked us. The envelopes were filled with pages with bullshit typed on them. I pulled them out and little airtight bags of coke fell on the ground. I stood there staring at the drugs in disbelief. It was like when you find money on the street, the rules of the universe broken in two for a second.
I told Kev to open up and caught the bus home.
‘JJ, it’s here!’ I yelled, bursting into his room.
He was hunched over his computer, writing.
‘There’s no time for that, the fucking coke’s arrived.’
I threw the bags onto his bed. We both stared at them for a while, not saying anything. ‘Should we take some?’ I asked.
‘Nah, I don’t like coke,’ he said, going back to his typing.
‘Well, I’m going to.’
‘I thought you wanted to sell it?’
‘I do, but I need to know what I’m selling,’ I said, dumping some of the powder onto his computer desk.
Turns out Internet coke is way stronger than asshole coke.
I had a couple of lines before my shift and started jabbering like a madwoman. Kev got annoyed at my fuck-ups. I gave him a line to cheer him up and the whole night descended into a shambles.
By the end of the shift we’d broken four glasses, fucked up countless rounds, and inhaled two grams of coke.
‘How much of that have you got?’ Kev asked, sniffing and wiping his face.
‘Ten … no, eight grams.’
‘What you selling them for?’
I hadn’t even thought about it. ‘Umm, 300,’ I said, talking out my ass.
‘I’ll take two now. Mind if I tell my mates?’
‘Yeah, go for it.’
I sat on the bus. The money was warm in my pocket. It felt like any minute the passengers would burst out laughing and pointing and the money would turn out to be a pile of used napkins. Plans kept forming in my brain before being bulldozed over by more elaborate ones. We could make a couple of grand a week easy, long as the drugs got through. Sell it out of the bar. I’d be rich, or at least be able to house Mum and have enough for Thailand.
People with money
Kev told his mates and his mates told their mates and soon we were selling out the day the drugs came in. The money started piling up.
I caught Ubers everywhere. Fuck the 18 bus. I started buying the food I actually liked rather than what I could afford. JJ introduced me to the joys of online shopping and I got all sorts of crap: protein powders, clothes, new gloves and shin guards. Shaun took the piss out of me when I turned up to the gym.
‘Too lazy to train but you got yourself some new gear, eh?’
‘Yeah yeah.’
‘Never took you for a poser, Monday.’
I smiled and then beat the shit out of one of his up-and-comers to teach him a lesson.
My hand was feeling good and I booked flights to Thailand in August. All I needed was to get my passport. But the forms made me want to stab my eyes out. I was meaning to get JJ or Teuila to help me, but everything started moving so fast.
It was a mild autumn and the bar became one long party. The boss rang up from his sex holiday, asked why he heard we’re packed every night but weren’t making more money. Suddenly I was the most popular person in central Auckland. People that’d never paid me a second’s attention were falling over themselves to be my mate. Which was fine, so long as they had cash. JJ kept sighing and ordering the drugs. He sent most of his money back home and still lived off noodles and weed. Wasn’t even good weed either, just that bush shit.
‘Why don’t you buy some new clothes?’ I asked him one night. We were in the lounge watching this sci-fi show on Netflix. I was waiting for him to go to the toilet so I could steal the armchair.
‘Don’t know, maybe I’ll look online later.’
‘Let’s go to the shops, get you out of the house.’
‘I hate shopping – they always look at me like I’m stealing.’
‘Fuck ’em. We’ll go to St Lukes tomorrow, it’s my day off.’
‘Yeah, nah,’ JJ said, shifting in his seat.
‘Come on, anyone looks at you funny, I’ll head kick ’em.’


JJ started laughing. ‘You crack me up,’ he said, walking into the kitchen.
‘Grab me a beer!’ I yelled, stealing his seat.
You must remember St Lukes shopping mall, Eddy. Mum got me to take you there in the school holidays.
‘Can we get ice cream?’ you’d ask as we walked down New North Road, the traffic racing past.
‘Yeah, but then we can’t bus home.’ I’d take your hand as we crossed the busy street.
‘That’s ok, sister,’ you’d say, even though I knew you’d be exhausted by the time we left.
We’d wander from shop to shop, you marvelling at things we could never afford. Jordans, a Nintendo, one of them stupid Furby toys. I’d drag you into Glassons, and while the girls who worked there fussed over you, I’d shove clothes into my school bag. On the way home, I’d steal you a Twix and you’d eat it walking past the traffic, the chocolate covering your hands and face.
Fourteen years later I was walking in on a Thursday evening, my pockets stuffed with cash. It was overwhelming, looking into shops, realising I could buy whatever I wanted.
People had been talking about St Lukes closing down for years, but it was still busy. Families yelling at each other, packs of teenagers eating sushi, the odd lonely-looking old person – all lurching through the fluorescent light.
‘There’s a certain type of person who comes to the mall at night, eh,’ JJ said, sunglasses covering his bloodshot eyes.
‘Losers like us, ya mean?’


We went to Foot Locker. I tried on running shoes while JJ looked at ugly sneakers. He held up a pair of fluorescent green Nikes.
‘You got these in a size 6?’ he asked a young girl in a white-and-black striped shirt.
‘Yeah, hold up,’ she said, walking out back.
‘You’re a size 6?’ I asked.
‘Yeah, I’m short – be weird if I had big feet,’ he snapped.
‘Size 6?’ I repeated.
‘Fuck up, at least I don’t have giant boats for feet,’ he said, pointing at my size 10s.
The girl came out carrying an orange shoe box. ‘We got a size 5,’ she said.
‘I can probably fit that,’ his face turning red.
JJ got his kids shoes and I bought a pair of Asics. I left him looking at computer games and went up the escalator to Kmart. I wanted to get a memory foam pillow. Shaun from the gym was always going on about how great they were. At the entrance a woman in her 50s was checking people’s receipts as they left. She stared at me and then quickly tried to hide her shock, how people always did when they saw my face for the first time.
I walked towards the bedding section. In front of me a chubby couple, both wearing pyjama pants, were laughing and play fighting. The girl had one of those grabby hands that old people use to pick shit up off the ground. She chased her boyfriend around pinching his ass with the claw, making him giggle. I started following them around the shop, watching them laughing and holding hands. I know it’s weird, Eddy, but it was nice, calming. They stopped and hugged in front of a shelf full of toasters. I guess I was staring too long cos the girl noticed me and looked scared. They turned and quickly walked off towards the sporting goods section. I bought the pillow and left.


The mall was closing for the night. A couple of security guards half-heartedly ushered people towards the exits. I found JJ standing out front of the supermarket wearing a giant Russian hat. ‘Where did you get that?’ I asked.
‘Hat shop.’
It was too big for his head and covered his eyes. It was made out of bright orange fur, like someone had skinned a bunch of tom cats.
‘I’m hungry,’ JJ said, and I realised he was blazed.
‘Let’s go eat at the fancy place, you can show off your new hat.’
‘Sweet,’ he mumbled as we headed for the exit.
Ever since we got money we’d been eating at Cinnamon Goose, the restaurant by my work. They had white tablecloths and silver cutlery, just like in the movies. The waiters always gave us weird looks and tried to tell us they were booked up.
‘What about that table over there?’
‘That’s reserved.’
‘Or that one.’
‘That’s reserved too, I’m afraid.’
‘Don’t be a sad cunt.’
Usually they’d give up and seat us near the toilets. JJ always got the chicken. I tried pretty much everything on the menu, including all the booze.
‘Bottle of wine, please!’ I’d yell, snapping my fingers.
‘Stop it, oi,’ JJ would say, sinking into his seat.
‘Fuck ’em, snobby assholes.’
Sure, we could have eaten somewhere else, where the food was cheaper and we weren’t treated like shit. But I think we both liked the idea of living someone else’s life. Even just for an hour or two.


A cliché of a broke person
If you would have asked me back then, Eddy, I’d have called myself rich. Of course, I wasn’t, not really, not like the fuckwits that came into my work, or Teuila’s fiancé or Little Steven and his mates – people with so much money it was like a disability. But still, I had more cash than I ever thought I would. And I tried to save some of it, for real. But I kept on thinking of things I desperately needed – new clothes, jewellery, tattoos. Now that I look back on that time I feel fucking stupid, a cliché of a broke person with a little money. But then I guess that’s what I was.
Most days, packages of cheap crap came in from all over the world. The excitement of ripping them open reminded me of a line of coke. A brief rush before feeling like shit again. Me and JJ bought matching La-Z-Boys and the biggest TV we could find on the Internet. We’d lie around with our feet up, watching fighting and ghost docos, ordering Uber Eats. Apart from that, the house stayed the same. I kept thinking maybe I should get some art. Isn’t that what people with money did? But what the fuck did I know about art, Eddy? The only art I ever looked at was the stupid tattoos I had all over me and the awful graffiti art at Grant’s when I used to go there to fuck.
But soon the reality of what we were doing started to creep back in. Most nights we’d sell at least four grams, which meant we had to keep making orders, upping them to about 20 grams a week. Every time we had to re-up, JJ would get stressed.
‘This is stupid. Someone’s gonna tell the cops or some real criminals and then we’re fucked.’
‘Chill out. We’ll go hard this winter and then I’m getting the fuck out of here and you can buy all the track pants you want.’


Whenever I started worrying about cops or gangs, I just thought about going to Thailand to train and fight. Not that I was really training any more. Most nights turned to dawn so fast, I was left staggering home like some creature you’d find under a log. I knew it was all meaningless, the friendships hollow, the conversations moronic, the good times bad. But it was fun, Eddy, and I felt like I deserved some of that.
Where’s my nasi goreng?
Brad was a builder. He even drove a ute. He was good-looking, I guess. It would have been easy to lose him in a crowd. We’d been talking on Tinder for ages, sending pics and shit, but I had no intention of meeting him. Then I started doing coke all the time and the messages got more intense and the pics dirtier. Next thing, we’re at that Malaysian restaurant on K Road talking about the league.
‘Yeah, the Warriors never win but you gotta support ya team,’ he said, his voice monotone.
‘Sure,’ I said, looking for the waiter.
‘You like sports other than fighting?’
I wasn’t high enough to be having this conversation. I excused myself and went to the toilets.
I cut up two big lines on the top of the cistern and inhaled them quickly, relishing that sting in the back of my throat. Alright, let’s go have sex with that moron, I thought or said, I’m not sure which. I walked back to the table feeling like a superhero. Brad the builder was on his phone flicking through Tinder.
‘Calm down, Bradley,’ I said shoving him in the back.
‘Ahh shit, sorry.’ He put his phone down, face turning bright red.


‘I don’t give a fuck, it’s not like we’re going to get married.’
‘You don’t want to marry me?’ he asked with a dopey grin, trying to flirt with me.
‘I don’t want to fucking marry anyone.’
‘How come?’ he asked, deadly serious all of a sudden.
‘If I’m not in jail or brain damaged by 40 I’ll be shocked.’
‘Huh?’
‘Where’s my nasi goreng?’ I said, turning around, spilling water all over the table.
We met up with some of Brad-the-builder’s mates at this fucking awful bar on Ponsonby Road. They lined the wall, gripping Steinlager bottles in their calloused hands. It was like looking at a casting call for dodgy labourers. Everyone had the same short haircut and dead eyes.
‘Yo,’ Brad said, walking down the line slapping hands.
‘Hey.’
‘Sup.’
‘Hey bro.’
I looked around the bar. A guy in a suit stood in the middle of the room, puking on the floor. Two women were screaming at their friend who lay unconscious on the ground. Up front was a dance floor where 40 or so people banged into each other out of time to some hip-hop track.
‘This place is nice,’ I said to my date.
‘Yeah, it’s sweet, eh,’ he said, looking around. ‘Me and the boys come here every weekend.’
‘Wow.’
Brad went up to the bar. I was just thinking of an excuse to leave when one of Brad’s mates tapped me on the shoulder.
‘Umm, you’re that chick who sells the coke, eh?’
‘Nah, not me,’ I said, looking away.


‘Come on, don’t be like that,’ he said, stepping into my line of vision. ‘I recognise–’ he stopped short of saying ‘your face’.
‘What do you want?’ I asked.
‘Couple of grams.’
The guy in the suit was puking down his jacket now.
‘Ok, come with me.’
He followed me out onto the street, lawyers and advertising execs were fist-fighting in the middle of the road. Cop cars pushed through the chaos.
We caught an Uber to the bar where Kev was holding down the fort. It was quiet for a Friday. ‘Hey Monday,’ one of the regulars chimed when I walked past. He worked in tech and said borderline racist shit when he got pissed.
‘Fuck off,’ I said, leading the guy out back to the storeroom.
‘Wait here,’ I said and went into the office.
I kept the drugs in a toiletry bag, stuffed in the folder with the receipts from 2014. The boss never came in here except to do drugs. I took out three grams, two for what’s-his-face and one for later. I opened the door.
‘Ok, come in.’
We exchanged drugs and money and started doing lines on the boss’s desk. Probably the closest thing to work that’d been done there in years. I ended up fucking him in the office. His cock was so small the condom kept falling off.
‘What about Brad?’ he asked.
‘Aren’t you Brad?’






Everything’s going to be ok
Do you remember my first boyfriend, Eddy? Called himself Dabs but his real name was David. He came around a couple of times before Dad scared him off. David would stand in the corner, awkwardly adjusting his puffer jacket while Dad glared at him from the table. Mum was sweet though. She got out all the newspaper clippings and told David about how heroic I was. Then it was my turn to be awkward trying to change the subject and pull David away so we could pash down at Rocket Park.
Cos the thing was, Eddy, I wasn’t a real hero. The house fire, the reason all of it happened, was my fault. Mum and Dad were always working to keep up with the bills, so often it was just me and you at home in the afternoons. This was after our old TV got stolen and before we got Aunty Sarah’s. We’d push the old brown couch with the mismatched cushions to the side, kick off our worn-out shoes, and turn on the radio. And we’d dance to whatever songs were popular, laughing and copying each other until the day lost its colour and our stomachs started to argue.
I’d make us eggs or instant noodles and we’d eat them out back in the sun. That little patch of grass was our sanctuary. The high wooden fence hid us from the neighbours. Though we could still hear them celebrating or fighting, it felt private. Even in winter we’d hang out there, wrapped up in blankets, hiding away from a world that was about to come crashing into our lives.
On the nights Mum and Dad were both doing double shifts, Aunty Sarah would come around. She always had a bottle of gin and some chocolates. She’d get pissed and share the chocolates, singing along to the radio.


One afternoon I was in the kitchen cooking for you. Mum had tried to cover the flaking yellow paint with paintings she’d found at the op shop. My favourite sat above the oven. A boat floating in the middle of the ocean, the sun shining on the edge of the thick wooden frame. Oil stains like dark clouds ran across the sky. I liked how you could look at that painting and depending on your mood it would change.
Do you remember how to make whale eyes? You butter some white bread and cut a hole in it with a cup. Then you chuck the bread in a frying pan and crack an egg in the middle. Well that was the gourmet dish I was whipping up that day. You were upstairs in your room.
We had one of those old gas ovens, probably older than Dad. And I was tipping the pan, letting the fat hit the flame, making a burst of fire. The fourth or fifth time I did it the oil ran down onto a tea towel hanging off the oven handle. It burst into flames. I threw it at the sink, but it missed and landed on one of Mum’s textbooks, lying open on the kitchen bench. The cupboards above the bench caught fire and then the whole kitchen. All the secondhand artworks turning into flame.
It happened so quickly, for a second I just stood there watching, like a dream. And then I ran up those threadbare stairs and burst into your room. You were sitting up on the bed as though you were expecting me. You’d already put on your blue New Balances, your prized possession.
I picked you up and ran back into the hallway, but the flames were racing up the stairs.
Your bedroom window opened onto the street. People were gathering out front.
‘Get on my back,’ I told you.
I went to the window and climbed out and hung above the street. Your little arms clinging around my neck.
‘I’m scared, sister,’ you said.


‘It’s ok, bub. Hold on.’
And then I dropped.
I broke my left ankle and you scratched up your back pretty bad, but we survived. I remember lying there on the footpath staring up at the house as flames reached out of the windows, laughing at us. Soon the street was flooded with flashing lights and sirens. You sat in my lap while firemen ran in and out of the house. The ambulance people were kind. They carried me into the back of the ambulance and laid me down on the stretcher. You held my hand as we drove towards the hospital. You were trying your best not to cry, like Dad had taught us.
‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘Everything’s going to be ok.’
Don’t you wanna be rich?
‘Hello, Monday.’
I looked up from polishing glasses. Romeo and his fat brother were standing in the doorway, letting all the cold air in. The bar wasn’t open yet and I was sure I’d locked the front door.
Romeo wore an immaculate black suit, his blond hair pressed back, a large pair of sunglasses covering his blue eyes.
‘Could I trouble you for some water for Pickles?’ he asked, setting the dog down on the bar and taking a seat.
‘Yeah, sure.’
I poured some water into a takeaway container, placing it in front of the dog.


Romeo took off his sunglasses and looked around the bar.
‘Got any Te Mata Coleraine?’ asked Big Boy, staring up at the drinks on the blackboard. Compared to Romeo, Sylvester looked like an Eastern European drug dealer: gold chain, Adidas tracksuit, his balding hair cropped short.
‘Umm, let me check.’
I knew we didn’t have what he wanted but they were making me nervous. ‘It doesn’t look like it, but what about some Trinity Hill?’
He sat down with a sigh. ‘I guess it’ll do.’
‘Why are you such a snob, Sylvester?’ Romeo asked.
‘You have the palate of a fucking five-year-old,’ his brother snapped.
I poured Sylvester his wine and gave Romeo his usual gut-rot whiskey.
‘I don’t suppose the taser turned up?’ Romeo asked sadly.
‘Don’t fucking start this again, mate,’ Sylvester said, swilling the red wine round his glass.
‘Nah, if you left it here at New Year’s, I reckon someone nicked it,’ I said, going back to polishing the glasses. I knew what was coming.
‘I have to confess this isn’t a social call,’ Romeo said. Pickles lay on his back, his little legs sticking up in the air.
‘Word is you’ve been selling some pretty decent coke out of here,’ Romeo said, scratching the dog’s belly.
I didn’t say anything, just kept polishing.
‘We’d like to help out,’ Sylvester added.
‘Yeah, make things easier for you.’
I held one of the glasses up to my face. There was still a smudge on the lip.
‘If we’ve heard about it then you know some other people have too and, well, not everyone’s as friendly as us.’
I put the glass down, took a deep breath and turned to face them. Romeo was still looking around the room, but Sylvester was staring right at me over his wine glass.


‘I guess what we’re saying–’ he stopped and leaned over to Romeo, ‘What’s her name?’
‘Monday.’
‘I thought she was Sasha?’
‘Nah, Sasha’s dead.’
‘That’s right.’ He turned back to face me. ‘What we’re saying, Monday, is we should work together.’
‘What do I get out of it?’ I asked, trying my best to stop my voice from shaking.
‘Well, if anyone else comes around here asking questions we’ll have a chat with them,’ Romeo said.
‘Plus, we got connections, we can move a lot of drugs.’
‘Can I think about it?’
‘Of course, take your time. Just make sure you say yes,’ Romeo said, his eyes suddenly fixed on me.
‘Don’t you wanna be rich?’ Sylvester asked. Before I could answer, Pickles stood up and pissed all over the bar.
When I got home that night JJ was sitting in the lounge watching an old Game of Thrones episode on the giant TV.
Two armies were facing off on a muddy field. I got a beer and sat in my La-Z-Boy.
‘How was work?’ he asked.
‘Ok.’
We sat in silence for a bit, watching a dragon breathing fire on one of the armies.
‘JJ, I have to tell you something.’
‘Yeah?’ he said, still watching.
‘How stoned are you?’
‘Pretty baked, what’s up?’
‘Well, you know how you were saying sooner or later the cops or some criminals are going to hear about what we’re doing? And I was like, it will be fine? Well, turns out I was wrong.’
JJ kept watching the knights getting BBQed on the screen. I waited for him to say something, but he didn’t, so I started to tell him about the Hastings brothers.
The next day JJ hid in his room. I went to the gym and did some drills on the heavy bag. He’d stop sulking soon, I thought. He was just trying to make me feel bad. Sure, it was kind of my fault, but we had money, maybe we’d get proper rich working with those lunatics. It was early afternoon and the gym was almost empty. A couple of new guys were in one corner throwing uncoordinated punches at each other. I threw a one-two-four over and over, my leg stinging with the force of hitting the heavy bag each time.
The timer went off, but I kept throwing the combo, left hand, right hand, right kick. Left hand, right hand, right kick. Left hand, right hand, right kick. Left hand, right hand, right kick. Left hand, right hand, right kick. Left hand, right hand, right kick. Left hand, right hand, right kick. Left hand, right hand, right kick.
I don’t know how long I was going for but when I stopped, the guys in the corner were staring at me. I dropped to the ground trying to catch my breath as the bag swung back and forth over my head.
Ahh fuck
‘What the fuck are you up to, Monday?’ This had been Teuila’s catchphrase since we were teenagers.
‘I’m becoming a businesswoman.’
‘You’re becoming a drug dealer.’


‘It’s a business.’
We were in her new flat, lying on her fiancé’s expensive couch. There were framed photos of him acting like a dickhead all over the world. Rich people love collecting memories, dead bugs painted as butterflies.
Teuila reached over and hit me on the arm.
‘You’re a bloody idiot.’
I thought about what she’d say if I told her about the Hastings brothers.
‘What are you spending the money on?’
‘Saving some, booked my flights to Thailand, giving lots of it to Mum.’
‘How’s she doing?’
‘I don’t know, a bit better, but that’s not saying much.’
The front door opened.
‘Ahh fuck,’ I said a bit too loudly. Teuila hit me again.
‘We’re in the lounge, honey,’ she called out.
Her fiancé walked in carrying a large brown paper bag and smiling like a fucking idiot. He had a big beard that was meant to look unkempt, but Teuila told me he rubbed special oil in it.
‘Oh, hey Monday,’ he said, placing the bag on the coffee table.
‘Hey,’ I grunted.
‘I went to the organic shop, got us heaps of veggies.’
‘That’s great,’ Teuila said, smiling at him.
‘What have you been up to?’ he asked me, sitting on the edge of the couch.
‘I got a new job.’
Teuila shot me a look.
‘Oh wow! Doing what?’
‘Selling drugs,’ I said.
Teuila laughed a little too enthusiastically.
‘Don’t be stupid, Monday,’ she said, hitting me a third time. I made a mental note to kick her when I got the chance.


‘I’m just joking,’ I said deadpan. ‘Still at the fucking bar.’
‘Oh, ok.’ The fiancé looked confused for a second, then his boundless enthusiasm returned.
‘Anyway, I’m making dinner,’ he said, clapping his hands together. ‘You staying?’
‘Nah, I gotta go train,’ I said, getting up.
‘That’s a shame. Well, good to see you.’ He went in for a hug and I slid back out of reach.
‘Come on, Monday,’ Teuila said, pulling me into the hallway by my sweatshirt. I let her go in front of me and kicked her in the back of the knee, making her stumble.
Shaun kept calling from the gym but I ignored him. He left me a text that simply said, Passport.
I had meant to ask Teuila to help me fill out the forms but her live-in fuckwit had distracted me. It was May, three months until Thailand, plenty of time.
I was worried about JJ. He hadn’t come out of his room in days. I caught an Uber back to the flat and banged on his door.
‘What?’
‘Come out here.’
‘Leave me alone.’
‘Come on, dickhead, we got work to do.’
When he didn’t answer, I opened the door. He was lying on his bed, an ashtray filled with roaches next to him, a bag of chips on the floor. I gave the mattress a kick.
‘Stop feeling sorry for yourself.’
He rolled over and looked at me. ‘Those psychos want us to sell drugs for them.’
‘So? We’re going to work together.’
He rolled over again.
‘They don’t even know who you are,’ I said.


‘We should just get the fuck out of here.’
‘Where would we go?’
‘Up north, to my Dad’s village, they’d never find us there.’
‘I thought you hated that place?’
‘I do, but better than getting stabbed.’
‘I think they’re more into guns.’
The next day I rang Romeo on the way to training. I held the phone to my ear as I marched down New North Road, my gear bag over my shoulder. He answered just as I reached the gym. I quickly organised a meeting and hung up. My hand was shaking as I stuffed the phone into my bag.
I’d heard stories about the Hastings brothers. Sylvester was loosely connected to some gang, but they mostly did their own thing, preying on low-level criminals who got in over their heads. Apparently they shot some dude, threw him off the Devonport wharf into the ocean, and watched him drown. Someone else said they ran over a couple who owed them money.
In the changing room I tried to reassure myself. After all, what were they going to do to me? Beat me up? Kill me? I remember one doctor telling me that past a certain point all trauma is processed more or less the same, your brain can only take in so much. I’d reached that point a long time ago. I grabbed my gloves and hand wraps and walked out of the changing rooms.
Maybe those two idiots were going to break me out of that numbness, I thought as I wrapped my hands. Everyone wants to be mindful these days, but if you slow down too much you end up drowning, like that poor guy Romeo shot. I did up my gloves and got into the ring.


I was surprised when Romeo told me to meet him at a hairdresser’s in Takapuna. I never went to the Shore. I got lost, and ended up walking in circles past the shops filled with ugly clothes for rich people.
I was 30 minutes late when I walked into the brightly lit salon. Romeo was having his hair cut by a stern-looking woman with jet-black hair and the same blue eyes as Romeo.
‘Oh hey,’ Romeo said, smiling at me in the mirror, Pickles sitting in his lap.
‘Sorry I’m so fucking late.’
The place smelled of chemicals, and the light reflecting off all the mirrors made my eyes hurt.
‘It’s ok, I’m just about done. Have a seat.’
I sat down next to him. The woman cutting his hair stared at me while her hands moved around his head. Pieces of bleached blond hair fell onto the ground.
‘This is my sister, Frank,’ Romeo gestured at the woman.
‘Hey Frank.’
‘Is your name really Monday?’ she asked.
‘Afraid so.’
‘What happened to your face?’
‘Hey, come on Frank,’ Romeo said.
‘Just making conversation. So we’re going to work together?’
I was impressed at how she could stare right at me while still cutting hair. Her blue eyes were big and intense – she didn’t have the lazy gaze of her brother. The rest of her face was pinched together, little nose, tiny mouth, weak chin.
‘Umm yeah, I guess.’
‘See, Frank is kind of the brains. She comes up with the ideas and then we execute them.’
Romeo saw me give him a look.
‘A figure of speech, hun.’
‘We heard you’ve got quite the cottage industry going. Normally we’d make a bit of a fuss,’ she said, studying a tuft of Romeo’s hair. She talked quickly, like the words were burning her tongue. ‘But my little brother likes you, says you’ve got spirit.’
Romeo smiled, giving me the thumbs up.
‘Stay still,’ Frank said, hitting him across the head.
Pickles jumped up and started barking.
‘Look what you’ve done now,’ Romeo hissed.
‘I’m finished anyway,’ Frank said, putting the scissors down and pulling off the apron. Romeo examined himself in the mirror.
‘What do you think, Pickles? Would you fuck me?’
‘God you’re a moron,’ Frank said, shaking her head. ‘Go get your friend a drink.’
‘You want some Moët?’ Romeo asked, smiling.
And, despite myself, I couldn’t help falling for his bullshit.
‘Yeah, go on then.’
He walked off and Frank sat in his seat.
‘How much can you bring in?’ she asked, still staring at me.
‘It depends on Customs, but maybe 40-odd grams a week.’
‘Can you get more?’
I thought about JJ, how stressed out he would be, bringing in even that much. ‘Yeah, I guess.’
‘Good,’ she said, ignoring the uncertainty in my voice. ‘What if you bring in 100 a week. We’ll split the profit 60/40 to us since you’re doing the ordering. We’ll sell most of it through our networks.’
‘OK,’ I said, thinking what a shitty deal it was.
‘If anyone gives you any trouble, Romeo and Sylvester will deal with them,’ Frank said, rearranging the scissors.
‘What if we want to keep operating how we have been?’
Frank stared at me, clutching a pair of scissors. ‘Don’t be stupid, Monday.’


Everyone’s happy
May became June. The weather turned to shit and the year of get-rich-quick schemes rolled on. Suddenly we were part of a real-life crime family. To keep up with demand there were packages coming in almost daily. It meant I had to spend almost every waking hour at the bar in case someone else checked the mail. I’d take out our share and set the rest aside for Romeo. We were making more money but the fun had gone out of it. I kept buying shit to try and feel better, but it didn’t make no difference.
Kev was really off the rails. At the start I’d been pretty generous, giving him free lines and ticking up grams. But now that everything had to be accounted for, I had to crack down. I did his wages, so I knew he couldn’t afford the amount of shit he was snorting. The atmosphere in the bar had changed too. Gone were the sloppy celebrations, replaced with a hard-edged seriousness. You’ve probably never had cocaine but the truth is, Eddy, it’s really fucking boring. Everyone sitting around talking over each other about their child traumas and business ideas.
Something of a routine formed. Sometimes I’d go to the Shore with the re-up, but mostly Romeo would swing by in the afternoons, his little rat dog under his arm, and drop off our cut and money for the next order. He was always polite, upbeat, but I knew he’d be just as happy if something went wrong.
One afternoon he walked in wearing a tight blue suit, a large silver chain around his neck. I had just finished emptying the grease trap. The boss was too cheap to get professional cleaners to do it. The slime up my arms stank like vomit.
‘Monday! Beautiful as ever!’ he cried.


‘Ha ha,’ I said, pushing a strand of oily hair off my face.
‘Do you like being rich?’ he asked, his eyes drifting around the bar.
‘Yeah, it’s fucking glamorous.’ I wiped my hands and face with a tea towel and tossed it on the floor.
‘Mmmm,’ he said absentmindedly. ‘Anyway, everyone’s happy, I’m happy, Pickles is happy.’ He held the dog aloft with one hand. ‘Frank’s as happy as she gets and Sylvester is eating half the food in Auckland.’ He paused and looked at me. ‘Are you happy, Monday?’
‘Yeah, sure.’
I passed him the bag of drugs. He turned to leave and then paused and came back to the bar. ‘Can you ask your friend if he can get tasers off the Internet?’ he said, stuffing the drugs into his jacket.
‘Yeah, ok.’
‘Thank you! Glad you’re happy!’
‘Tasers?’
JJ wasn’t looking good. His skin was kind of yellow, and he smelled bad. He was hunched in his La-Z-Boy rolling a blunt. I had my gym bag over my shoulder, half out the door.
‘That’s what he said.’
‘I know you’re not the most onto-it person, but don’t ya reckon this is getting out of hand?’
‘Yeah, but what the fuck we going to do?’
JJ lined the weed up in the brown papers.
‘Cheer up,’ I said. ‘We’re gonna be rich.’
‘I don’t wanna be fucking rich,’ he snapped. ‘I was happy writing and being part of this research group.’
The weed spilled out of the blunt papers all over JJ’s legs.
‘Fuck it!’
‘I gotta go train. Tasers! Don’t forget.’


Now that it was stressful at the bar, it was easier to train. Thailand was only two months away and I needed to start getting in shape. Every day I’d head into the gym, throw on my shorts and singlet in the gross changing room that stank like old socks soaked in tiger balm, and wrap my hands.
Shaun or Matty would be waiting for me in the ring, the stereo playing shitty rap songs from the 90s. I’d stretch, hit pads and spar, shower and run to work. I was back in my old routine and it felt good. For a while I forgot all the bullshit we’d set in motion. And then the package arrived.
‘This came for you,’ Kev said, handing me a cardboard box.
That day I was in the office early to do the banking. It was too heavy to be coke. I placed the box on the table and stuffed the cash back into the safe.
‘What is it?’ Kev asked, standing in the doorway.
I knew he was hoping I’d give him a line. ‘Nothing for you to worry about, Kevin,’ I said, grabbing the box. ‘I’m off to the gym.’
I got in the ring and went five rounds, a fresh fighter getting in at the start of each one. I kept pushing forward, slipping off on an angle and then coming back in. Getting them to throw, hitting them, and then moving back out again.
‘Move ya head!’ Shaun yelled as I got clocked in the face.
I lifted my hands in front of my face, threw the jab a couple of times, then stepped over into southpaw and hit them with my right hand. They staggered back and I threw the head kick, sending them sprawling across the canvas.
‘Fuck yeah,’ Shaun muttered.
I sat down in the corner and he squirted some water into my mouth.


‘Looking good,’ he said, wiping my face with a towel. ‘Just another two rounds to go.’
The buzzer went and I lifted my aching body off the stool.
‘Did someone jump you?’ Sylvester asked.
‘Nah, I’m training for a fight.’
‘We used to do a bit of boxing, didn’t we, Romeo?’
‘Yeah, we got told off for biting.’
‘It’s an effective technique,’ Sylvester said, draining his glass of wine.
We were seated around a table out the back of Frank’s hair salon, the box sat in the middle. Romeo ripped it open and turned it upside down, dumping out a pile of tasers.
‘That’s too many bloody tasers, mate,’ Sylvester said, refilling his glass.
‘It does seem excessive, Romeo,’ Frank said. She was smoking a cigarette and flicking through a hairdressing magazine.
‘Why did he get so many?’ Romeo asked me, holding up a taser in each hand, a concerned look on his face.
‘He said there was a sale,’ I replied, waiting for an excuse to get the fuck out of there.
‘Well, now everyone can have one,’ Romeo said gleefully.
‘I think the tasers are your thing,’ Sylvester said.
‘You’ll have one won’t you, Monday?’ He pushed a taser over the table.
Everyone was staring so I picked it up and stuffed it into the bag with the money.
‘Honestly, you’ll love it once you get into it,’ he said, waving one in the air like a child.


You loved that stupid animal
I ended up giving Aunty Sarah the taser. I went around to visit and found her drunk, stomping around the house, going on about a prowler who’d been in her backyard.
‘It’s probably just the neighbour’s dog,’ I said, reluctantly drinking the warm vodka cruiser she’d given me.
‘I know the difference between a dog and a fucking prowler,’ she snapped, studying the taser.
She was still in the same house, Eddy, that tiny apartment by Point Chev beach that smelled of stale tobacco. We used to go down the beach in summer for swims.
‘Don’t put your head under,’ Aunty Sarah would scream from the beach, a can of pre-mixed gin in her hand.
I can’t believe all of us lived in that apartment after the fire. At first we went and stayed with Dad’s Dad in Ponsonby. Dad’s Mum had passed by then and there was plenty of room in the old villa. But Dad and Grandad would get pissed every night and argue about the past, about the fire, about any stupid thing they could find. After a few days we packed up and drove the 10 minutes to Aunty Sarah’s.
And there we were, crammed into that cluttered living room, Aunty Sarah drunk, watching police dramas and swearing at the TV.
‘Leave him alone, you fucking pigs.’
Dad would shake his head, ‘It’s a cop show, what do you think is going to happen?’
‘Shut up, ya lout, and get me a lemon.’
The insurance company didn’t want to cover all the cost of having the house fixed. Dad tried to reason with them on the phone.
‘You’re going to feel pretty fucking stupid picking ya teeth up with ya broken fingers!’


But they didn’t budge.
In the end Mum and Dad had to extend the mortgage to pay for the repairs. The house was brick so it was mainly the inside that was fucked. Even with the insurance and the money from the mortgage, it still wasn’t enough to fix the place up properly. Dad tried to do the repairs himself with some of the guys from the boxing gym, but it was a shambles. None of them knew what the fuck they were doing, but they were all too proud to say as much. Eventually Mum told them to piss off and paid for a professional.
Aunty Sarah had that giant cat, Grub. You loved that stupid animal. You’d carry it around, smiling and laughing while it scratched the shit out of your arms.
‘You put my lovely cat down,’ Aunty Sarah would yell, chasing after you.
Me and you had to share a bed in the lounge and that dumb animal would jump on us all night.
‘Grub!’ you kept yelling.
‘Go to sleep, please,’ I’d beg.
The best thing about being a hero was all the attention. Everyone at school wanted to talk to me. Even Belinda was nice in a way.
‘So, you just jumped?’
‘Yeah, the flames were right behind me.’
‘Did your parents give you any money?’ Belinda asked.
‘Nah.’
‘They should give you money for saving your brother.’
‘I don’t think it works like that.’
‘Well it should.’


When it was on the news all the family crowded into the lounge.
‘Look, there she is!’ Aunty Sarah said, clapping her hands when it came on.
It showed our house and then cut to me and you standing out front talking about what happened.
‘You look good on the TV,’ Aunty Sarah said. ‘Maybe you’ll be an actor one day.’
The papers got all the details wrong, but it was still cool to have my photo in there. I’m smiling with my straight pointy nose, wearing a Spice Girls t-shirt. This is before my face got busted up. The guy at the dairy by our house started calling me a hero.
‘Next time we get robbed, I’ll call you,’ he laughed in a sad way, cos they got robbed all the time. Mum and Dad would tease me, but I knew they was proud. They stuck up the newspaper clippings in Aunty Sarah’s house.
‘Don’t fuck up my walls,’ she’d say, but she left them up.
Sometimes in the middle of all this attention and praise I’d remember that I was a fake hero, that the only reason the house caught on fire was because of me. But I wasn’t about to tell anyone that and ruin my big moment. So I kept it to myself and hobbled around school on my crutches, enjoying everyone’s eyes being on me. My life’s been downhill ever since.
Have you seen the news?
What happened is Kev’s fault. Well, Kev and Grant’s. I’m not sure exactly what went down but I imagine it went something like this. I cracked down on Kev’s coke supply. Kev went to my ex Grant’s to score and Grant asks why he hasn’t been to see him for months. Kev tells him about our operation. Grant loses his shit and fucks everything up.
The night after dropping off the tasers I got home from training around nine. I had the night off and wanted to get some decent rounds in. The neighbour with the kind face was out on her steps drinking Cody’s. She nodded at me as I walked up the drive.
‘There was a ruckus at your place before,’ she said, her gold tooth glinting in the light from her unit.
I turned and looked at our house. A wave of panic swept over me. The front door was hanging off its hinges. I ran into the house, expecting to find JJ dead. Instead he was sitting on his La-Z-Boy, his face busted up, staring at nothing.
‘What the fuck happened?’
He just shook his head. I walked quickly from room to room. JJ’s computer was smashed, they’d trashed the few things in my room, and taken the money. I got the bottle of special occasion whiskey out from under my bed and gave it to JJ.
‘Drink this.’
He sat up and sipped out of the bottle.
‘You ok?’ I said, putting my arm around him.
‘Yeah,’ he muttered, leaning into me.
‘Who did this?’
‘Don’t know.’
‘Was it a fat dude and good-looking gay guy?’
JJ laughed, spitting blood and whiskey on the floor.
‘Nah, was one guy, lots of tattoos, shaved head. He kicked in the door.’ He spat some more blood on the ground. ‘Had a bat.’
I didn’t think Grant knew where I lived, but then I remembered he’d come back once when Teuila still lived here.
‘That motherfucker,’ I said, letting go of JJ.
‘You know who it is?’
‘Yeah, I’m going to fucking kill him.’
‘He said he’d be back.’
I laughed. I knew I could kick the shit out of that loser even if he had a bat.
‘Why didn’t you taser him?’ Romeo’s voice echoed out of my phone sitting on the kitchen bench next to a pile of dirty plates.
‘I wasn’t here, was I?’ I said, leaning on the stainless steel, counting the money Grant didn’t find.
‘So, you need a new computer?’
‘To be honest, I reckon my mate needs a few days off.’
There was a long silence. I watched JJ carrying the pieces of his broken computer outside and dumping them in the wheelie bin.
‘Yeah, well I guess he should have a couple of mental health days,’ he said. ‘But we need to make sure this doesn’t happen again.’
‘I can sort it out.’
‘No offence, but we’d like to handle it.’
‘You’re not going to kill him, right?’ I asked.
Romeo laughed, ‘Oh don’t be silly.’
I shrugged and gave him Grant’s address.
So, JJ got a laptop and Matty from the gym helped me put a new door on the flat. I was hoping Grant would evade the brothers long enough for me to get my hands on him. I’d take a detour on my way home from work and walk past the alleyway that led to his flat, but I never saw him. I had to fire Kev. He was stealing from the till and late more often than not. I mean, I would have let it go if he hadn’t fucking told Grant about what we were up to. And even though I wasn’t thinking this at the time, there was a mercy in the firing. If he kept fucking up, eventually Romeo or Sylvester would hear about it. He cried when I told him, but I wasn’t going to feel too bad about it. He could get a job anywhere in this town.
Things went back to that gut-punch normal we’d been existing in. JJ kept ordering the drugs and I kept selling them. I didn’t even really take the coke any more. It wasn’t fun now Kev was gone. On my time off I kept training and drinking in bed. And though it was pretty far from a good time, it was ok. If what went down next never happened, I reckon we could have carried on like this for months.
Teuila was the one who told me.
‘Have you seen the news?’ she said, sliding her phone across the café table. I looked at the screen. Auckland man, 32, found dead in apartment.
Below the headline was a photo of Grant, taken years before when he hardly had any tattoos. I tried to read on, but it made my eyes hurt.
‘Can you tell me what it says?’ I asked Teuila.
‘Artist Grant Nash was found dead in his studio apartment yesterday after neighbours complained of a strange smell. Police suspect foul play.’
‘Artist? He fucking tagged on bits of paper when he was high.’
‘I guess they’ve got to put something.’
‘Why not, Loser drug dealer?’
Teuila put her phone down and stared at me. ‘Monday, someone you used to have sex with has been murdered.’
I wondered if they could trace it back to me somehow. ‘Yeah, so?’
Teuila sighed. ‘You’re definitely coming to my wedding?’ she asked, putting her phone in her bag. ‘I’m working out numbers.’
‘Of course,’ I mumbled.
‘Don’t sound too excited,’ she said, getting up.
‘Does it say how they killed him?’
A pile of stress and danger
I made an executive decision not to tell JJ about the murder. I wanted to spare him the stress. I didn’t know if I felt bad or not. Every time I tried to think about it, my mind clouded over and I’d get distracted by training or Mum or Tinder. If anyone should have felt bad, it was Kev, like if he hadn’t been such a fucking addict none of this would have happened. I don’t know if Grant had family, I suppose everyone does. But fucking better him than me. It was getting harder to just keep moving now, cos I didn’t know where the fuck we were heading. The Hastings brothers’ plan didn’t seem to have any kind of end to it. I remember thinking I’d get a lot of training done in prison.
I caught an Uber to the salon. The latest re-up of drugs sat in a pink JanSport bag on my lap. The brothers were running late with our share of the profits too. The Uber driver was listening to Drake and talking about his day. I put my headphones in and stared out over the city as we crossed the Harbour Bridge. The sun catching on the windows of the skyscrapers, boats sailing slowly below, commuters dragging themselves back to suburbia – it all felt ominous that afternoon.
It was around four when I arrived. The salon was closed.
I found Sylvester out the back, hunched over the work table, eating pasta from a takeaway container.
‘Monday,’ he said with a mouth full of food. ‘Sit down.’
‘Where are the others?’ I asked, taking a seat.
‘Romeo hurt his hand when we were talking to ya mate,’ Sylvester said, stuffing more of the pasta in his mouth, red sauce smeared over his face. ‘Frank will be here soon.’
‘It’s in the news, what you did to Grant.’
Sylvester looked up and stabbed the fork into the pasta.
‘Yeah well, he hurt Romeo’s hand, and you know how my little brother is.’ He started eating again. ‘You want some ravioli?’
‘Nah. You got any booze?’
‘Yeah, grab yourself something out of the fridge.’
I walked over and took out a bottle of Prosecco. I’d just popped the cork when Frank turned up. She was wearing black. Her dress trailed behind her like a cape as she marched into the room.
‘Help yourself,’ she snapped.
I looked over at Sylvester who was still stuffing pasta into his mouth. She threw a bag on the table, making him jump.
‘Ok, let’s get this over with, I’ve got a fucking child waiting for me.’
I almost spat out the wine. I couldn’t imagine her with a cat, let alone a kid. I walked over and opened the JanSport and poured the drugs on the table.
‘How’s your friend?’ she asked, and for a split second I thought she was talking about Grant.
‘Actually, I don’t care.’ She chucked a large bundle of cash at me. ‘We’ve got news. Here’s what we owe, and we want to double how much we’re bringing in,’ she said. ‘This pays it forward.’
I stared at the pile of money.
I’d never seen that much money before, not even close. It had to be more than 100k. I used to believe all I needed was a mound of cash, and life would be sorted. Now it was in front of me, it looked like a pile of stress and danger.
‘I don’t know if we can get more in,’ I said.
Frank raised her eyebrows and stared at me. ‘What do you mean?’
‘As it is we’re pushing our luck.’
Sylvester ate the last of the pasta and then started wiping his face with a napkin.
‘I’m sure you can manage,’ Frank said.
I’ll fucking manage your face in a second, I thought.
‘Besides, if you want to be rich you have to take risks.’ She snatched her phone off the table and walked out.
‘You mind if I take this?’ I asked Sylvester, holding up the bottle.
I drank the wine out on the street waiting for my Uber. There was no way we could double the amount of coke. Were they just waiting for us to fuck up so they could cut their losses and get rid of us? There was no way they were naive enough to think we could just keep bringing in more and more drugs and no one was going to notice? On the drive into town I thought about taking the initiative and going after them. I was well versed in revenge fantasies. In fact, I was so deep in one that I walked straight into the cop staring in the front window of the bar.
We’re so fucked
‘Steady on,’ the cop said, smiling below a pair of mean fucking eyes. He was in his 40s, grey hair cut short on a brick head.
‘Sorry,’ I mumbled, unlocking the door.


‘You own this place?’ he asked.
‘Nah, just work here.’
I flicked on the lights. The bar was a fucking mess. The girl that replaced Kev was useless. The cop pushed his way in and looked around.
‘Maybe you can help me.’ He pulled out a notebook. ‘I’m looking for a Little Steven.’
Luckily, I had my back to him so he couldn’t see the look on my face. ‘He’s not here.’
I dropped the backpack full of money behind the bar and started setting up.
‘Who collects the mail here?’
‘The boss.’
‘And do you have his details?’
I tried to think of something to say, but the silence sucked all the air out of the room. I got a piece of paper and wrote down his number.
As soon as the cop left, I grabbed the backpack and took off home. I didn’t even bother to lock up.
‘JJ!’ I yelled, kicking the new door open, making it bang against the wall and fly back, almost hitting me in the face. I snatched up my gym bag and tipped all my gear onto the ground and started stuffing clothes into it. JJ walked into my room.
‘What’s going on?’ He looked tired.
‘We’re fucked. We need to go now.’
‘Go where?’
‘I don’t know, overseas?’
‘I don’t have a passport.’
I stopped and felt my body deflate. ‘Fuck, me neither.’
‘What happened?’
I zipped up the bag and sat back on the ground.


‘Grant, the guy that attacked you, he’s dead. The Hastings want us to double the amount of drugs we’re bringing in, and the cops are looking for Little Steven.’
‘Oh fuck.’
JJ leaned against the wall and sank to the ground. We both sat there like this for a minute.
‘And I’ve got this,’ I said, throwing the backpack over to him.
He unzipped it and looked inside. ‘Whose money is this?’
‘You know whose.’
‘We can’t take this, they’ll kill us.’
‘They’ll kill us anyway if we don’t. I’ve worked my ass off, I’m keeping it.’
‘We’re so fucked.’
‘Yeah.’











PART II





 


The village-so-small-it-isn’t-on-most-maps
We caught the last bus north. It was mostly empty. A few families, a German couple, and me and JJ. I sat low in the seat as if the Hastings brothers would be staking out the bus terminal. JJ was trying to get his laptop onto the shitty bus Wi-Fi.
‘Got to tie up a few things before we go back in time.’
‘Is there no Wi-Fi up there?’ I asked.
JJ laughed and shook his head. ‘There’s not even power.’
We’d sat around the flat, dazed, not really saying anything. At some point JJ stood up.
‘We’re going up north,’ he said. I didn’t even bother to question him. I was done. He went into his room and came out five minutes later with two bags of shit and we headed into town.
The bus station at SkyCity was a depressing shithole. Tourists and people too poor to fly stood around waiting to be let on the bus. There was a dairy selling the kind of food you’d only eat if you were drunk or starving. I got a bottle of water and some snacks, and JJ bought a giant can of Red Bull. Above us, the casino sucked the wages from people trying to fund their own dreams. I looked at the backpack in my hand. Had we beat the house? Is this what winning felt like?
I rang Aunty Sarah while we waited, hopping back and forth to stay warm.
‘Where you going?’ she slurred. I could hear Guns N’ Roses blaring in the background.


‘Just getting out of the city for a bit. Can you check on Mum?’ My breath turning to steam.
‘Yeah, of course doll, you going to Christchurch again?’
I’ve never been to Christchurch in my life.
‘I’ll send you some money for the home soon,’ I said.
‘The Garden City they call it.’
‘Love you, Aunty,’ I said. I hung up and called Shaun at the gym.
Thailand was still six weeks away. I told him that I’d fucked up and I had to go away for a while. That I’d keep training though, that I’d still come to Thailand. He didn’t say anything and we stayed on the phone connected by each other’s silence.
‘Look after yourself, Monday,’ he said eventually and hung up. I felt like I’d been push-kicked in the guts.
Finally, the doors opened. We filed onto the bus and headed out onto the Northern Motorway. I looked back at everything I was leaving behind – training, the wedding, my job. All of it burning up as we sped into the dark. We drove through Warkworth and Wellsford and turned off at the Brynderwyns, JJ’s face lit by his laptop, while I stared out the window watching the houses turn to fields, turn to trees, and eventually an ocean of black.
We were the only ones left on the bus by the time we reached our stop. We stood on the side of the road holding our bags watching the bus disappear. I looked up and down the road. There was a Four Square and a few other buildings. No cars or people, just a fence that stretched along the side of the road, as far as I could see. Without saying a word, JJ picked up his bags and started to walk.


We followed that fence for what felt like days. My feet hurt worse than my brain. I don’t think we said a word to each other, just walking, one foot following the other. JJ used his phone as a torch. When that died, he took out a lighter, flicking it every few steps. Not a single car passed us. Eventually the road became dirt and stone and the fence disappeared. I thought I could hear a river somewhere in the distance. I was about to throw my bags down and sleep on the side of the road, when below us was a light from the village-so-small-it-isn’t-on-most-maps.
No power, no running water, no reception, no shops
‘This is it,’ JJ said.
It’d been so long since either of us spoke, his voice gave me a fright. We shuffled down the hill, dragging our aching feet through the dirt. By now the moon had risen and it sat above a steep hill curving up to our right. On the left was a cliff that rose above the village. The dirt road twisted down into the valley. A collection of houses, sheds and caravans sat on either side of it. Rusted-out cars lay in front of the houses. At the bottom of the hill, a one-lane bridge cut over a river that ran around the back of the village. It was too dark to make out properly, but I could hear it running. JJ stopped at a driveway overrun with blackberries and started kicking his way through. I did the same, wincing as the thorns cut at my hands and legs.
And there was the shack. I’m not exaggerating, Eddy. It was a fucking honest-to-God shack. ‘This is my family’s old place,’ JJ said, dropping his bags. He reached up and started feeling around the top of the door, then pulled down a key. When he opened the door, the smell of mildew and neglect slapped me in the face. It was one room. There was a set of bunk beds and a sink cluttered with dirty dishes. An old potbelly stove sat in the middle of the shack. There were two cobweb-covered windows, one facing the road, the other down towards the river, and a back door by the sink.
‘Do you want the top or bottom bunk?’ he asked.
I couldn’t sleep. Just lay there, shivering beneath a coarse woollen blanket, listening to the rats dance about the shack. Eventually, I got up and walked outside. In the backyard, the wet grass up to my hips, I stared into the sky. I’d never seen anything like it, Eddy. Thousands and thousands of stars. The whole night was alive, all those lights staring back at me. A shooting star raced across the dark and I guess it was beautiful, the way a car crash is magnetic. But all of it, the night and stars and rats, it made me feel so alone.
As the sun came up, I started to take stock. There was no power, no running water, no reception, no shops. The only food we had was the snacks I’d bought at the bus station and a rusted can of beans that was sitting on the bench. The furniture consisted of the bunks and a couple of old deckchairs, the frames all rusted and the seats mouldy. I never thought I’d live somewhere that made the unit in Avondale seem flash.
I ate a chocolate bar for breakfast and went and had a look around. The back door opened onto the field where I’d stood the night before. The tall grass stretched all the way down to the river. Across the river was the cliff that watched over the village, the top covered in thick native bush. To the right of the shack was the long drop, a three-wall box with no door. After a few days it was crawling with flies. You’d sit there holding your breath from the stench, the grass waving back and forth in the wind, flies on your bare skin. There was a fire pit surrounded by empty bottles and half-burnt bits of wood.
In the daylight, the loneliness I’d felt the night before seemed stupid. My face grew hot thinking about it as I walked around the front. The dirt road ran down from the west, cutting the valley in two, then it forked, one road climbing up around the back of the hill to the north, the other disappearing into the mist at the bottom of the valley. The land in the valley was mostly cleared of bush. Some cows watched from a field opposite the shack as I walked slowly down the road. It really felt like we were at the ends of the earth, that if I kept walking I’d fall away forever.
Watch out for that fucking rooster
The river was freezing. I was up to my knees trying to get the courage to jump in. Shaun was always going on about the health benefits of the cold.
‘Wouldn’t swim in there if I was you.’
I looked up. Some guy was leaning on the railing of the bridge above me. Next to him was a goat missing an eye.
‘Why not?’ I asked, hugging myself from the cold. He was tall, a big smile on his handsome face. Thick black hair, streaked with grey, hung down to his shoulders.
‘It’s full of fucking poison from the farm,’ he said, gesturing with a muscular arm towards a large yellow house on the hill.
‘Fuck.’
I scampered out of the river and grabbed the filthy towel I’d found in the shack.
‘I’m Tahi,’ he said. ‘JJ’s Dad. What happened to your face?’


Tahi had brought a box of food over for his son. There were cans of chilli beans, onions, half a loaf of bread, potatoes and a head of lettuce.
We sat in the shack. Tahi rolled a joint while JJ made tea on the wetback stove. The goat stood over by the bunk beds watching me with its one eye.
‘So, you fellas on holiday?’ Tahi asked, holding the joint up, admiring his handiwork.
‘Yeah, needed to get out of Auckland.’
‘Fair enough, I hate the city – the concrete hurts my feet.’
He lit the joint and took a couple of drags. It rested between his knotted fingers as he looked from me to JJ and back again. He had the same big eyes as his son, but Tahi’s were sleepy, like he’d seen everything already.
‘Ko wai ia? Tō whaiāipo?’ Tahi said to his son.
‘Ehara! He hoa anake,’ JJ replied, shaking his head.
‘E tāea tātou ki te whakawhirinaki ki a ia?’
‘Āe, kia pōrangi ia, ēngari he wahine pai hōki.’
Tahi turned and looked at me and laughed. He had a great laugh, deep and unrestrained.
‘Well, you missed a good summer.’ He passed me the joint. ‘Must be bloody cold in here.’ He got up and poked at the bits of plywood hammered to the wall. ‘I feel bad you guys staying in this dump. You could come crash at our place, there’s fuck-all room though.’
‘We’ll be all good, Dad,’ JJ said.
‘Maybe we could do the shack up a bit,’ Tahi said.
I stood at a filthy window and watched a big chicken strutting about the backyard like it owned the place. I wasn’t planning on sticking around here all winter. I needed to get into the nearest town and order a passport.
‘You wanna watch out for that fucking rooster,’ Tahi said over my shoulder. ‘He’ll go ya.’


Tahi and his family lived a couple of minutes’ walk down the dirt road. Their house was a palace compared to the shack. They had solar panels on the roof and a giant green water tank on the side of the house.
Tahi lived there with his partner Frances and JJ’s sister Hope and half-sister Aroha. Frances was always out in the garden, ripping weeds from the dark soil, her long white hair tied up in a bun, a few strands escaping and hanging down over her tired face. At first I thought she just needed a good night’s sleep. But that was just how she was, intense and deadly serious about everything. I didn’t know how to take her, Eddy, these first weeks, but I came to realise that under that wariness was a good heart.
We went around for dinner on our third night in the village. The sound of generators filled the night. JJ kept glancing up towards the cliff as we made our way down the road.
‘What’s up?’ I asked.
‘Nothing,’ JJ said, walking faster now. I looked up at the cliff, but it was too dark to see shit.
Tahi’s house was so bright after the constant gloom of the shack. Candles and LED lights pushed the night into the corners of the rooms. Hope, JJ’s sister, threw the door open when we got there.
‘Kuhu mai!’ she yelled with so much excitement I took a step back.
She was in her late teens, tall and skinny like her Dad. Her thoughts were written all over her face. She would have been shit at poker. She led us down the hallway into the kitchen, talking nonstop, her long limbs flailing as she walked.
‘This is my bedroom,’ she said, pointing to a tiny room with two single beds in it.
A fat Schnauzer walked out from one of the rooms off the hallway and barked half-heartedly at us. ‘This is my dog Tupac.’


We came through into the kitchen where Frances and Tahi were chopping vegetables. Aroha, JJ’s half-sister, sat at the table drawing. She looked up at us when we walked in.
‘Hey,’ I said, waving.
She had an uneven fringe framing her chubby face. She stared for a bit and then went back to her art.
‘Say hello, oi,’ Hope said, giving her sister a gentle shove, but Aroha ignored her.
‘Kia ora,’ Frances said, wiping her hands on a tea towel. She grabbed JJ by the shoulders. ‘How was the city?’
‘It was all good.’
‘You catch any ghosts?’ Hope asked.
‘Not yet.’ JJ forced a laugh.
‘I want to go live in the city,’ Hope said, sitting down at the table. ‘Do some dancing, eat McDonald’s in the middle of the night.’
Frances made us meditate for 10 minutes before we ate. I couldn’t help opening my eyes, but everyone else took it seriously, sitting around the dining table in silence. I was relieved when they all snapped out of it and we got to eat.
‘Look out for slugs,’ Hope said, passing me the bowl of salad.
‘There’s no bloody slugs,’ snapped Frances. ‘I washed it.’
Hope shrugged and started eating.
‘You want some chicken?’ I asked, passing the tray to Tahi.
‘Kāhore, I’m vegetarian.’ He held his big hands up, a smile on his face.
‘Bullshit,’ I said, and everyone started laughing.
‘It’s true. I worked at the freezing works. That place will put you off meat for life.’
‘Don’t worry about him,’ Frances said, grabbing the tray and dumping a piece of chicken onto her plate.


After dinner we sat in the lounge drinking Frances’ home brew. It was strong and soon I was forgetting the nightmares of the city.
‘Thanks for that loan, JJ,’ Frances said. ‘We’ll pay you back next harvest.’
‘All good, you don’t have to.’
‘You rich now?’ Hope said, grinning. ‘What a flash guy.’
‘Nah, just been working.’
‘It was a lifesaver,’ Tahi said. ‘Got used to having power, hard to go back.’
‘What mahi do you do, Monday?’ Frances asked.
‘Used to work in a bar, and I’m a fighter, hence this set-up,’ I laughed, gesturing at my face.
‘You’re a fighter, G?’ Hope said. ‘Can you teach me to fight?’
‘Yeah, of course.’
‘Mean,’ she said, nodding her head. ‘Got any fights coming up?’
‘I’m off to Thailand to train in a few weeks, probably have some scraps over there.’
Aroha sat in the corner watching me. I waved again and got no response. Tahi walked over and stroked Aroha’s thick black hair.
‘She doesn’t really talk much, do you girl?’ Aroha leaned into her Dad’s leg. ‘But when she does it’s usually worth listening to.’
‘Why’s that?’ I asked.
‘She has visions,’ he said.
‘What, like hallucinations?’
‘Nah, she can see the future and shit.’
On the walk home JJ was jumpy again.
‘You scared a cow is going to attack you?’ I said as he power-walked up the dirt road.
‘Don’t like being out here at night,’ he said under his breath, like he didn’t want to wake someone.
‘I’ll protect you from the cows, JJ,’ I said, putting my hands up as we got to our driveway and punching the air. ‘Come on ya bovine pricks, I’ll knock you out.’
JJ grabbed me, dragging me into the driveway.
‘Stop it,’ he hissed. ‘You don’t understand.’
Rice risotto and spiders
At first I hated that place, Eddy. The mud that got into my hair, my clothes, my dreams, the animals that wouldn’t shut up, the smell of smoke that clung to everything, the silence that hung like a thinly veiled threat over our days. Conversations would bleed out and everyone would sit there mute.
But I reckon you would’ve liked it. It reminded me of when we went away with Mum and Aunty Sarah. Remember? I think it was Easter. They rented that bach in the Coromandel, near where Mum used to live. Drove down in Aunty Sarah’s white Honda Civic, Mum stressing out that the car wouldn’t make it the whole way.
The bach stank of dust and cleaning fluids. Me and you played Speed, Mum read her books, and Aunty Sarah got pissed and talked shit.
You spent most of the day at the river, swimming and getting covered in mud. You’d come back to the bach out of breath, laughing, getting dirt all through the house.
‘Don’t make a mess, you little shit!’ Aunty Sarah would yell at you.
Mum just chuckled from behind her books.


Aunty Sarah made rice risotto out of the packet. She added in some veggies and acted like it was gourmet.
‘Just like the food from a restaurant,’ she slurred, banging the plates down on the table.
We even had chocolate for pudding. I ended up giving you mine cos you were so excited.
Our room was filled with spiders and you made me catch them all and put them outside before you’d go to sleep. You lay on your bed pointing them out to me.
‘Get the big one, sister.’
‘Ok, ok,’ I said, leaping up with the cup and trapping the poor creature. It took forever but I got ’em all in the end.
I sent the spiders off into the night and then lay next to you, listening to Mum and Aunty Sarah singing and laughing downstairs.
‘I wish this holiday could go on forever,’ you said in the dark.
Who’s ya mates?
The treasure lay under the bunk bed in my JanSport. I’d sit in one of the deckchairs, watching it until my eyes caught fire. $137,200. $68,600 each. It was enough to give our depressing lives a serious makeover. We agreed that someone would be home to guard the bag, otherwise we’d take it with us. The lock on the shack wouldn’t have kept a bike safe, and anyway, the walls were as secure as wet cardboard. Since JJ was mostly too stoned and depressed to leave the place, it worked out good. Once I got my passport I was going to take my cut, dump a chunk of it on Mum’s housing bill, and leave all this bullshit behind me. It was late June, five weeks until my flight to Thailand. But getting the passport was proving to be a mission in itself.
The one-street town where the bus dropped us was a 30-minute drive away. I went to see if Tahi or Frances were heading in anytime soon. I found Tahi out the back of his place, feeding a sorry-looking bunch of animals. The goat with one eye was there, plus a giant pig, two horses, a duck with hardly any feathers and Tupac the Schnauzer.
‘Kia ora, Monday,’ he said, pushing the pig away with his foot while he tried to feed the horses. ‘Get out of it, Timmy,’ he finally yelled at the pig. Then the goat leapt up, butting the side of his leg. ‘Badger! We talked about this.’
‘Who’s ya mates?’ I asked, keeping an eye on the pig who had an untrustworthy vibe.
‘They’re my animals,’ Tahi said, stepping away as the creatures descended on the feed. He wiped his hands on his t-shirt.
‘What’s wrong with them?’ I asked, pointing at one of the horses that had a big scar running along its guts.
‘I rescued them, all except the pig who just turned up one day. A lot of fuckwits round here don’t know how to look after animals,’ he said, his face dropping. ‘So, I took ’em in.’ He grabbed some more feed out of a white plastic sack and threw it into the tub. ‘They’re all a bit fucked in the head, from the past. Same as most of the people around here.’
Tahi wasn’t going into town until next week.
‘Gotta save on gas, eh.’
‘Does anyone have the Internet here?’ I asked.
Tahi laughed. ‘Just the farmers,’ he said. ‘Or you can go up Phone Hill.’


He pointed to the steep barren hill that rose up to the south of the village. ‘You can get two bars of reception up there.’
‘You reckon the farmers would let me use their Wi-Fi?’
Tahi opened his eyes comically wide and laughed again. ‘Do you know they taught a pig how to use the Internet?’ he said, scratching Timmy behind the ears.
The yellow house stood out in the village-so-small-it-isn’t-on-most-maps. And not just because of its hideous colour, like a giant egg yolk up above the rest of the houses. It was the only place in the village with a proper fence and a big electric gate, shut tight. A private property sign yelled at everyone who walked past. I stood at the gate looking around. In the driveway sat a black four-wheel drive and a small red sports car. A TV was on in the house.
‘You lost?’ a high-pitched voice said.
I peered around the gate and saw a short man coming out from behind a tree. He wore stupid gumboots covered in straps and buckles. Next to him was a mangy sheepdog, both of them staring up at me.
‘Hey, my name’s Monday, I’m staying over there,’ I pointed down the road to the shack.
The man peered through the bars of the gate. ‘How long you here for?’ he asked.
‘Only for a little while.’
Just as I was about to ask to use their Internet, a short skinny woman came out of the house and started walking towards us, a wolfhound trotting next to her. When the man saw her coming his shoulders dropped and he looked at the ground.
‘Barry, have you got into that gorse yet?’ the woman yelled. Then she saw me. She ripped off the giant sunglasses covering most of her tiny head, curly bright red hair escaping from under a tartan sun hat. The wolfhound ran up and began snarling at the sheepdog.


‘Jesus!’ the man cried and kicked pathetically at the giant dog with his short legs.
‘Atlas!’ the woman yelled and the dog turned and ran to her side.
The man leaned his head on the bars of the gate and his dog started to howl.
‘Did you get on the Internet?’ JJ asked when I returned to the shack. He was lying on his bed, open books surrounding him.
‘Nah, the big dog started attacking the little dog.’
‘Barry’s mutt always gets a hiding from that dog,’ JJ nodded. ‘Really fucks up Barry’s farmer image.’
That night we lay in our beds, the candles making the shadows tower over us. Night-time was the worst. Once the sun went down there was nothing to do but lie around thinking about all the dumb shit I’d done to end up here.
‘What will you do with your money?’ I asked JJ.
‘Don’t know. Could buy a house up here with all that.’
‘True.’ I lay there listening to JJ breathing for a while. ‘Do you really believe in ghosts?’ I asked.
‘I don’t know, there’s lots of weird stuff people can’t explain.’
‘You don’t think some people are just crazy?’ I asked.
‘There’s research that hauntings stem from trauma, which makes sense, but that doesn’t explain–’ He stopped talking.
‘Explain what?’
‘When it’s whole families,’ he said, quieter now. ‘There was one case in England, three generations in one house, they all saw the same shit.’
‘Like?’
‘Something attacked the youngest kid, smashed up all the religious icons in the house. Research shows it often begins when someone brings a cursed object into the house,’ the bunk beds squeaked as JJ shifted his weight.
‘What kind of object?’
‘Could be anything, books, clothes, jewellery. Once it’s in the house things slowly start going wrong, people get sick, go mad, die.’
‘What can you do?’ I asked, feeling my chest tighten.
‘Pass it on to someone else.’
It was the school counsellor who suggested I start talking to you. This was right when I went back to school, before I left for good.
‘But he’s gone,’ I said, shaking my head.
‘That doesn’t mean he can’t hear you,’ the counsellor said. He was a short bald man with a worried expression permanently written on his face.
‘I think you should be in special ed,’ I said, feeling my heart speed up.
‘Come on Monday, we’ve talked about controlling your anger.’
I sighed loudly and stared at the ceiling.
‘It helps to verbalise your feelings, even if no one can hear you,’ he said. ‘Why don’t you try it when you get home?’
‘Ok, sure thing,’ I said, forcing a smile.
‘That dumbass counsellor wants me to talk to Eddy,’ I said to Teuila as we walked up New North Road.
‘Maybe you should,’ she said. ‘Can’t hurt.’
‘I’d feel like a crazy person.’
Teuila started laughing, ‘Too late for that girl.’
So that night I went up to my room early. Mum was working and Dad was downstairs drinking with one of his boxing mates.


I lay on my bed and closed my eyes.
‘Umm, hey Eddy.’ There was a loud crash downstairs and then some shouting.
‘Fucking Dad, he’s been really out the gate since you left.’
I lay thinking of all the things I wanted to tell you. That the days were heavy now, the opposite of you haunting us, everything was stained with your absence, and how missing you had become all of our full-time jobs. Instead I just said, ‘I feel stupid.’ Dad burst into the room, holding up a bleeding hand.
‘You sound fucking stupid, who you talking to?’
‘No one.’
‘Do you know where the plasters are?’
Boring!
We’d been in the village for a week. The only excitement had been Tahi’s pig escaping. Not that we actually saw the pig running off, but everyone was talking about it.
‘That pig has got some legs on it, eh.’
‘Should enter it in the fucking Melbourne Cup, Tahi.’
‘Didn’t you tell it you was a vegetarian mate?’
They eventually caught it up the top of Phone Hill. Maybe the pig was trying to find the Internet too.
I lay on my bunk with the JanSport on my stomach. The weight of the money felt good pressing down on my guts.
I tried to keep busy, not thinking day and night about Thailand and the Hastings family. But it was hard. No one seemed to do anything, and if they did they weren’t in any kind of hurry.
As much as I wanted to get online and start sorting out this passport bullshit, part of me was scared to see whatever messages Romeo would have sent. There’s not many people I’m afraid of, Eddy, but that little psychopath was one of them.
‘How can you handle this?!’ I yelled at JJ, standing in the middle of the shack wrapped in a blanket, freezing my tits off. ‘I’m so fucking bored!’
‘Read a book,’ he said.
I looked at the bookcase by the front door, filled with dog-eared novels and books about native birds.
‘I can’t fucking read!’ I snapped.
‘Sorry, forgot,’ JJ mumbled.
He was lying with his back to me, facing the wall. He’d been like this most of the day.
‘You ok?’ I asked.
He’d barely left the shack all week. Most days he read his ghost books and smoked weed. Sure, this wasn’t a huge departure from his usual behaviour, but something was off. His big brown eyes were distant, as though they couldn’t be bothered getting out of bed either.
‘Yeah,’ he said, barely moving his mouth.
‘I know you’re not.’
‘Why did you ask me then?’
‘You seem down.’
‘Down?’ he said, raising his voice slightly. ‘Do you know how lucky I was to get that research job?’
‘They’ll understand.’
‘Fuck, Monday,’ he sighed.
I grabbed my running shoes and left.
When JJ got like that I had to split. I couldn’t handle it when people withdrew. Anger, rage, yelling, violence – all those things that freak normal people out, that’s when I felt at home. But when someone went quiet and stared off into the distance, it made me feel like my blood was filled with ants. You’re right, Eddy. It reminded me of Mum, those long nights when Dad was at the pub, the TV droning in front of her, sitting there wishing she would just fucking say something. I think that’s how I got so fit. I had to get out of the house. I’d run down Great North Road until it reached the city, over Grafton Bridge where that guy from school jumped off, before they put up those anti-suicide screens, to the Domain. I’d run around that park, loop after loop, until I’d collapse on the grass and stare up at the grey city sky, thinking about how I still had to run all the way home.
We’d quite like our money back xox
Some asshole was banging on the wall. Morning light streamed in through the holes in the shack. I leapt out of bed and checked the bag was still there. Then I grabbed the rusty hunting knife we were using to open cans. They were walking around the side of the shack, stones crunching beneath their feet. I gripped that knife tight and threw the door open.
‘Fuck G!’ Hope yelled, leaping backwards, tripping and falling over. I dropped the knife.
‘Sorry, I thought you were someone else.’
I pulled her to her feet and she looked at me suspiciously, wiping mud off her weed-leaf tights.
She pulled a hair tie off her wrist and tied up her curly black hair.
‘Who you think’s going to rob you?’ she said, pouting. ‘You got the shittest house in the village.’
‘So, you want to learn to fight?’ I asked, changing the subject.


‘Yo! Hard out,’ she smiled, her pretty face lighting up.
‘Alright give me a minute, I’ll get ready.’
We went down to the bottom of the section, by the river. I spent about an hour teaching her the basics. She was a fast learner, had natural power in her legs.
‘You’re good,’ I said, wiping the sweat off my face with the bottom of my t-shirt as we headed back to the shack. ‘Real flexible.’
‘I do lots of dancing,’ Hope said, skipping ahead. ‘That’s what I’m going to do when I get out of here.’
‘You’re leaving?’ I asked.
She turned and walked backwards ahead of me.
‘Yeah, soon as I get some money. Gotta find a job, not much work up these ways.’
‘Where do you want to go?’
‘Auckland first, then overseas, dance for a living, like Parris Goebel.’
JJ was still in bed reading a book on native birds when we got back. I searched through the cardboard box where we kept the food.
‘There’s fucking nothing here,’ I moaned.
‘We need to go into town,’ JJ mumbled from the top bunk.
‘How are we supposed to get there?’
‘I can drive yous,’ Hope said.
‘You got a car?’
‘Yeah,’ Hope said. ‘It’s a bit fucked but.’
We followed the dirt road out of the valley. JJ had stayed behind, said it was to guard the money, but I reckon he wanted to jack off and be miserable.


It seemed warmer once we escaped the shadows of the hills. The car’s best days were long behind it. It looked like Hope had driven that Mazda into a wall at speed. Duct tape held one of the headlights in. There was no panelling on the insides of the doors, and it smelled like someone had taken a piss in the back seat. She drove that wreck like her hair was on fire, her eyes fixed on the road, taking the corners fast, the wheels sliding, sending stones flying up behind us.
‘What do you do up here?’ I asked, trying to take my mind off dying in a car crash.
‘Hang out with the cousins. We get drunk, have a blaze, dance. They stay over the hill there.’ She pointed towards the horizon. ‘Was at school, but that’s finished now.’
A rabbit ran out onto the middle of the road, saw the car, and darted back into the bushes. Hope swerved at it but missed.
‘Fucking rabbits,’ she said beeping the horn. ‘Heaps of those bastards round here.’
‘Poor thing,’ I said.
‘Nah fuck them, they eat all the veggies.’
‘They’re cute though.’
‘Fuck rabbits,’ she muttered under her breath.
The town was just two streets, a takeaway, a Four Square and a medical centre. But after a week in the village it felt like a metropolis. At the Four Square I dropped a hundy on food.
‘Fuck, you’re rich as,’ Hope said at the checkout.
‘You want some chocolate?’
‘Mum’s healthy, we never get treats.’
‘I don’t care.’
She smiled at me and ran off to the lolly aisle.
‘Is there anywhere to use the Internet in town?’ I asked the tired-looking woman at the checkout.


‘Yeah, outside the library,’ she said, handing me my shopping in a box.
A handful of locals sat out front of the small prefab building, silently staring into their phones. There was a noticeboard with a flyer for a missing cat and a homemade poster for Zumba classes. Hope ate her chocolate and chatted to a couple of teenagers. I tried to order a new passport but kept receiving messages from the city.
Where the fuck are you, Monday? The cops came by my house looking for you.
You still coming to Thailand?
Hey Monday, hope you’re doing good, just letting you know we’d quite like our money back xox.
I had forgotten how hard the forms were to fill out. It was even worse on my phone.
It started raining and everyone slowly left. I huddled in the doorway trying to find a good photo to use.
‘We should go, eh,’ Hope said.
‘Give me a minute.’
‘The car doesn’t have headlights.’
I sent off the application and we got up and ran through the rain.
Bullshit and exaggerations
I didn’t have any interest in going to the local pub, but Tahi insisted, said things like, ‘Can’t sit on your ass in this dump all day’ and ‘Come meet some of the locals’ and ‘First animal into space? That’s right, a fucking dog!’
It sat on a featureless hill between town and the village – an old two-storey building with flaking white paint and a neon Lion Red sign that never lit up. You couldn’t miss it, perched high above the road, an assortment of utes, trucks and dented station wagons waiting patiently in the parking lot for their owners to come stumbling out and drive home drunk.
If there had been music playing it would have stopped when we walked in. But the only sound was a blowfly buzzing.
There was a table of young guys with muddy boots and filthy Swanndris. They sat there eyeballing us. I was about to tell them to fuck off when someone yelled out.
‘Tahi!’
I turned and saw a woman behind the bar, so short only her head stuck over the top, levitating without a body.
‘Liz. How are you, love?’ Tahi said, walking over and giving the woman a kiss on the cheek.
‘I heard about the pig.’ The woman had a mess of curly black hair framing her giant smile.
‘Yeah, it snuck out alright,’ he said smiling, his handsome face wrinkling up.
‘Escaped they reckon.’
‘Yep, moves fast for a fatso.’
‘I heard it ran up and down the road for hours.’
‘Timmy’s a real bastard, that’s the truth.’
‘Smart as seven-year-olds, pigs.’
‘Well, we caught him in the end. Seven-year-olds are still pretty stupid.’
‘Good, fucking swine, take over the village if you let them.’
‘Wouldn’t surprise me.’
Tahi pulled out a bag of weed and handed it to Liz.
‘Thanks doll,’ she said, placing three pints on the bar.


We took a seat by the pool table. The beer was awful. A couple of guys Tahi’s age were playing pool.
‘What happened to ya face?’ one of them asked.
‘Car crash,’ I said.
‘Always wear ya seatbelt,’ he replied.
‘Steady on, Chris,’ Tahi said.
‘Sorry bro, just fucking around eh.’ He took his shot, missed and then turned back to face us.
‘I heard your pig got out.’
‘Yep,’ Tahi said.
‘Old Darren was saying it was laughing the whole time.’
‘Yep.’
‘What a cheeky cunt.’
We finished our beers and Tahi sent JJ up to get more.
‘Look at him,’ he said, staring fondly at his son talking to Liz behind the bar, the pink JanSport on his back. ‘Good to get him out of the house, eh. Ever since his mother died, he’s become a recluse.’
‘I thought he used to get in trouble.’
Tahi shook his head and laughed to himself. ‘Yeah, there was that. He had a phase, fell in with some dickheads, so we sent him down to the city.’ He nodded towards the group of young guys we passed coming in, drinking and harassing anyone who walked by. ‘Didn’t want him to end up like that lot, but he got locked up anyway.’
Tahi sighed. ‘They reckon he’s got PTSD or something.’ He looked off at nothing for a bit. ‘Anyway,’ he said, slapping the table, the life returning to his eyes. ‘That’s enough of that.’
As it grew late the table filled with empty pint glasses, bullshit and exaggerations. The two guys playing pool joined us. Turned out one of them was Tahi’s cousin from the next village over.
Everyone was sloppy drunk, talking over each other.
‘I got busted with two pounds of dope, got off though,’ Tahi’s cousin slurred.
‘How’d you do that?’ I asked.
‘Lying.’
Me and JJ laughed, the booze had washed our memories clean of the city.
‘You met the Vampires yet?’ Tahi’s cousin asked, his face suddenly serious.
‘What you mean?’ I asked, refilling my glass from a jug of Lion Red.
Before he could answer, Tahi interrupted. ‘You fellas need to think about making your village self-sufficient,’ he said, banging his pint glass on the table, spilling beer everywhere.
Everyone stopped talking and looked at Tahi, eyes glazed, mouths hanging open. ‘Huh?’ Tahi’s cousin said.
‘You been spending too much time with that German fella, wassis name, Wolfgang,’ the other guy said, giving Tahi a friendly slap on the back.
We drove home late, Tahi behind the wheel, only the headlights keeping the night at bay.
‘Who’s Wolfgang?’ I asked.
‘This German fella, into his communism,’ Tahi said with that deep concentration drunk people have when they’re driving.
‘Is he a vampire?’
Tahi looked at me and then shook his head. ‘Nah, girl.’
JJ was passed out in the back seat clutching the backpack, snoring quietly.
As we came over the hill and started down into the valley, I looked towards the cliff rising up above the village. At the top, amongst the trees and rocks, were lights, peering out like eyes watching.
‘What’s that up there?’ I asked.
‘We’re here,’ Tahi said, ignoring me, as we pulled up to the shack.
The last time I saw Dad
‘By the time I’m 21 I want to get off the bongs, just smoke blunts,’ Hope said.
We were on the riverbank passing a pink plastic bong back and forth, the water racing beneath our feet.
‘Quit bongs and move into the city, eh,’ she repeated solemnly, staring at the water.
‘Won’t you miss your family?’
‘Yeah, but they can visit.’ She emptied out the ash and repacked it. ‘What’s your whānau like?’
‘My Mum’s sick, she’s in a home for old people even though she’s still young.’
‘What about ya Dad?’
‘He’s dead. He was a fighter like me.’
‘You miss him?’
I watched the leaves on the trees across the river dancing with the wind. ‘Yeah, I do,’ I said, surprised at the sincerity in my voice.
I don’t know if I told you, Eddy, but Dad killed himself. Guess I wanted to spare you that. He’d been drinking like a lunatic. Apparently suicide’s a side effect of being a pisshead. He always liked a few bottles of idiot juice after work. But when you disappeared, it became his second job. We tried to get him to stop.


Well I did. Mum barely left the house.
I even went up to the pub in Mount Albert shops, and yelled at Dad, right in front of all his drinking buddies. I felt like a hypocrite but I had to do something, right? It didn’t matter anyway. Dad never was one for listening, even before that poison ate his brain. So, I had to let him go, like a piece of paper caught in the wind. When the phone call came that he was dead, there was some relief in those tears, for real.
It’s almost been six years, and I feel like I know him better now than I ever did when he was still around. It was way easier to judge him back then, when I was young enough to believe anyone knew what the fuck they were doing. I would turn up to the house so hungover I couldn’t think and hate him for drinking. I would shake my head at reports that he beat up some idiot and then get in a fight on the way home from work. But when people die they stop making new mistakes and you can start forgiving them for the old ones. So much easier to figure someone out when they’re standing still in your memories.
Once the drinking got real bad, Dad stopped coming to my fights. He’d still train me occasionally and I’d tell him about my scraps when I came over and cooked for Mum. If he wasn’t at the pub, he’d be at the dinner table surrounded by empty beer bottles, his face all red and bloated. I doubt you would have recognised him by the end, Eddy. But he still had that crazy energy I loved, laughing without warning, banging one of his giant fists on the table.
We’d take turns keeping an eye on Mum along with Aunty Sarah. She could still dress and wash herself but that was about it. But Dad, he kept his bravado to the bitter end.
‘She’s alright,’ he’d say, smiling his big broken-toothed grin, whenever I expressed concern. But sometimes when he didn’t know I was watching, I’d catch him looking at her with his bloodshot eyes. The last time I saw Dad he was just heading out. It was the eight-year anniversary of you leaving us. I’d turned up with a couple of Countdown bags of food for Mum.
‘Where you off to?’ I asked.
He was standing on the footpath in his work clothes, scuffed-up steel caps and filthy blue overalls.
‘Just off to the pub, love.’
‘You don’t want dinner?’ I asked, holding up the bags.
‘Nah, getting too fat as it is,’ he smiled, rubbing his beer gut. We stood on the footpath in silence for a bit. I was never good at talking to Dad unless it was about fighting. It always seemed like he had something more pressing on his mind.
‘Well, I guess I’ll start cooking then.’
‘OK, love.’
I started walking into the house.
‘Hey–’ Dad said.
I stopped and turned to face him. He had a strange look on his face, like he was trying to lift something heavy with his thoughts.
‘Yeah?’
He looked at me for a long time, then smiled and shook his head.
‘Nah, it’s ok,’ he said. ‘Have a good night, eh.’
He turned and walked down the street and off the ends of the earth.
Return of the big chicken
‘That big chicken’s back,’ I said, staring out the mud-streaked window into the backyard.
‘It’s a rooster,’ JJ said from the top bunk.
‘Well, whatever it is, it’s down by the washing line.’


‘What’s it doing?’
‘Just watching me, fuck, I need to piss too.’
‘I wouldn’t go out there.’
‘I reckon I could fuck it up.’
‘Hmm maybe, it might get the better of you.’
The chicken didn’t seem to belong to anyone. There’d been a number of run-ins with it already. It liked to wait down by the long drop and come running out screaming while you were on the toilet. Scared me half to death the first time it happened. I didn’t realise they got so big. Stupid animal. Hope offered to shoot it for us, but that seemed a bit much. Although I came closer to accepting her offer every day.
I heeded JJ’s warning, pissing around the side of the house, before checking the letter box. I was daydreaming about how good Hope could be if she trained properly. She was just as fast as Clare but had a proper work ethic. Most mornings she’d turn up banging on the door. We’d go for runs up and down the dirt road, past the yellow house, the old post office, up Phone Hill where the pine forest started like a wall of green protecting us from our pasts. We’d stand up there panting and looking down over the valley, watching the river, always running from something.
The letter box was empty. It was the start of July, a month until Thailand. I started getting a tight feeling in my gut. If I missed that trip Shaun would cut me off for sure. As it was I didn’t know how he’d react when I turned up. I went for a run trying to push it all out of my head.


I was down by the river stretching out my hamstrings. Further up and fenced in, a bunch of cows stood in the river, pissing and shitting.
‘Monday.’
I turned and saw Frances and Aroha walking towards me, Tupac waddling along behind.
‘Kia ora,’ Frances said, her arms filled with greenery, her long white hair hanging down to her waist. Aroha stood behind her Mum holding a smaller bunch of flowers, staring up at me. I came out of the lunge I was holding.
‘What yous up to?’ I said, shaking out my legs.
‘We’re having some drinks at the old post office tonight. You should come dance.’
‘Cool, I’ll drag lazy boy along,’ I said, pointing at the shack.
‘Ka pai. We’re off to the post office now, to try and make it look less like a dump.’
‘Sounds good,’ I said, going into the splits. Frances walked off with Tupac. I looked up and saw Aroha standing there staring at me.
‘You’re not going anywhere,’ she said before turning and walking off.
‘What?’ I stood up. ‘Hey Aroha, what did you say?’
But she ignored me and kept walking.
The Vampires
It was dark when me and JJ turned up at the old post office. That place had seen better days, Eddy. To be honest, it was falling to pieces, but you could see it was nice once. A rotting deck ran around most of the building. Someone had installed some French doors that opened onto the road. Inside, ferns sat in bottles and jars all around the room.
‘There they are!’ Tahi said, walking over and hugging me and JJ. Badger the goat stood next to him, his one eye watching me.
‘Come get a drink.’
He led us into the kitchen where a dozen or so bottles rested in a big tub of ice. Hope was making sandwiches and dumping them on white plastic platters.
‘Sup, Monday?’ she said, smiling like her Dad.
‘Let me take your bag,’ Tahi said, reaching out for the backpack. Without thinking I whacked his hand away. He took a step back.
‘Shit, sorry,’ I said. ‘It’s a bit of a security blanket.’
Tahi and Hope gave me a weird look. I picked out a beer. A bald man with a long messy beard was hunched over the tub. He looked up and I saw he had a rash covering most of his face.
‘This is old Wolfgang,’ Tahi said. ‘The German genius.’
The bald man stood up and shook my hand. His clothes were tattered and covered in paint.
‘Wolfgang, this is Monday.’
‘I’m not German,’ Wolfgang said in a thick accent. ‘You’re in the shack?’
‘Yeah, just for a little while.’
‘Say to me if you want help to fix that place up.’
‘Thanks.’ I grabbed another beer out of the ice, thinking, Not a fucking chance, mate.
I met Wolfgang’s partner, Violet, over by the stereo. She was DJing, playing a mix of classics and weird ambient music. When she wasn’t changing songs she spent the night recording sounds and conversations on a little grey machine she held in front of her as she walked around the room. Hope danced and snuck beers, being as subtle as a punch in the face. JJ sat in the corner smoking and talking to a couple of guys who lived down the road. Even though it took me an hour to convince him to come, he seemed to be enjoying himself. He made sense in that place, where time moved slow and nobody gave a fuck about anything except what they loved.
‘The farmers aren’t coming?’ I asked Frances.
She laughed. ‘They’re not too popular with this crowd.’
‘How come?’
‘Their cattle pollute the water for one thing,’ she said. ‘And they keep trying to buy up land and turn this place into a fucking campground.’
I tried to imagine what kind of tourists would want to come here.
‘What’s up with them anyway?’ I asked. ‘They seem like an out-of-it couple.’
Frances poured herself another glass of home brew into a coffee cup that had Best Dad Ever written on it. ‘Well Gabrielle, the wife, she’s from farming royalty. Her family own most of the farmland in this part of the country,’ she paused as a Bruce Springsteen song came on the stereo. ‘Oh, I like this one.’
‘What about the dude, what’s his name?’
‘Barry? He’s the idiot son from the second-richest family round here. It was like the combining of two empires. But Gabrielle’s family hates Barry, so they gave them the plot here, rather than the better land over the hill.’
‘Poor Barry.’
‘Fuck Barry!’ Frances laughed.
I found a seat in the corner of the post office and sat drinking the malty beer, watching the room sway back and forth. Suddenly I was surrounded by a handful of kids, all with cropped blond hair and filthy faces.


‘Gis a sip,’ the youngest said, trying to snatch the bottle out of my hand.
‘Piss off,’ I said.
‘Fucking hold out,’ the kid muttered.
‘You live in the shack, eh?’ a thin girl of about 10 asked.
‘Yeah.’
‘We’re your fucking neighbours,’ she said and all the kids cracked up laughing, pointing at me. I knew the place they were talking about. A falling-down house, surrounded by acres of mud and broken-down cars.
The family was known as the Websters. I could see their parents standing by a trestle table covered in sandwiches. The dad looked like a drug-fucked Jesus and the mum reminded me of a pug dog.
‘Lock your doors, townie,’ the girl screamed, and the gang ran off, disappearing among the adults on the dance floor.
As it grew late, the room filled with the earthy smell of bush weed. Wolfgang got New Year’s wasted, yelling to no one in particular about politics. He kept scratching his rash with a plastic fork, and then waving it around in the air as he ranted. ‘Cities are designed to distract you with the lights, then you work, and work is death.’
Tahi tried to calm him down and they got into a heated debate. I went into the kitchen. Aroha was standing over the tub. All the ice had melted, and she was dropping empty bottles into the dirty water.
‘Hey Aroha,’ I said, getting no response. ‘What are you doing?’
She continued lifting the bottles and dropping them.
Splash.
‘What did you say about me leaving before?’
Splash.
‘Hey!’ I said, clapping my hands in front of her face.
She finally looked up at me.


‘You’re stuck here,’ she said, and then the night was ripped open by a roar.
That’s when I first saw the Vampires, Eddy.
I ran out onto the deck. Lights cut through the night, coming out of the sky, stars crashing into earth. They hit the dirt road and car after car sped past us. I caught glimpses of the people inside, distorted faces with wild eyes staring out at us, baring their fangs. Then the cars were gone, tail lights disappearing out of the valley. Tahi walked out and stood next to me.
‘Who was that?’ I asked him.
‘That’s fucking Trent and Kahu and them.’ He took a drag of his rollie. ‘Everyone calls ’em the Vampires on account of them not doing a lot of sleeping at night.’
‘They live in the village?’
‘Not really,’ he pointed towards the cliff overlooking us. ‘There’s a plateau behind those trees, a bunch of them stay up there, doing fuck knows what.’
‘Do you have much to do with them?’
‘Nah, sometimes they come down and sell Frances homekill. Got to watch yourself around them, eh.’
We stood in silence for a while, Tahi smoking, me thinking that I had to get the fuck out of that place.
‘Anyway, let’s not worry about those bastards,’ he said, flicking the butt onto the muddy road. ‘You know any good songs?’
‘Nah.’
‘Lot of use you are,’ he laughed, slapping me on the back.


Are you rich?
‘They beat up Kev,’ JJ said, bursting into the shack, red-faced and out of breath.
‘Who did?’
I was trying to open a can of beans with the hunting knife.
‘Those Hastings psychos. I just went and checked my phone. Kev said they turned up at his house.’
The knife and can fell out of my hands at the same time.
‘Does he know where we are?’
‘Nah, I never told him.’
‘Thank fuck,’ I said, taking a deep breath, trying to slow my heart down.
‘Poor Kev,’ JJ said, climbing up onto the top bunk. He looked like he was crying.
‘He’ll be ok.’
A gust of wind blew through the valley knocking loose a piece of the roof.
I hoped Kev was alright. Even though he was kind of pathetic, I liked the guy. We’d spent a lot of time together over the years. Serving beers and complaining about our lives. You really get to know a person when you do something you hate together every day for five years.
Kev was always introducing me to shit as well. Movies, music, podcasts. I remember one he put on during clean-up at the bar one time. It was saying scientists can’t really measure time, that it shifts and warps, that clocks were all shit. I told him to put some fucking music on. But in that village it started to make sense.


The passport people emailed me the day after the party with the exciting news my photo had been rejected. I had to bribe Hope with the promise of fish and chips to drive me back into town. I spent the trip gripping the door handle as the car slid around the corners.
We sat out front of the library eating hot chips. It was cold. I pulled my hood over my head and tightened the drawstrings.
Some local kids rode their bikes back and forth on the empty streets, laughing and yelling at each other.
‘Are you rich, G?’ Hope asked, making me laugh.
‘Why do you keep asking me that? Do I look rich?’ I said, dipping a chip in the puddle of tomato sauce.
‘Nah, not really, but you always have money.’
‘I got some savings.’
‘True.’
A boy stacked it on his bike and lay on the ground groaning. The others rode over and stood in a circle looking down at him.
‘Should we go help?’ I asked.
‘Nah, he’s all good.’
Just then the boy stood up and laughed and everyone joined in.
‘See?’ Hope said, dead serious. ‘People are tough up here.’
Haunted
The shack was empty when I got back. The last couple of days, Wolfgang had been taking JJ out wandering through the forest, looking at birds. JJ’d come home, smiling and going on about tūī and kererū. I’d never seen him like that before, except when he was talking about ghosts.


Unfortunately, he was talking about them less. I’d much rather hear about ghosts than fucking birds. But at least he wasn’t lying on that bunk bed feeling sorry for himself all day.
In all that quiet I found myself visiting those weeks after you vanished, Eddy. I’d done a pretty good job fighting, drinking and fucking for the last 15 years, just to not think of that time. But here all I had was my thoughts, pulling me back to that November.
Everyone but me gave up on finding you. The cops first, then Mum and Aunty Sarah. And lastly Dad. That’s when I started talking to you properly. I had no one else. Teuila was always there for me, but end of the day, she had her own life filled with problems to deal with.
Even the school counsellor didn’t want to talk to me any more. He was pissed cos I threw a box of tissues at him for suggesting Mum and Dad were bad parents. But despite that I took his advice and started a proper conversation with you, Eddy.
The first couple of times I felt stupid. The words sounded rehearsed and cheesy.
But soon I was out most nights, aimlessly walking the city, talking out loud to you. I didn’t give a fuck who thought I was crazy. I told you about the shoes at the beach, the list me and Dad made, and the fake funeral. And you listened. The more I talked to you the more you were there, in my mind. It was like I was feeding the memory of you with my words, and you came alive. Being haunted by someone you miss isn’t so bad. At least that’s what I thought back then.


Who’s Jason?
Aside from thinking about you, my main distraction was running and training with Hope. I could feel my technique slipping. I needed to work on my striking, so we made a punching bag out of an old sack that I filled with sand from the river and hung on a tree. I started teaching Hope how to kick properly.
‘When you throw a kick, you bring your leg up and then pivot. That’s how you get that snap. Lift the leg up and pivot. Do it again, and again, and again. Keep doing it until it starts to feel natural. You want power but you also got to have speed. Power’s no good if you’re slow as fuck. Someone will see it coming, step aside and clock you as you spin around.’
I’d spend hours down there and it didn’t take long for me to kick holes in the sack, the sand scratching up my shins.
‘You go hard,’ Hope laughed.
I was standing with my hands on my knees catching my breath, blood on my legs. I went and stood in the river.
‘Get out of there, G!’ she yelled. ‘It’s gross!’ I ignored her and felt the water cool the cuts on my legs.
The next day me and Hope went for our run. We saw Barry in the field behind Tahi’s place. He was standing by the bonnet of a black Jeep with a couple of men in shirts and ties. It looked like they had a map, Barry on his tiptoes in his stupid gumboots. He quickly rolled up whatever they were looking at when he saw us, the two men staring like fuckwits. ‘What’re they doing?’ I asked Hope, gasping for breath as we climbed Phone Hill.


‘That’s not their land,’ she replied, spitting on the ground.
The grazes from the punch bag had gotten worse. They were red and swollen, and each time my shoes hit the dirt, pain shot up my legs. High above the village, I sat next to Hope, scrolling through my old life. Teuila was married, her loser husband smiling with all his clean-cut mates. I doubt a single one of them had been punched in the face. Made me sick. And Teuila, she looked so pretty, she’d found a way to escape the past that didn’t involve violence or brain damage. The messages from her kept coming.
Monday, the cops came by again. Where the fuck are you?
I can’t believe you missed my wedding.
I relented and wrote, Up north sorry. Will explain soon love you.
At some point she saw the message, but she never replied.
Hope was on her phone, playing some horrible rap song and laughing at the screen.
‘Look at this!’ she yelled, shoving the phone in my face. On the screen two teenagers were beating the piss out of each other in the middle of a suburban street.
‘They can’t fight for shit,’ I said, pushing her hand away.
A new message from Romeo popped up. It was longer than the dozen or so he’d sent previously.
Hey Monday, how are you? Things are good here. Sylvester has found a new Korean restaurant he’s obsessed with and makes us eat at every night. Frank has been busy at the salon and Pickles has a new haircut which is getting a lot of attention. The only dark cloud over all this is our money. We’d quite like it back. In fact, even though Frank wants us to kill you, I convinced her if we got the money back that we’d let you live. We caught up
with your mate Kevin. He was quite helpful in his way. Anyway, hope you’re doing good wherever you are and that we hear from you soon. Love Romeo and Pickles.
That’s when I knew we were fucked. Romeo always got real friendly when he was about to commit some awful act of violence.
Give me, ‘I’m gonna fucking kill you!’ any day.
I thought about the glee on his face, back on that New Year’s night when he tasered those dickheads in the bar. Could that really only be seven months ago? Felt like a decade had passed. I smiled thinking how bad I thought my life was then. Imagine if I hadn’t punched that guy, Eddy, I’d have never connected with Romeo. I probably wouldn’t be sitting on top of this hill reading polite death threats with my legs rotting off.
I put my phone away and looked out across the valley towards the plateau. Through the trees I could just make out what looked like an old bus, a couple of caravans, and behind that a shipping container.
I looked around for a better vantage point. But Phone Hill was featureless apart from its connection with the outside world. I kept watching, hoping to see the Vampires, but the place was eerily still compared to the village. Even the trees seemed to be holding their breath. Then I saw something yellow, a rain jacket? A teenager in a rain jacket, and it looked like they were waving at us.
‘Who’s that?’ I asked Hope.
She looked over her phone and her face dropped.
‘That’s Jason,’ she said, her voice losing all its enthusiasm.
‘Who’s Jason?’
Hope went back to staring at the screen. ‘Jason’s Jason.’
‘Does he live up there too?’
‘Yep.’ She got up suddenly. ‘Let’s go,’ she snapped and started running down the hill. I looked back at the boy but he was gone.
July 11th
‘Wake up, birthday girl!’
I opened my eyes. JJ, Tahi and Hope were standing around my bed, grinning like idiots.
‘Get up, Ao, we made you breakfast at our place!’ Hope yelled, pulling the blankets back. Everyone screwed up their faces when they saw the wounds on my legs.
‘Jesus, girl!’ Tahi said. ‘You need to get that looked at.’
‘Yuck,’ said Hope, throwing the blankets back over my aching limbs.
‘Alright ya fuckers, gimme a minute.’
I stood up, trying not to show how much it hurt.
We ate pancakes with golden syrup and drank black coffee out of plastic mugs. Frances gave me a few bottles of home brew as a present.
‘I remember being 30,’ she said, handing me the bottles, her face softening. ‘I’d just met Tahi, on the horticulture course at Northtec.’
‘Should thank my caseworker for making me enrol,’ Tahi laughed.
‘I got you a present too,’ Hope said, running out of the room, Tupac giving chase. She returned with a piece of cardboard clutched to her chest.
‘OK, so it’s from me and Aroha.’ Aroha gave me a serious nod. ‘It’s not real flash or nothing but–’ Hope turned the cardboard around, beaming. In big red glitter letters, it said ‘Happy Birthday Monday’ surrounded by hearts and weed leaves.


‘I love it,’ I said, wincing as I stood up to get a closer look. ‘What’s that in the corner?’ I pointed to a small pencil drawing of a dog baring its teeth.
‘Aroha did that. She said it’s Tupac protecting you from evil.’
‘Oh cool, I’ll hang it up in the shack,’ I said, looking at Aroha who was staring at me intently.
‘What’re you going to do with your birthday?’ Tahi asked. I sat down again, relieved to take the weight off my legs.
‘I don’t know.’
‘You should come birdwatching with me and Wolfgang,’ JJ said.
‘Fuck off,’ I replied, refilling my cup with coffee. ‘I can’t think of anything worse.’
‘Do you think that’s a pipiwharauroa?’ JJ said, pointing at a small green bird perched on a branch above the track.
‘I don’t care.’
I was leaning up against a tree, trying to work out how he’d tricked me into coming on this never-ending walk.
‘You don’t see the beauty in this bird?’ Wolfgang asked in his annoying accent.
‘How the fuck did you go from writing about ghosts all day to this?’ I asked, ignoring Wolfgang.
‘I know, it’s buzzy,’ JJ said. ‘Yo, is that a black shag?’
‘I think so,’ Wolfgang replied.
‘Fuck me,’ I groaned.
After half an hour of trudging through the bush listening to JJ and Wolfgang guess the names of birds, I took off home.
‘Come back, Monday! There’s a couple of kōkako around here.’
‘Whatever!’ I yelled over my shoulder. We’d followed the road at the end of the village. It stopped at a chain-link gate we had to climb over into a small field that we crossed before entering the bush.
Despite myself I’d enjoyed the walk initially but now I was limping out of the bush. My Asics sank into the muddy track. Kauri trees reached up towards the afternoon sun, ferns peeked out from around their trunks. I could just hear JJ and Wolfgang talking. Then they were gone and the forest became quiet.
I found myself thinking about JJ’s stories. One of them had really stuck with me. It was a few days before my birthday. We were collecting pine cones from the pine forest south of Phone Hill.
‘What ghost story freaks you out the most?’ I asked.
We stepped over a fence lying lifeless among the trees. Below the pines, a rusted-out tractor sat in a field along with a couple of sheep skeletons. The further you got from the village, the more everything was decaying.
I was carrying a hessian sack filled with pine cones, the JanSport on my back. JJ was up on a bank throwing pine cones down to me.
‘There was one down by Bluff, in the 80s,’ his voice became clear, like he was giving a lecture. ‘This young couple had just bought a house out along the cliffs. They were from Dunedin originally but had left after they’d lost their daughter. A drowning. This was a new start for them. They got the house cheap cos it was rundown so they’re staying busy fixing it up. But the wife wasn’t doing good. She’d brought all her dead daughter’s things with them and set them up around the house.
‘One morning they come down and someone’s written this weird poem in the wet plaster on the wall. Can’t remember exactly what, something about travelling into the sky. Anyway, they plaster over it and everything’s fine, they figure it’s a practical joke.


‘But the husband is getting a bit worried about his wife. She talks about her daughter as though she’s still alive. She’s set up her room in the new house. Cos it’s the 80s no one’s going to see a shrink or anything.
‘A week later the poem’s back in exactly the same space, but this time the plaster is dry. There’s photos – I’ll show you when we get back to the shack. So, they paint over it and for a while, they don’t think about it. But then things get even stranger. The wife, she begins sleepwalking, but has no history of it. At first, she just gets in and out of bed. But soon she’s walking further and further from the house. One night her husband wakes up and she’s gone.
‘So he runs outside, and sees her walking towards the cliffs. He catches up and that’s when he hears that she’s saying something. He listens to her, and he freaks out. Under her breath she’s muttering the poem. That day they sit around trying to work out what to do. By evening they decide they’re leaving in the morning to go stay with family in Mosgiel. They pack up all their shit and go to sleep. But when the husband wakes up, she’s gone, vanished.’
‘They never found her?’ I asked, picking up a couple of pine cones and stuffing them in the sack.
‘Nah, people reckon she might have walked off the cliffs in her sleep and drowned. But they never found a body.’
‘That’s fucked!’ I’d said, throwing the sack over my back.
I snapped out of it and started walking quickly towards the doorway of sunlight ahead. Bursting out into the day, I felt relief wash over me. Safe on the road, I turned back and looked at the trees. They stared back at me unblinking.
On that winter afternoon of my birthday everything was still, except for the river. The sun had turned up. I took my sneakers off and walked down the dirt road, feeling the earth on the soles of my feet. Just before the driveway to the shack I saw some of the Webster kids on the side of the road hitting each other with my boxing gloves.
‘Hey! What are you little fuckers doing with my shit!’ I yelled.
They all stopped and looked at me, cheeky grins on their food-caked faces. The oldest one, a chubby girl who looked about 12, stepped forward.
‘It’s your birthday,’ she said, like it was a threat. ‘We saw the cake.’
‘How old are you?’ one of the boys with my boxing gloves asked. He had no shirt on and a big scar down the middle of his chest.
‘Thirty,’ I said, walking towards them. I reached out and tried to grab the kid with the scar but he ducked out of the way.
‘Too old to catch me,’ he giggled, running back towards their house.
The others turned and followed him.
I gave chase but my legs were too fucked to catch them.
They ran behind a fence made from driftwood and old car parts and threw the gloves back over onto the road.
‘Happy birthday, ya old asshole,’ one of them yelled.
They all ran laughing into their house.
That night I lay in bed eating birthday cake and drinking home brew. JJ was doing poor imitations of bird calls.
‘That sounds like a dog throwing up,’ I said.
‘Well, it’s not easy,’ JJ said, defensive.
In the distance I heard a low rumbling sound. It grew louder. ‘What the fuck is that?’ I said, sitting up.
‘It’s the Vampires,’ JJ said. ‘Off on a hunt.’
The noise grew louder until the cars shot past. One two three four five. Each one shaking the shack.
‘Fucking a bit over the top, eh,’ I said when the last car passed.
‘Get used to it,’ JJ said. ‘They head out a few times a week.’


I lay there for a bit, listening to the sound of the last car disappearing.
‘What are they hunting?’ I asked.
But JJ was already asleep.
He was a good fucking kid
I never knew they had funerals without a body. I guess it was everyone’s way of putting a full stop on things. Maybe Mum and Dad hoped that life would go back to some kind of normal afterwards. But time isn’t like that though, is it, Eddy? It only goes in one direction.
Mum had given me 50 bucks to go buy something to wear. I spent the money on piss and borrowed a black dress off Teuila. She had heaps of nice church clothes. Me and her never really talked about faith or religion. I always imagined God was like the judges they have at the district courts, looking down at all us fuck-ups, frustrated and disapproving. Maybe Mum or Dad used to know God as kids or something. Cos somehow your funeral ended up at the Mount Albert Presbyterian Church, Eddy.
The family all sat up front. Aunty Sarah who was already drunk and then me in the thick black dress and then Mum with her zombie eyes and then Dad bursting out of the suit he’d bought in the 80s. The priest said all his God shit in front of the empty coffin. Zoning out, I thought about you, lost on the street. Or did you know exactly where you were going? Or did someone take you somewhere? Everyone stood up at the same time and started singing. Not really singing. More like mumbling a tune. I got up and tried to join in but Aunty Sarah didn’t have the piece of paper with the photo of you and the song lyrics.
After the song finished, everyone sat down again with a collective groan. For a minute nothing happened. I looked around and saw that Dad’s Dad was slowly walking up the aisle to the front of the church. When he reached the lectern, he looked around at the crowd and nodded his head, breathing hard.
‘Look there’s nothing I can say that’s going to make this hurt any less. But look around. This church is full of people, full of love for that boy. I for one take some comfort that such a short life could touch so many people.’ He turned his head away from the mic and burped loudly. ‘Excuse me, too many refreshments. Anyway he was a good fucking kid.’ Grandad scanned the audience again and then made his way back to his seat.
After that it was my turn. I’d been trying to get out of it all week but Dad convinced me.
‘Ya fucking getting up there and saying something nice about ya dead brother.’
You were officially dead but I didn’t believe it.
But anyway, there I was, standing in front of everyone next to the empty coffin.
‘I’m not good at this, eh,’ as though that wasn’t fucking obvious. ‘I always said I’d protect you, Eddy. But I couldn’t. And ummm,’ I felt my chin shaking. ‘Fuck,’ I swiped the tears away from my eyes. ‘If, umm, if I find out who took you, I’m going to kill them.’


Some people gasped and others nodded their approval. A couple of Dad’s workmates stood up and clapped.
Dad and the guys from the gym carried the empty coffin out to the hearse. The procession of cars formed a traffic jam of motorbikes and dented shit heaps.
At the big cemetery out in Glen Eden, they lowered the coffin into a hole in the ground.
‘You’ll have to come out here to visit him,’ the priest said to me.
I tried to smile and then walked off. I never went back again. You weren’t there. Just an expensive wooden box and a piece of stone with your name on it.
The wake was at our place. Grandad kept doing speeches. Each one a bit less coherent than the last, ‘Death, eh, comes for everyone doesn’t it? Don’t fucking tell me to sit down. Just cos I’m old don’t mean I won’t kick ya fucking ass.’
I went to get something to eat and found Aunty Sarah in the kitchen, flirting with one of Dad’s boxing students. Mike, I think his name was, a tall light heavyweight, wasn’t much older than me. She had him pressed up against the wall jabbing her finger into his chest. ‘He was a good kid, the best. You’re quite muscular, aren’t you?’
I grabbed a bottle of rum and went and found Teuila sitting between Mum and Grandad.
‘Let’s go for a walk,’ I said flashing her the bottle from under my jumper.


We made our way down New North Road towards the shops.
‘This sucks,’ I said, passing Teuila the bottle. She nodded, taking a swig. I caught sight of us in a shop window. Even though we were dressed the same, Teuila looked stylish and cool in her black dress. I looked like I was playing at fancy dress, which I guess I was in a way.
We ended up drinking on the steps at Lopdell House. Inside, an acting class was running around the room, yelling at each other. My mouth was sticky from rum.
‘This is so weird,’ I said. ‘He might not even be dead.’
‘I thought they said he was?’
‘They’re just saying that. No one knows.’
Inside, the actors made a loud wooing sound.
‘Actors are buzzy people,’ Teuila said, looking in at the class.
‘I’m not going to give up,’ I said more to myself than Teuila.
‘Say what?’
‘I’m going to learn to fight. Like Dad. And no one is going to take anything from me again.’
Calm down
The lakes were only 10 minutes off the main road, but you’d never know they were there unless someone told you. You took a sharp right if you were heading to town, no signpost or nothing. Then you drove down the kind of road you see in horror films right before everyone starts getting murdered. The narrow road was about 70 per cent potholes. Pine trees blocked out the sky on both sides. We raced along in Wolfgang’s ancient four-wheel drive. I was up front listening to him going on about collective farms in Europe. Wolfgang’s wife Violet and JJ were in the back seat, JJ eating chips, spilling them every time we hit another pothole. Just when I was about to make Wolfgang let me out and walk home, we came to a clearing. Down a steep hill were the two lakes, the dark blue water separated by a thin strip of sand. Pine trees surrounded the edges, a ring of jagged shadows pointing inward on the water to where the sun cut through.
‘Are you going to get in?’ JJ asked, sitting against a tree still eating chips, the backpack beside him. I was in my togs by the water’s edge, hugging myself. A cold wind was blowing across the lakes. Wolfgang and Violet were out in the middle of the nearest lake where it was sunny.
‘I don’t know,’ I said, dipping my toe into the freezing water.
You always loved swimming. We’d go down the Tepid Baths, me, you and Mum. She’d hang out with you in the kids pool while I did laps in the adult one. That’s back when I played soccer. I was always trying to get faster, wanted to score a goal when Dad was watching. You’d splash around with Mum, laughing. Were you always laughing? Or is that just how I remember you? What difference does it make now, I suppose.
Wolfgang and Violet swam back in.
‘It is not so bad,’ Wolfgang said, grabbing a towel, water running off his thin hairy body.
‘Once you get into the middle it’s nice,’ Violet said, her matchstick arms and legs shaking as she dried herself with a giant orange beach towel.
‘OK, I’m doing it!’ I yelled, throwing myself into the water. It was like ice. I felt my limbs tense as I went under. I came up and swam towards the centre of the lake. The water felt nice on the wounds on my legs.
Violet was right. Once I escaped the shadows it started to warm up.
I treaded water and looked back towards the shore. Violet had got out her recording machine and was wandering around pointing it at trees. I looked towards the opposite shore. Black clouds were rolling in. I lay on my back for a while watching them spread over the blue sky, like blood over lino.
It started to rain as I walked in. I was still a ways out when I saw Wolfgang pick up the backpack. I couldn’t see JJ anywhere. I started to run but the water was up to my waist. Wolfgang was carrying the bag towards the car looking down at it, no doubt surprised by its weight.
‘Hey!’ I yelled ‘Wolfgang!’
He stopped and looked at me as I came crashing out of the water. I ran up to him and ripped the bag out of his hands.
‘Calm down,’ he said, throwing his hands in the air. ‘I was just saving this from the rain.’
I didn’t say anything, just walked over to my shit and got dressed. Wolfgang stood by his truck staring at me. When JJ appeared out of the forest, he looked around sensing something had happened.
‘What’s going on?’ he asked.
‘Where were you?’ I hissed.
‘I just went to take a piss.’
‘Take the fucking backpack with you next time,’ I said, shoving it into his hands.
We drove back in silence, the windscreen awash with rain. I sat in the back with JJ. Violet listened to her recordings on headphones, nodding her head and smiling every so often. I could feel Wolfgang watching me in the rear-view mirror. When we got back to the village I grabbed the backpack and got out without saying anything and walked towards the shack.
‘Yo,’ JJ said, running up behind me as Wolfgang drove away.
‘What the fuck,’ I said, holding the backpack under my jacket so it wouldn’t get wet.
‘Sorry, I just forgot.’
‘Yeah well–’ Out of the corner of my eye I saw someone walking up the driveway.
‘Who the fuck’s that?’
Me and JJ watched as a tall stocky white dude walked towards us.
‘That’s Trent,’ JJ hissed.
He was wearing a leather jacket that looked like it’d been run over a few times, a beanie pulled tight over his massive head, his ugly face covered in a ginger beard.
‘Hey,’ he said, holding up a tattooed hand.
‘What do you want, Trent?’ JJ asked.
‘Just looking for the boy. You seen him?’
‘Nah, we’ve been at the lakes.’
Trent stood there staring at me with his black eyes.
‘We good?’ JJ asked.
Trent raised his eyebrows, turned and walked down our property towards the river.
‘Where’s he going?’ I asked.
JJ started pushing through the blackberries over the driveway.
‘There’s a path up to the plateau across a ford in the river,’ he said, kicking his leg free from the thorns.


Over the edge
‘You coming to the hui?’ Frances asked.
It was mid-July, cold and pissing with rain. Frances stood in the middle of the shack, her wet hair dripping over the muddy floor. A piece of the roof had fallen off. Water was pouring in, collecting in a yellow bucket we had to empty every half hour.
‘What’s it about?’ I said through gritted teeth, rubbing tea tree oil on my cuts. Pus was forming at the edges.
‘About the village, plans for the future.’
‘My plan is to get out of here,’ I said.
Frances’ face dropped a little.
‘No offence,’ I added quickly.
‘All good,’ she said, turning to leave.
JJ got to his feet, giving me a push.
‘Don’t be a dick, Monday. We’ll come,’ he said.
‘Well fuck, if lazy boy is going to leave the house–’
‘Stop calling me that,’ he moaned.
The meeting was in the old post office. I walked over with Frances. JJ said he’d meet us there. ‘Backpack,’ I mouthed at him as we left.
Frances walked slowly, taking everything in.
‘You not enjoying yourself?’ she asked as we made our way up the road.
‘It’s not that, just got to be somewhere in a few weeks.’
‘Why did you come here?’ she asked.
‘Long story.’
Frances stopped and ripped some tall green weeds out of the side of the road.
‘What do you know about the people who live up there?’ I asked, pointing at the cliff.
She turned and looked, screwing her face up.


‘I don’t know,’ she said, sounding sad. ‘I think it was a commune at one point, then they started smoking meth and things went south.’
‘How many people live up there?’ I asked. I’d always been intrigued by people that live on the edge of society. You met plenty of them fighting. But not as extreme as the Vampires. It sounded like they’d seen the edge and run straight off it.
‘Hard to say. People come and go. Maybe a dozen adults and some kids.’
‘I want to go have a look.’
Frances grabbed my arm hard.
‘Don’t,’ she said.
‘Ok, calm down,’ I said, pushing her hand away.
People were filing into the old post office: Tahi and the kids, Wolfgang and Violet – the old German giving me the evils – the Webster family with their army of lunatic children. Frances stood up the front, Aroha hugging her legs.
‘Is everyone here?’ she asked. ‘Ok, well let’s get started then. So as you know–’
The doors flew open and the farmer lady marched in, the wolfhound Atlas by her side. She was followed by Barry and his decrepit sheepdog.
‘Oh, hey guys,’ Frances said.
The red-headed woman took a seat in the front row. Barry tried to sit next to her but Atlas barked at him and he moved a couple of seats down with his dog. It looked even worse than last time I saw it, like it might die any second. It couldn’t walk in a straight line and most of the fur had fallen out from its hindquarters.
‘Ok cool,’ Frances said, clapping her hands together, making Barry’s dog jump. ‘So today we want to make a decision on what to do with the public land.’


Everyone shuffled in their seats.
‘Our proposal is to turn it into shared gardens. We know the soil is clean and the surrounding area has yielded good crops.’
The red-headed woman muttered something under her breath.
‘What’s that, Gabrielle?’ Frances asked her, polite but aggressive. The red-headed woman stood up.
‘We feel that the land would be better served as a campground. Do you know how much money we’d stand to make if we had tourists coming here?’
Everyone started talking at once.
Frances raised her hand in the air. ‘Let her speak,’ she said and the room quieted down.
‘Let’s just say it’s a lot.’ She turned around and faced the room. ‘Don’t you wanna be rich?’
Everyone lost their shit at the same time. Tahi cracked up, shaking his head. Wolfgang jumped to his feet. ‘You and your snivelling husband have already fucked this river!’ he yelled.
‘Wolfgang, shut up,’ Frances said, holding her hands out.
‘Well, if you’re not willing to work with us we have other means. We’ve already been to the council to see if we can take ownership of the land.’
Then Frances lost her cool and started yelling. Wolfgang stormed out kicking over a chair. Hope was laughing and giving the farmers the fingers. In the middle of the chaos Barry’s dog pissed on the floor.
‘For fuck’s sake, Barry!’ Gabrielle snapped at her husband.


A dozen tiny mouths screaming
JJ snuck off early the next morning to watch birds with his new best friend Wolfgang. I checked the letter box 100 times and then sat around drinking the birthday home brew, stressing out about Thailand. I was relieved when Tahi turned up with Badger the goat.
Tahi sat down and pulled a plastic bread bag filled with small muddy carrots out of his jacket pocket. ‘Can’t leave him outside,’ he said, scratching the goat behind the ear. ‘He’d get lonely and smash the door in. Where’s the boy?’ he asked, feeding a carrot to the goat.
‘Off birdwatching.’
‘His mother was into that,’ Tahi said, pulling out another carrot. ‘Not really my cup of tea though, eh.’ The goat snatched the carrot out of his hands. ‘Speaking of which, you got any coffee?’
After Badger finished the carrots, Tahi took me to see the common land causing all the conflict. My legs were aching so we walked slowly. Just past his house we stopped in front of the field where I’d seen Barry and his mates with the map. Tahi rolled a joint while he explained the land’s history.
It’d been a sports ground once. A rusted shed sat in one corner. Someone had spray painted Fuck Pigs on the side. The land had always belonged to the village, Tahi said, but in the 70s the timber mill had shut down, and everyone who could, left. But house prices in Auckland and people’s obsession with going off the grid had seen a resurgence of villagers. Tahi reckoned there was 40-odd people living in the area now.
‘Does that include them?’ I asked, looking towards the cliff rising above the village.
‘Doubt it, can’t imagine they fill out the census.’


Tahi talked fast as he walked around the field telling me his plans.
‘So, we’re going to build a bunch of glasshouses along here and get an irrigation system for this part. Be able to produce all our own kai.’
‘Sounds like a lot of work.’
Tahi nodded. ‘Ae, but it’s important. Gonna try and make the village self-sufficient.’
‘Why though?’ I asked.
Tahi started to speak and then stopped and looked at me.
‘After the boy left, me and Hope went and stayed in Whangārei. Needed to find work and get away for a bit, eh. That’s where I met Frances. Got a shitty job, fell in love, and it was all good for a bit. But I felt empty after a while, working day and night, and for what?’
‘Money?’
‘Yeah, well, I thought I should just come home and change this place. Try and be a good influence around here. The gardens will bring everyone together,’ Tahi said, looking around at the land.
‘Won’t all this be expensive?’ I asked.
Tahi gave me a sly smile. ‘There’s a reason everyone here’s so good at gardening, eh.’
That night we dragged logs up from the river and lit a giant fire in Tahi’s backyard. JJ turned up with Wolfgang and Violet. We drank and smoked and talked shit, only pausing to throw more wood into the flames. Wolfgang was cold towards me at first, but the fire and the piss warmed him up. Frances arrived late carrying a box of kūmara. She wrapped them in tin foil and chucked them into the fire. Slowly all the animals wandered over – Timmy the pig, Badger, the horses and the bald duck. Tupac sat at Tahi’s feet, the flames turning his glassy eyes red.
We talked about plans for the village, the farmers and their campsite.


‘Who the fuck would want to camp here?’ Tahi laughed, the fire casting shadows across his face. ‘It’s like the fucking Hills Have Eyes.’
I must have been pissed cos I started telling them about you, Eddy. How you vanished all those years ago and nothing has been the same since. How I’m always looking for you. How every time I meet a man the age you’d be now, I ask myself, Is this you? How the only time I’m not thinking about you is when I’m wasted or fighting. I didn’t realise what I was saying until Tahi put his hand on my back. I looked up. Everyone, even the animals, was staring at me. They expected me to cry, to burst into tears, to fall to pieces. But instead I got up and went inside to take a piss. I looked in the mirror and there was Dad looking back at me, nodding his head. We don’t cry in our family, not even about you.
Later, when everyone else crashed out, me and Frances sat round the fire as it burnt low, drinking the last of the beer and eating the kūmara.
‘Why you really here?’ she asked. ‘All you do is talk about leaving.’
I was too drunk to think of a good lie.
‘Some shit went down in the city,’ I said. ‘Me and JJ, we can’t go back.’
Frances nodded as though she heard this kind of thing every day.
‘People only live in this place if they’re born here or running from something,’ she said, staring at what was left of the fire.
‘What are you running from?’ I asked.
‘Family shit, I guess. I was pregnant with Aroha, life was getting heavy over in Whangārei.’
We sat in silence for a bit. The fire crackled quietly to itself. A couple of gunshots echoed across the valley. Frances looked up.
‘Old Kahu and Trent and that out hunting. How you think JJ’s doing away from mahi?’ she asked, staring into the fire.
She had a long nose like Mum. Like I might have had if I didn’t get punched in the face all the time.
‘Seems happier here in some ways.’
Frances nodded again.
‘That’s good. Tahi worries about him, thinking about the dead all day. I don’t know if JJ told you, but his Mum had cancer. It was a long death. A lot of pain.’
She lit a joint, took a drag and then breathed out a sweet-smelling cloud. ‘Well, you’re welcome up here, long as you want,’ she said.
I pulled the leg of my jeans up slowly. The cuts were red with a ring of yellow around them. In the fire light they looked like a dozen tiny mouths screaming.
‘Shit, that doesn’t look good,’ Frances shook her head.
That night the Vampires came back from the hunt, engines screaming as they flew past the hut. Their headlights smashed in through the holes in the wall, setting the place on fire. Then it was dark again, the sounds of the cars disappearing over the hill.
‘You hear that?’ I whispered. But JJ had passed out. So, I lay there, thinking about the dead.
You talk too much
The pain woke me up early. Everything smelled of smoke from the night before. One of the weatherboards had come loose, banging against the side of the shack in the wind. I lay in bed listening to it, working up the courage to put weight on my legs.


The sun was just coming up over the top of the valley as I limped into the backyard. It was misty, the grass wet with dew. It felt nice on my legs as I walked to the long drop and took a piss looking out across the backyard. Long grass and shrubs led down to the river, the sunlight slowly spreading across the grass. We’re city people, me and you, but I could still appreciate that view.
Next to the long drop was a barrel overflowing with rainwater. I filled an ice-cream tub, pouring it over the wounds on my legs. I started limping back when something flew out of the long grass.
The chicken spread its wings wide and ran at me screaming. I spun around and kicked it good. The pain was unbearable. I fell backwards. The animal rolled over, then got back to its feet and ran at me again. I looked around for something to hit the fucker with but couldn’t see nothing. Just as it reached me I covered my face and heard a loud whack.
When I pulled my hands away, a boy was standing over me wearing a tattered yellow raincoat, holding a large stick. The boy who’d been watching me from the plateau.
He can’t have been older than 16, but he had a seriousness about him, moving his weight back and forth on his heels as he watched me.
‘You ok?’ he asked, his voice soft and deep.
‘Yeah, I’m good.’ I slowly pulled myself back to my feet. ‘Fucking hell. You want a coffee?’ I asked.
We drank our coffees in silence. My legs were burning. The boy held his cup with both hands, drinking slowly, his left leg bouncing up and down.
‘Why you up so early?’ I asked.
He looked around the room as if searching for an excuse amongst all the mess.
‘Ummm, just walking, eh,’ he said, a guilty look on his face.


‘You think the chicken’s dead?’
‘Nah, it’s strong as.’
JJ groaned from the top bunk. ‘Who you talking to?’ He poked his head over the edge of the bunk. The boy got a fright and spilled coffee on his jeans.
‘This is–’ I waved my hand in front of the boy.
‘Jason,’ he said quietly.
‘Jason saved me from that chicken.’
JJ dropped down from the bunk.
‘I know Jason,’ JJ rubbed his face. ‘And it’s a rooster, you ignoramus.’
‘You want some coffee?’
‘Yeah, go on.’
I could tell Jason was trying to think of an excuse to leave.
‘So, you’re from up there?’ I asked him.
He looked out the door towards the cliff and nodded slowly.
‘What’s it like?’
He looked back at me and shrugged. He had a massive hickey on his neck.
‘Fuck, it’s like talking to you when you’re stoned,’ I said to JJ.
‘You talk too much, Monday, that’s all.’
‘There he goes,’ Jason said. The chicken walked down towards the river. It turned and gave us a mean look. ‘He’ll be back,’ he added matter-of-factly.
Poor Fat Bruce
Jason ended up staying all morning, talking to JJ about birds. It was like the whole village was obsessed with them.
‘Nah bro, that’s a saddleback,’ JJ said.


‘Really?’
‘Yeah, look at the orange bit.’
‘True, true.’
Later that night when the fire was roaring, I asked JJ about Jason.
He shrugged. ‘He’s a cool kid.’
When I pressed him for more detail, he thought for a minute. ‘He’s kind of a genius,’ JJ said, smiling like this was just occurring to him as he said it. ‘Picks up shit like that,’ he clicked his fingers. Then he was quiet again for a while, staring into the fire.
‘Being smart without opportunity is fucking cruel though,’ he added, and I wondered if he wasn’t referring to himself.
I left JJ and Jason talking about birdlife. Limped towards Phone Hill, pain shooting up both legs. The air smelled of animal shit and burnt wood. A couple of cows stood in the middle of the road, watching me as I walked past. Maybe it was the pain or too much coffee, but I saw something sinister in those watery brown eyes.
Halfway up I had to sit down. I pulled up the legs of my jeans and looked at the wounds. They were a mess. And I know what you’re thinking, Eddy, go to a doctor. But I hate them, I always have. They couldn’t fix Mum, made her worse if anything. Gave her all those drugs after you disappeared, then when she got addicted, they took them away. When her mind turned to shit, they just threw their hands up. Left us to deal with it. Heartless motherfuckers.
Dad never went to a doctor in his life. I remember when Fat Bruce and Lucky jumped him outside the piss shop, split his face open. Dad just came home and put a half-empty packet of frozen peas on the wound.
‘You should go to the bloody hospital,’ Aunty Sarah told him, a soggy rollie on her red lips.


‘What they gonna do?’ Dad said from behind the bag of Wattie’s.
‘At least you were ugly to begin with,’ Aunty Sarah laughed, we all laughed, even Dad, which made his face start bleeding again.
‘Don’t get blood in the peas, love,’ Mum said, still giggling. ‘We got to eat them for dinner.’
He never did go to the hospital, walked around with half his face hanging open. He’d come home from work and get me to clean it with Dettol, put new plasters on it, and go down the pub. Poor Fat Bruce, Dad was after him for weeks and when he finally got his revenge he was so happy. Came home and woke us all up yelling about it.
Down on the road, Hope was practising her dance moves, her limbs moving in time with music, with the river. Jason walked out of the shack and over to her. The two teenagers looked around quickly and then started kissing. I laughed, then felt bad for watching and forced myself up the hill.
Death threat, boss – Little Steven, email from the gym, death threat, email from the passport people.
They’d issued my passport, it’d be with me in five-to-ten working days. It was the 16th of July, which meant I had three weeks until Thailand. I was going to be able to leave this fucking village, this fucking country, all these fucking ghosts. I’d have money, I’d be able to train and fight in Thailand. I walked as quickly as I could down the hill. Ten working days. Even if it was the weekend now, that wasn’t long. I was thinking about the first thing I’d do when I escaped the village when I bumped into the farmer Gabrielle, staring at the two cows standing in the middle of the road.
She was wearing a tight-fitting puffer jacket and jeans that looked like they’d been ironed, her giant dog by her side. She didn’t notice me until her dog started growling.
‘Oh hello,’ she said. ‘You’re one of the townies, aren’t you?’
‘Yeah, I’m staying in Tahi’s old place.’
She looked at my face and tilted her head. ‘Were you in a car accident?’ she asked.
‘No, I’m a fighter.’
‘How peculiar.’ She turned back to the cows. ‘What do you think of this?’
‘I don’t like animals much.’
‘I think this just shows that these people can’t look after this place.’
I shook my head and started shuffling away.
‘Where do you stand on the whole common land debacle?’ she called after me.
‘I don’t give a fuck,’ I said, still walking off. ‘I’m out of here in five-to-ten working days.’
Good-looking friends
The helicopter had been circling the village for almost an hour. I stood out in the field behind the shack watching. It came in so low I could make out the pilot staring at me. I gave him the fingers and limped over to Tahi’s place.
He was sitting at the kitchen table with Hope, a giant pile of weed in the middle.
‘The pigs are flying around out there,’ I said, pointing at the ceiling.
‘Yep,’ said Tahi, grinning. Both him and Hope were clipping buds with nail scissors, the blades rounding them into perfect nuggets. ‘They’re up there looking for these plants.’


‘Dickheads are too late,’ Hope said, examining one of the buds and then stuffing it into a plastic bag. I took a seat at the table.
‘What’s all this?’ I asked, picking up a handful of weed and dropping it back into the pile.
‘Bagging the last of the smoke, gonna head into town, sell it, and get stuff for the gardens,’ Tahi said, sealing one of the bags and dropping it in a pile on the ground.
Frances came storming out of her room and threw the front door open.
‘Shut the fuck up! I’m trying to meditate!’ she screamed at the helicopter. She turned and faced us. ‘Monday, how are your legs?’
‘Fucked.’
She walked over to the cupboard and pulled down a jar of green paste.
‘Rub some of this on them,’ she said, handing it to me.
‘What is it?’
‘Some rongoā I made up.’
Frances and I sat out on the deck drinking coffee, Tupac curled up next to us.
‘What a waste of time,’ Frances said, looking up at the helicopter still circling above us.
‘Aren’t you worried they’ll send cars?’ I asked.
‘Nah, we’d know them bastards are coming,’ she said, scratching the dog on its back. ‘Old Liz from the pub would give us a call.’
‘Where do you grow it?’
‘Way up in the bush.’ Frances nodded towards the east of the village where we went birdwatching on my birthday. ‘It’s conservation land – they’d have a hard time proving whose plants they are.’
The helicopter came in low again, making Tupac stand up and bark. Frances rubbed the dog’s head. ‘It’s alright, boy,’ she said. ‘The plan’s to get the garden going. Then once weed’s legal, we’ll start growing it out in the open. Make some real money, set this place up proper.’
‘I thought Tahi wanted to turn it into a communal garden, live off the land?’
Frances let out a long sigh.
‘Yeah, well, he can do that too. He’s a dreamer. I love him for it, but no one’s going to mistake that man for practical.’
‘I guess not,’ I laughed.
‘Him and Wolfgang got all these lofty ideas, building some kind of utopia, but if you don’t have money, you’re powerless, even out here.’
‘True that,’ I said, tightening the straps on my backpack.
Back at the shack I opened the ointment and sniffed it. The smell was sharp and hurt the inside of my nose. I threw it into the corner of the room and lay down on the bunk. JJ was off birdwatching and my legs hurt too bad to run. There were no distractions. I listened to the helicopter do one last loop before slowly fading into the distance. I kept thinking about a text Aunty Sarah had sent me the day before. She said a handsome man with a little dog had come by the house looking for me.
Invited him in for a drink but he said he couldn’t stay.
Didn’t know you had such good-looking friends.
I kept wracking my brains to think if there was any way the Hastings brothers could find out where we were.
And even though I was 99 per cent sure there wasn’t, I was still sick with anxiety. I wanted to get out of that fucking village, leave all that worry behind me.


A hole deep enough to bury a cat
On a freezing July morning most of the village gathered on the common land. Frances had set up a working bee to get shit started on the gardens. She had this incredible way of getting you to do something before you realised you didn’t want to do it. There was me and JJ shivering and cursing, Jason and Hope over by the shed, smiling at each other. Wolfgang reversed his ute up onto the field, the back filled with tools.
‘Alright, let us get this garden off the ground,’ he said, slapping the bonnet, his rash looking particularly raw in the morning light.
JJ rolled his eyes and grabbed a shovel, walking slowly across the field, dragging it behind him. ‘Ay, pick up the spade!’ Frances yelled after him.
I grabbed some kind of garden tool and joined the others. I don’t know what consistency soil’s meant to be but the ground was like rock. After a couple of hours we’d only dug a hole deep enough to bury a cat. We took a break and filled our stomachs with coffee, sitting up in the back of the ute.
‘This sucks,’ I said. ‘Maybe we should just turn it into a campground.’
JJ cracked up. Everyone else stared at me.
‘Tough crowd, eh?’ I said, getting another laugh out of JJ.
Wolfgang turned to Tahi. ‘Is there something wrong with her brain?’ he asked, pointing a finger at his head, making Tahi smile.
We worked all day in that field. The sun was just starting to set when a beat-up station wagon flew around the corner, skidding to a stop on the field. This woman jumped out, wild eyes, clothes splattered with paint or blood. She marched over to where Jason and Hope were giggling and whispering to each other, matted hair flying out behind her. Jason saw her first and took a step back.


‘Come here, boy!’ she yelled, still walking towards him.
Frances and Tahi were jogging over from the other side of the field. Jason shot Hope a look and then walked slowly towards the woman. She grabbed him by his arm and started dragging him towards the car.
‘Hey Kahu, calm down!’ Frances yelled.
‘Keep the fuck out of this,’ she snapped.
‘For God’s sake, he’s just helping with this garden.’
Tahi put his hand on her shoulder.
‘Come on, Kahu, we like having him around,’ he said.
‘He’s got work to do, been sneaking down here all the time.’
They got in the car, reversed out of the field and sped off back up towards the plateau.
Everyone stood around, feeling shitty.
‘Come on, let’s get back to it eh,’ Frances said after a bit.
It was dark when we headed back to the village, the sky filthy with stars. I never got used to looking up and seeing those lights amongst all that nothing. Hope was at the back of the group. I waited for her to catch up. Her eyes were red.
‘You ok?’
‘Yep,’ she said, sniffling.
‘I know you like him,’ I kicked a stone hard down the road.
‘Whatever.’
‘He seems cool.’
We walked along for a bit not saying nothing. Smoke was rising out of the chimneys. Up on the hill the yellow house was lit up like a supermarket. I thought about how freezing the shack was going to be.
‘Wanna go into town?’ I asked.
‘Can’t, car’s rooted.’
‘What’s wrong with it?’


‘Needs a new battery.’
‘I’ll buy you one.’
She looked up at me. ‘You sure you’re not rich?’
I don’t know how much a car battery costs, I still can’t even drive. Back at the shack I put my hand in the backpack and grabbed a bunch of notes, stuffing them in my pockets. When I came out, Hope was staring up at the plateau.
‘You ever been up there?’ I asked.
‘Yeah, couple of times,’ she said, still staring at the cliff face.
‘What’s it like?’
‘Shit, don’t even know how they live like that.’
‘Like what?’
‘It’s gross up there, worse than the pig pen.’
‘Do your parents know about you and Jason?’
Hope turned to face me, her eyes burning. ‘Why you being so nosey?’ She started walking off.
I tried to go after her but my legs were too fucked. ‘Hope!’ I yelled. ‘Come back!’
She kept walking.
‘Don’t you want the money?’
She slowly turned and walked back to where I was standing.
‘How much is the battery?’
‘The bro in town said it was two hundred.’
I pulled a handful of cash out my pocket and counted out two hundred dollars. I handed it to Hope, her mouth hanging open.
‘Yo! I knew you was rich!’
‘Shh,’ I said, smiling.
Hope hugged me and took the money.
‘Got to go!’ she yelled, running off down the road towards her place.


What constitutes a working day?
Everyone went hard on the gardens the next few days. Even JJ got into it, putting on the old pair of gumboots Tahi gave him and stumbling off each morning. I stayed in bed, only getting up to check if the passport had arrived. I’d caught a virus and I kept the red bucket by the bed to puke in, letting the rain turn the dirt floor to mud. I’d make JJ empty it when he came home covered in soil.
‘You need to go to the hospital,’ he said one night.
I was soaked in sweat, breathing fast. ‘I will, I just need to wait for the passport.’
‘That could take forever.’
‘Five-to-ten working days,’ I croaked. ‘And it’s already been six. I think.’
‘What constitutes a working day?’ JJ asked, staring into the fire.
The next morning, I was feeling a little better. I managed to get out of bed and hobble up to the garden. I was blown away how far it’d come. They’d started fencing off the field and most of the ground had been dug up.
‘Far out,’ I said, leaning on JJ for support.
‘You look like shit,’ Tahi said, feeling my forehead. ‘You’re burning up.’
‘You had those cuts seen to?’ Frances asked, sounding frustrated.
‘Not yet, I’m fine.’
Tahi looked concerned.
‘Anyway it looks great up here,’ I said, and then everything went black.











PART III








 
Susan, you big bitch
There was something sticking into my arm. It took all my strength to lift it to eye level. A needle dug into my skin just above my elbow, a tube running off it. I followed it with my eyes and saw a bag filled with clear liquid hanging above my head. I’m in a hospital, I thought, which means I’m in Auckland. I freaked out and tried to get out of bed but the pain in my legs was intense.
‘Hello?’ I croaked. ‘Nurse? Doctor? Anyone?’
I heard footsteps and then the door swung open.
‘You’re not dead after all.’ A short woman in a nurse’s uniform stood in the doorway holding a phone. ‘Doctor Pearson said you would probably die.’ She looked at her screen. ‘But he’s been wrong before,’ she said, texting. ‘Usually the other way though.’
She walked into the room, shoes slapping against the lino, and stopped at the bed, pulling back the sheet so she could look at my legs. They were bandaged but damp, kind of squishy. ‘Oh dear.’
She was probably my age, I guess. She had fat cheeks and a lazy mouth that hung in a permanent frown. Her hair was like straw, which made me dislike her for some reason.
‘Any luck, you’ll keep the legs.’ She looked at them again. ‘Yep, they’re proper fucked.’
Every time I swallowed it felt like someone was pouring boiling coffee down my throat.
‘Can I have some water?’ I asked.
‘There’s a jug right there,’ she said, pointing to a bedside table. ‘Is it empty? Bloody Susan.’
She grabbed the jug. ‘Susan, you big bitch!’ she screamed, storming out of the room, taking the jug with her.
It wasn’t easy, but I managed to lean over and pull the curtains back. Instead of looking down onto Grafton Road I was in the town outside the village. The medical centre was bigger than I’d thought. Across the road was the library. A couple of teenagers sat out front on their phones. I leaned back in bed and sighed with relief. I might be about to have both legs cut off but at least the fucking Hastings brothers weren’t going to burst through the door.
I pulled out my phone. I tried to take my mind off Thailand and got onto the hospital Internet. It was slow as fuck but better than up Phone Hill. I was hoping Teuila would have messaged me back, but there was nothing. I went and looked at photos of her honeymoon. They were in Bali, swimming and drinking, her stupid husband pulling the same dumb face in every photo.
‘Fuck you,’ I hissed at the screen, then realised there was someone else in the room.
‘I’m Doctor Pearson.’ A tall skinny man in a white coat was standing at the foot of my bed looking at me solemnly. ‘How do you feel?’
He was too young to be a doctor. He looked like he could have been mates with Hope. Under the white coat was a loud Hawaiian shirt. His hair was slicked back and greasy.
‘Not great.’
‘Well, you’ve got sepsis. It’s pretty serious, but you should be ok.’ He scratched the back of his head and then examined his fingers.
‘The nurse said I’d be lucky to keep the legs.’
His face dropped. ‘Oh God, she wasn’t meant to tell you that.’ He lifted the sheet with his thumb and forefinger. ‘I mean your legs are a mess, but you’ll get to keep them.’
He looked round the room and then shrugged. ‘I’m hungry,’ he said and walked out.
I lay in bed staring out the window, watching the clouds float past. I knew I had to get the fuck out of there, but how would I make it back to the village? There was an old piece-of-shit TV stuck to the wall, but no remote. Looking at my phone was just making me depressed, seeing all those photos of people from my gym training and Teuila living out her middle-class fantasies. I lay back, drifting into an uneasy sleep. I dreamed of swimming in the lakes while the Hastings brothers waited on the shore.
‘How many working days have I been here?’
The nurse screwed up her face. She was wiping gunk off my legs. ‘What do you mean?’ she said.
‘Like how many weekdays?’
‘I don’t know.’ She sounded annoyed by my question.
‘Is there a remote for that TV?’
‘Nah, someone pinched it.’ She finished up with my legs and covered them. ‘Doesn’t work anyway.’ She threw the dirty cloth into the bin on her trolley. ‘How did you do this?’ she asked.
‘Kicking a bag of sand.’
‘Ahh,’ she said knowingly. ‘Thought you had a meth vibe about you.’
The next day they got me out of bed to see if I could walk. Doctor Pearson and the nurse helped me stand up.
‘Try putting your weight on your feet,’ the doctor said. I slowly stood on the cold floor.
‘How’s that?’ he asked.
‘Good, I think.’ It hurt like fuck but I wanted them to let me out of there.
‘Try walking by yourself.’
Doctor Pearson and the nurse let go of my arms. I took a few steps. It was sore, but not unbearable. I turned around and started walking back towards my bed and fell on my face.


The doctor and nurse looked down at me.
‘Do you think we need to increase the antibiotics?’ the nurse said.
‘Yeah, and give her some pain relief.’
Thank the opioid Jesus for morphine. It made everything seem manageable: the money, the passport, that my blood had turned against me, and there was a family of lunatics out to kill me. Every time I heard those problems mumbling in the wilderness of my brain, I just pushed down on the button next to my bed and vaporised them.
At one point my phone started ringing. It had been so long since I’d had reception, it gave me a fright. I slowly held the screen up to my face and almost dropped the phone. The name Romeo took up the screen. I sent the call to voicemail and stuffed it under the bed and went back to floating in a warm morphine tide.
What are you doing here?
Frances burst into the ward, carrying a huge bunch of wild flowers. JJ followed, filling the room with that familiar stink of weed and supermarket deodorant.
‘Hey Monday,’ Frances said, dumping the flowers on the bedside table and leaning in to hug me.
‘You look way less like shit,’ JJ said, looking around the cramped hospital room.
‘It’s been fucking mad since you left.’ Frances pulled up a chair and leaned forward on the bed. ‘The bloody farmers are carrying on about the gardens, which are looking great by the way.
JJ has really taken to it. Gabrielle has brought in the council about the land and–’
I grabbed Frances by the arm, making her pull back with fright. ‘Get me out of here,’ I slurred.
‘Ummm, I think you’re still pretty sick, Monday,’ she said, regaining her composure.
‘I don’t give a fuck, I need to go.’
She looked at JJ.
‘Why don’t you stay here a few more days and then we’ll come get you.’
‘Please,’ I said, angry at myself for being pathetic.
‘We brought you a treat,’ JJ said, holding up a box of Roses chocolates. I lay back down and pressed the morphine button.
After they left I ate all the chocolates. I don’t even like chocolate, Eddy. But there wasn’t anything else to do. I decided I’d have to escape. I needed to get ready for Thailand. I couldn’t stay in the fucking village forever waiting for the idiot brothers to find me. I lay there until the nurse turned off the light in my room and I couldn’t hear any more footsteps, and then I lay there a bit longer. I took one last hit of morphine before ripping the needle out of my arm. I’m good with pain, both flavours, emotional and physical. I knew I could handle what was about to happen when my feet hit the ground. Still it took a few deep breaths before I threw my legs over the bed. ‘Motherfucker!’ I hissed, stumbling over to the cupboard where my clothes were.
I’d imagined I’d have to knock out the doctor and steal his coat to escape. But the woman at reception didn’t even look up from her phone. Once I started walking, I had to keep the momentum up until I reached another solid object to hold onto. The hospital doors opened and I was free. Well, I was clinging to a lamppost trying to work out which way the village was. I made it to the library and sat down out of breath and went to get my phone. That’s when I realised I’d left it in the fucking hospital.
I pulled myself along the fence line. I couldn’t believe I was doing this walk again. And this time my legs were falling to pieces. But the morphine was doing its job and I’d wasted too much time already. Once I got back to the village I’d grab the money and the passport, get Hope to drive me back to town, and jump on the next bus out of here. I could book a hotel on the bus Wi-Fi and hide out until my flight in a couple of weeks. It’d be just like a movie.
After a couple of hours, a car came up behind me, its headlights lighting up the road. I stuck my thumb out and watched it speed past. Motherfucking piece of shit asshole cocksucking dickhead. I slumped down by the side of the fence. It was freezing. I wished I hadn’t eaten all the chocolates now. That shithole we’d been living in the last few weeks suddenly seemed pretty appealing.
I woke up shaking. It was still dark. I grabbed the fence and pulled myself to my feet. The right side of me was covered in mud. The morphine was gone now, all I had was the pain. I started moving again, throwing one fucked leg after the other. I found a stick and used that for support.
The sun was pushing away the night when I heard a car behind me. Without turning I stuck my thumb out and my whole body flooded with relief when a rust-covered ute pulled over. A skinny kid who looked about 12 stuck his head out the driver’s window.
‘Ya going to the village?’ He had long black hair tied in a top knot. I looked in the car. Next to him was an even younger boy, a fat little thing, holding a chicken.
‘Yes please.’
‘Jump in.’ The kid with the chicken shuffled over on the bench seats and I climbed in.
‘Why you walking? You lost?’ the younger kid asked, his chubby face covered in freckles.
‘Nah, I ran away from the hospital.’
The older kid shot me a look but didn’t say nothing.
We drove in silence for a bit.
‘What you guys doing in the village?’ I asked.
‘Market day,’ the chubby one said.
‘Gonna sell that chicken,’ the older boy added.
When we pulled into the village there were cars everywhere, a bunch of people walking in the middle of the road. The kid pulled the ute over. I thanked him and jumped out. Stalls lined the road, selling clothes, honey, bits of junk. There must have been at least 50 people there, which, after the isolation of the last few weeks, felt crowded. As I limped down the road, people stopped talking and stared at me.
‘Jesus Christ,’ the guy selling the honey said under his breath.
Tahi was up ahead carrying a box of vegetables. When he saw me he dropped it and ran over. ‘What are you doing here?’
‘They discharged me.’
He looked me up and down. ‘I don’t think they should have done that,’ he said.
‘I need to lie down,’ I said, and fell over in the dirt.


Tahi carried me into his house. I lay on the couch while him and Frances started fussing around. ‘Get her tea.’
‘Do you have any arnica?’
‘Where’s that first aid kit?’
JJ sat on the arm of the couch smoking a joint.
‘You want some of this?’ he said, holding it out to me.
I took a hit and started coughing.
‘Bloody hell, she’s fucking choking to death!’ Tahi yelled, running into the room carrying a bottle of Dettol.
‘Nah Dad,’ JJ said. ‘She’s all good.’
Hope walked in.
‘Hey Hope,’ I said, happy to see her.
‘Hey,’ she said, coldly staying on the other side of the room.
Before I could ask her what was up, Frances dropped an envelope on my stomach. ‘This came for you,’ she said.
Screaming
I spent the night on the couch being force-fed broths and tonics until I puked on the floor. ‘OK, let her rest,’ Tahi said, wiping up the vomit with a tea towel.
‘Sorry,’ I croaked.
‘Don’t worry, girl,’ he said, screwing his face up when he got some of the puke on his hand. ‘Not the first time I’ve cleaned up someone else’s sick.’
Hope spent the night in her room, only coming out to grab her dinner before disappearing again.
‘What’s up with her?’ I asked Frances.
She was poking the fire with a long piece of metal.
‘Don’t know, she’s been acting weird the last couple of days.’


An ember flew out and landed on the carpet. Frances stomped on it. ‘Maybe it’s something to do with her and Jason.’
‘You know about that?’
‘I’m not blind,’ she laughed, closing the door on the wood burner.
I looked at the passport again. It felt like possibilities and sunsets. The hard blue cover, those clean pages, the photo of me where I looked like someone who’s been arrested for shoplifting at the two-dollar store.
‘So, you’re leaving soon,’ Frances said.
‘Yeah, tomorrow I reckon.’
‘Where you gonna go?’
‘Thailand.’
The next morning I stood in the shower. The hot water was luxury. It was still early when I limped towards the shack, the village deserted. I felt excited for the first time since the Hastings brothers came into my work way back in May. I thought about the plane, getting to the new gym, showing off my techniques to everyone. One of the windows had fallen out of the shack and lay broken in front of the house. Cardboard was taped over the empty frame.
‘Wake up, lazy boy!’ I yelled, limping in.
JJ groaned as I started making coffee.
‘Why are you up?’ he moaned.
‘Because I’m getting the fuck out of this place.’ The water on the potbelly stove began to heat. ‘You want a coffee?’
‘Nah, I’m going back to sleep.’
‘Hard night jacking off?’
‘Ha ha.’
I went to grab the backpack from under the bed, but there was only a beer bottle and a water-soaked book.
‘Where’d you put the backpack?’ I asked JJ.
‘Nowhere.’


‘What do you mean?’
‘It’s under the bed where it always is.’
I felt my whole body tense. ‘It’s not fucking there.’
JJ sat up and looked down at me.
‘When was the last time you checked it?’
‘Yesterday.’
‘Fuck!’
I threw the entire contents of the shack from one side of the room to the other looking for that pink JanSport. JJ got up and sheepishly kicked a few things around. I ran outside looking up and down the road, as though whoever took it would be standing outside. I hadn’t cried since you disappeared, Eddy, but there were tears running down my face for real. Who would take the money? Who even knew it was there? I’d beaten people, brought those psychos into my life, and let down everyone closest to me – all for that fucking money. And now it was gone!
When I first got to the village I thought it was quiet, after growing up in the lungs of the city. But your ears adjust, same as your eyes in the dark, and you start to hear the music of a place. Dogs, cows, the river, gunshots, laughter, a car struggling to start, someone screaming in pain or joy – all echoing around you. Amongst all that noise the loudest sound was my thoughts. Someone has my money.
JJ came out and stood at the end of the driveway.
‘Monday?’ he said quietly.
I wanted to punch him in the head so bad. How could he be that stupid. Who’d leave all that money in a fucking unlocked shack? I’d given up my whole fucking life for that money, someone was dead because of that money. I spun around, but of course I could never hit JJ. I went back inside and smashed up the bunk beds.
We were sitting in the ruins of the shack. JJ had his head in his hands.
‘When did you leave the money here?’ I said, my voice like broken glass.
‘I don’t know, maybe when me and Wolfgang went looking for kiwis last night.’
‘Did you tell anyone about it?’
‘Nah, of course not.’
Right then the river stopped running and the village was dead silent. I got up and walked outside, down into the long grass behind the shack. The forest watched as I stood there and screamed and screamed and screamed.
He hates money
Morning crawled into the shack. I ignored it and lay in bed plotting. I thought about Wolfgang – had he seen inside the bag? Would he steal off us like that? He always talked about how he didn’t believe in property or ownership. But you can never trust what anyone says, Eddy. Or maybe the Webster kids snuck in and stole it. I should have checked if anything else was missing before I trashed the shack. All I knew was once I found out who’d taken it, I’d fucking kill them.


I lay there until the afternoon, letting the rage build inside me. The mattresses were on the ground, as close to the wetback stove as we dared. I had two weeks to find the money, go back to Auckland, and get on that flight.
‘JJ?’
‘Yeah?’ he answered from his mattress.
‘Get up. We’re making a list.’
JJ sighed. ‘What sort of list?’
‘A list of suss cunts.’
I picked up a piece of paper and a felt tip and thrust it at him.
‘Why do I have to do it?’ he whined.
‘Cos I can’t fucking spell, and this is 95 per cent your fault.’
JJ took the felt tip and put the paper on the ground. At the top he wrote, Who took the money?
‘Ok, first on the list is Wolfgang.’
‘Why would Wolfgang take it? He hates money.’
‘I reckon he saw in the bag at the lake. He’s been acting weird ever since.’
JJ wrote, Wolfgang.
‘And those fucking Webster kids. They stole my shit the other day.’
‘I hate to say this cos I know it’s going to make you do something stupid, but I reckon Trent and that probably took it.’
‘Great point, put those assholes on the list too.’
He wrote down, Trent and that.
‘Who else?’ I said, starting to get excited at the prospect of a good old confrontation.
‘I don’t know, it’s your list.’
‘Just put “miscellaneous thief”.’
Mum used to love TV mysteries. Before we got Aunty Sarah’s TV she’d go over to the neighbours and drink bourbon and watch her stories. Sometimes she’d take us, Eddy. We’d sit on those ugly old couches, in front of their giant TV, while Mum and the neighbours got pissed and smoked ciggies. Sometimes Mum worked out who the murderer was halfway through and ruined it for everyone.
On those shows the heroes walked around accusing people until they found the villain, which sounded like a good plan to me. I got out of bed and grabbed the list.
‘Where you off to?’ JJ asked.
‘Gonna accuse Wolfgang of stealing the money to his rashy face.’
‘Ahh man, don’t do that.’
But I was already limping out the door.
Wolfgang wasn’t home. Violet invited me in. The house smelled like baking. A fire was burning in the living room. Paintings hung all over the walls. I stepped over piles of books as I followed Violet into the house.
‘What are you up to?’ I asked, scanning the room for my backpack.
She stopped at the kitchen table, covered in musical equipment. ‘Playing with the recording from the lake. You want to hear it?’ Violet asked, smiling slightly beneath her mop of black hair.
‘Sure.’ I pulled out a seat. ‘Where’s Wolfgang?’
‘He’s gone into town with Tahi, to get some stuff for the gardens.’
She sat down and opened her laptop and hit the spacebar. It started with the sound of water splashing, then a single note came in followed by a rhythmic thump, like a heartbeat in a different room. Violet made adjustments on the laptop and played some notes on her keyboard. The sound of yelling faded in. It was me yelling at Wolfgang.
‘Hey! Wolfgang!’ ‘Hey! Wolfgang!’ ‘Hey! Wolfgang!’
The words played over and over. I looked at Violet. Was she fucking with me? But she continued to play the keyboard, a look of concentration on her face, until the song faded out, then she turned and smiled at me again.
‘Do you know when Wolfgang will be back?’ I asked.
That night was freezing. Me and JJ sat around the wetback stove drinking Frances’ home brew. We kept the fire roaring, feeding it more wood every time it grew quiet. The cold kept us close to that stove, only leaving to piss. Even the rats were keeping a low profile. The loose bit of plywood had come away altogether. JJ had hammered some plastic over the hole and it kept flapping in the wind. He was wrapped in a duvet, a pink woollen hat with a pompom pulled low on his head.
‘Where did you get the hat?’ I asked.
‘I found it outside the other night.’
‘I’m sorry I yelled at you.’
‘It’s ok,’ JJ said.
I could tell by his voice that he meant it too, which was weird. I’ve never been good at forgiving anyone, even myself.
‘We need to get the money back.’
JJ kept staring at the fire.
‘It must be in the village somewhere.’
‘I think it’s gone,’ JJ said.
‘Nah,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘Fuck that, I’m going to find who’s got it, beat the shit out of them and then–’
The roar of the fire mixed with a louder roar, the shack suddenly lit up by headlights. We went and looked out the front window. Two cars pulled up at Tahi’s place. Kahu got out and marched inside, while the cars sat there, their engines running. She emerged with Frances and Hope.
They went around the back of her car and opened the boot.
‘Am I paranoid or does she keep looking at the shack?’
‘Oh man, what the fuck,’ JJ said, recoiling from the window.


‘She can’t see us, ya coward.’
Frances handed Kahu some money, then her and Hope lifted an animal carcass out of the boot. Kahu shot another look in our direction, then jumped back into the car and the convoy sped off into the hills.
Tragedy small talk
The last time I made a list of suspects was with Dad after you vanished. Me and him got vigilante fever.
Those first few days without you, nothing really happened. The cops said we should stay home in case you turned up.
We all just filled up the lounge crying and staring at the ground. Even Dad seemed to have the fight taken out of him. The house was crowded with cops, Dad’s dodgy mates and Mum’s hippie friends. A real motley crew for sure. Everyone turning up with booze and food. The food left untouched, the booze gone in minutes.
‘How can we help?’
‘Just let us know if we can do anything, eh.’
‘We’re so sorry, so sorry.’
Tragedy small talk. Then after a week or so the house emptied out, and it was just me, Dad and Mum. Except none of us were really there.
No one said as much, but I knew that on some level they blamed me. I was meant to be looking after you. I sure blamed myself. Every time I thought about that night I felt weak with guilt. I so wanted to be a hero again. To get out there and find you. Somehow you’d be safe and I’d bring you home. And we’d all get to be happy again. That’s when I started walking, telling myself I just needed to get out the house. But I was searching for you. I’d start on our block and then walk, not really knowing where I was going. Every house I passed I’d look in, trying to see inside. Make sure you weren’t there. I’d snap out of it and I’d be in the middle of the city or almost in Titirangi. My legs aching and my mouth dry. I’d turn around and make the walk home, thinking Mum and Dad would be worried. But they barely noticed.
It was just before I got sent back to school when the cop came round and told us about the shoes.
‘They were down on Point Chev beach,’ the cop said, holding up a plastic bag with the blue New Balances in them. I knew if he looked, on the inner sole would be your name.
And maybe if that cop hadn’t said what he said next, maybe, just maybe things would have been different.
‘Hard to believe he got all that way by himself.’ Just thinking out loud. But that planted the seed that grew into a thick forest of nightmares and revenge that’d strangle the life out of the next 15 years.
After he left we sat around again but this time the room was noisy. Everyone thinking the same thing, who the fuck was it? Just give me a name. Since one wasn’t forthcoming, me and Dad made a list. Maybe I’d get to be a hero after all.
Dad called it the fuckwit list. Mum didn’t like it though. So we kept it a secret. Me and Dad’s awful handwriting filling the paper with names. But then I found out Dad had been keeping secrets of his own.


After one of my walks looking for you, I got home to find Dad and a couple of his boxing mates in the kitchen. They had Dad’s duffel bag on the table. He zipped it up as soon as I walked in, but I caught the glimpse of a baseball bat.
‘What are yous up to?’ Like I knew, Eddy, but I wanted him to invite me. Surely he knew I was tough. But he didn’t say nothing.
Then Mum came home from her shift. She saw that bag, and that look Dad gets when he’s guilty. She made Dad’s friends leave.
Then they fought all night. No matter how loud I turned up my Walkman I could still hear them.
The next morning the duffel bag was gone. So was our list.
That night Aunty Sarah came over while Mum and Dad were at work. We watched the news but they’d stopped talking about you. When it finished, Aunty Sarah said I had to start letting you go. That life is messy and you can’t try and make sense of every part of it. But I wasn’t really listening. Just watching the ads on TV.
Suspects
I caught up with Wolfgang the next day. He was walking past our place with Jason, carrying a pile of books.
‘Wolfgang!’ I yelled, jogging up to them, though my legs still hurt. They stopped and stared at me.
‘Hey,’ I said when I reached them. ‘You reckon I could talk to ya for a sec?’
Wolfgang shrugged. ‘Sure.’
He turned to Jason. ‘Meet you at the house, eh?’
Jason nodded and started walking off, looking back over his shoulder at me every few steps.
‘So, you know that backpack I had on me at the lakes?’ I said, once Jason was out of earshot.
‘This one you carry with you everywhere?’
‘Yeah, that one. It’s gone.’
Wolfgang stared at me blankly.
‘Do you know where it is?’ I asked.
‘What is in this backpack, Monday?’ Wolfgang asked, shifting the books from one hand to the other.
‘I think you know.’
‘Are you calling me a thief?’
My fists clenched. I felt my face getting hot. ‘Yeah I fucking am.’
Wolfgang looked at me and then cracked up laughing.
‘You are crazy, I knew it all along. I tell Tahi, but he doesn’t listen.’ He started walking off. ‘I don’t have your idiot backpack.’
I considered kicking him in the back but was worried my legs might give out.
‘You did what?’ JJ said, dropping the book he was reading. He was in his deckchair wrapped in a duvet.
‘I confronted him,’ I said, circling Wolfgang’s name on the list.
JJ shook his head. ‘The fuck is wrong with you? Now he’s going to tell everyone.’
‘Not if he’s got the bag.’
‘Why would he take the bag even if he knew what was in it?’
‘I don’t know. Pay for the fucking revolution.’
JJ sunk into his seat, pulling the pink hat over his eyes.
‘You’re going to get us kicked out of here if you keep this shit up.’
‘Yeah, you’re right. I’m sorry,’ I said, thinking about how I needed to break into Wolfgang’s house.


Me and JJ were eating cold baked beans out of cans when Tahi and Frances turned up. They knocked on the door, which was a token gesture at best.
‘You guys ok?’ Tahi asked, looking around at the broken bunk beds and clothing thrown about the cabin.
‘What happened to the fucking beds?’ Frances said.
‘I’ll fix them,’ I said, knowing full well I both could not and would not.
‘Wolfgang came by before, said you’ve been accusing him of stealing?’ she said, glaring at me. So, it wasn’t him, I thought. My mind jumped to the Webster kids and the Vampires. They must have come snooping around when JJ wasn’t here. I remember wishing I had a gun.
‘Monday?’
I snapped out of it. Everyone was staring at me. ‘Yeah sorry, I thought he took it.’
‘What’s in the backpack that’s so important?’ Tahi said. His face had changed, perhaps realising he’d accepted this stranger into his life, and now she’d almost died of blood poisoning and was accusing his mates of stealing.
‘Just some personal stuff,’ I said.
Tahi turned to JJ. ‘E mara! He aha kē tōna mahi?’
JJ shrugged. ‘Ka nui tōna mahi rangirua ētahi wā.’
I picked up the list and crossed Wolfgang’s name off.
‘What’s that nonsense?’ Frances said.
‘List of suspects.’
Frances and Tahi exchanged glances.
‘Don’t worry, you guys aren’t on here,’ I added.


Is he dead?
The little white council car had been driving up and down the road for 20 minutes. Lord knows how you get lost in a one-road village. JJ was watching out the window, a joint burning between his fingers.
‘Do ya reckon this is some kind of intimidation tactic?’ he asked, exhaling. ‘Look he’s coming back again.’
I looked over his shoulder. The car swerved to avoid a chicken on the road, hit a bump and skidded into the ditch.
‘Oh shit,’ JJ mumbled.
The driver tried to turn back but it was too late. In slow motion, the car tipped onto its side, the driver’s door leaning into the ground.
Soon the whole village was gathered around the car.
‘Is he dead?’ someone asked.
‘Not yet,’ said Aroha, pushing her uneven fringe off her face.
Tahi walked over and looked into the car.
‘You’re right girl, he’s alive. You alright mate?’
He pulled the passenger door open and helped the driver climb out. The man from the council stood on the side of the road, pale and shaking. He was short, wearing a blue shirt tucked into ill-fitting black slacks that were pulled up high round his womanly hips. His face looked like mashed potatoes sculpted into a person.
‘Ya car’s stuck,’ Tahi said, in case the man from the council hadn’t noticed.
I heard barking and turned to see the farmers, Barry and Gabrielle, marching down the road towards us, Gabrielle in front with her wolf, Barry and his sick-looking dog sulking along behind.
‘Are you Jonathan?’ Gabrielle called. ‘What on earth happened?’
The man looked relieved and quickly walked towards them.
‘Barry?’ he said, walking past Gabrielle and shaking her surprised husband’s hand.


‘Oh no,’ said Frances, smirking.
‘This is Gabrielle,’ Barry said quickly, ushering him towards his wife, who was glaring at them, her face turning tomato sauce red.
‘Hello, I’m Jonathan from the council.’ He was trying to act normal, but kept swaying like he was pissed.
‘What happened to your car?’ Gabrielle asked.
‘Well, I couldn’t find the place, and there’s no reception and–’ The man from the council paused and put his hand to his stomach then puked all over the ground.
Gabrielle took a few steps back. Barry put his hand on the man’s back.
‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I think I’m in shock.’
Barry’s dog started eating the vomit.
‘Get out of it!’ Barry yelled, kicking the dog with his fancy gumboots.
The guy from the council puked again, all down Barry’s pants.
‘Aren’t any of you going to help him?!’ Gabrielle yelled at us.
Everyone just stared as they walked the man from the council up to their house.
‘He’s here about the bloody gardens, isn’t he?’ Frances said after they left.
I could feel Wolfgang staring at me. I wanted to punch him in his gross face.
Tahi knelt down next to Aroha. ‘Is he the one you were talking about?’ he asked.
She shook her head. ‘There’s two of them,’ she said, holding eye contact with her Dad.
‘What’s she talking about?’ I asked Tahi.
‘She said someone was coming. Someone bad,’ he said stroking his daughter’s hair.
‘Very bad,’ Aroha said. ‘Very bad.’


‘Let’s get his car out of this ditch,’ Tahi said. ‘You know, try and get him onside.’
Wolfgang went away and came back in his ute. He reversed it up to the car. Frances went inside and came out with Hope who carried a crate of home brew and placed it by the side of the road. Everyone stood around drinking and watching the entertainment. Wolfgang tied a rope from the ute to the car, and then gave it a couple of hard tugs.
‘It’s on, comrade!’ he yelled.
Tahi had climbed into the ute and he accelerated and the rope tightened. The car groaned but didn’t budge. I finished my bottle of home brew and opened another.
‘Give it more gas!’ Wolfgang yelled.
Tahi floored it again. The car began groaning even louder.
‘It’s coming,’ Frances said.
There was a loud cracking noise and one of the back wheels of the car came away and Tahi dragged it down the road a bit. The rest of the car slumped back into the ditch.
JJ held up a lit joint. ‘Anyone want some of this?’
‘Yeah, it’s fucking fucked,’ Tahi said to the man from the council, who’d regained some colour in his face.
They were standing in front of the car, the back wheel lying a few metres down the road. Gabrielle stood next to him with the wolf, while Barry walked up and down, inspecting the car.
‘How did this happen?’ Barry said, trying to sound authoritative.
‘We were helping, but you know, they make these cars to break,’ Tahi said, giving the car a hearty kick.
‘I can’t believe you people,’ Barry snapped.
‘Shut up, Barry,’ Gabrielle said, her wolf growling at her husband.
Barry looked at the ground.


‘Umm, do you think I could get a lift into the city?’ the man from the council asked the farmers.
‘I’ll take you in, no problem at all,’ Tahi said, putting his hand on the man’s back. ‘Come wait in the house while I get ready.’
He started pushing the man from the council towards his place.
‘Hey Aroha,’ I said walking after her. She stopped and turned to face me. She tilted her head so her hair fell over one eye.
‘Who’s coming, the bad people?’ I said crouching down next to her.
She reached out and placed one of her tiny hands on my shoulder.
‘Let go of your brother or you’ll join him.’ Then she turned and walked off and I sat down hard on the dirt road.
Piece of shit!
Next morning Frances called a hui about the gardens. Everyone gathered around her kitchen table looking like their dog had just died. I left them to argue about what to do and walked out back looking for Aroha. Instead I found Hope sitting on the deck staring up at the plateau.
‘Hey,’ I said sitting down next to her. ‘Want to train soon?’
‘Nah, I’m good.’
‘That’s a shame,’ I said, picking up a stick. ‘You’re a natural.’ I threw the stick at the pig pen. It bounced off the roof. Timmy the pig came out and shot me a look and then went back inside.
‘Hey, did you see someone hanging around the shack while I was in hospital?’ Hope glanced at me, then looked back at the plateau.
‘Those Webster kids were over there,’ she mumbled.
I followed her gaze up to the top of the cliff but couldn’t see anything.


The whole Webster clan was out on the deck that afternoon. They were all covered in mud or shit or something, their clothes tattered and ill-fitting.
‘What do you want?’ the oldest kid yelled at me as I walked up to the gate.
‘Someone stole something from our house.’
‘Wasn’t us!’ one of the kids said.
‘It’s not a house, it’s a piece of shit,’ another added.
‘Piece of shit! Piece of shit! Piece of shit!’ they all started screaming, banging their feet on the deck.
Just then the dad came out, pushing his long filthy hair from his eyes.
‘Dinner’s ready,’ he mumbled, staring at me.
‘What is it?’ one of the kids asked.
‘Potatoes.’
‘Not again,’ one of them whined.
‘I fucking hate potatoes,’ the smallest one said.
‘Get inside!’ he snapped, and the kids all slowly filed in.
The dad stared at me for a second, and then followed after his offspring, slamming the door behind him.
It was obvious the Websters didn’t have the money. They were the poorest family in the village, which was really saying something. I felt flustered. I was ready for a big confrontation and now I had all this energy rioting through my veins. I walked down to the bridge that ran over the river. The brown water raced beneath me. I could feel time running out, a tension in my guts, like that night we were looking for you.
Every minute was so precious, before you were washed away with the dawn.


I stayed on that bridge for a long time, Eddy, staring into the water. I was psyching myself up. I knew what needed to be done. When I got back to the shack I crossed the Websters off the list. Which just left the Vampires.
Keeping you alive
Those blue sneakers were the only remnants of you they ever found Eddy. All those cops and divers and dogs and the only thing they turned up was a pair of shoes.
Over the weeks there would be suspects, people we knew, some we didn’t. But each one led nowhere. They all had alibis and slowly everyone but me and Dad accepted that maybe the ocean had taken you. And what were we going to do about the ocean? You can’t call the cops on the waves or beat up the tide.
If I’m being honest, I think I always knew you were dead. Like deep down in here, Eddy, in my guts. The rare moments it was quiet, and I wasn’t running or working or training, the thought would crawl out from under all the shit I’d piled on top of it. But searching for you had become a big part of who I was. I must have walked the city 10 times over, looking and looking. Even after Dad gave up, I kept going. It was my way of keeping you alive. Even the dumbest acts can give ya life meaning.
Maybe if me and Dad just accepted the police theory, that you’d walked to Aunty Sarah’s to see that stupid cat, and that instead of going in you decided to go swimming, and even though the ocean was calm, it still stole you away. Maybe if we made all those leaps of faith and logic, Dad would still be here, and Mum wouldn’t be in that home, and I wouldn’t be talking to you in the middle of nowhere. Once when JJ was telling me about ghosts, he said something like, ‘Just because a situation is the least likely outcome doesn’t mean it’s not true.’
One of the last times me and Dad trained together we were in the backyard. It was late afternoon and he was helping me get ready for my upcoming fight. My last bout had been too close. My opponent trapped me up against the ropes time and again. If I hadn’t knocked her out with a check hook when she rushed in, I’d have lost the decision. So Dad was teaching me some tricks to get out of being cornered.
He was using his size to trap me up against the fence and then throw shots to the body. He was pulling his punches but it still hurt when the leather gloves dug into me.
Every time I tried to punch my way out, he’d roll with it and hit me in the guts again. When the buzzer went at the end of the round, I crouched down trying to catch my breath.
‘Think about what you want to do different in the next round,’ Dad barked at me. But I just kept doing the same thing. Get cornered and throw hard at his head. But it was never there and I’d be punching air.
Afterwards I was stuffing our gear into Dad’s duffel bag.
‘You need to learn to adjust,’ he said throwing me his gloves. ‘You can’t keep doing the same shit over and over.’


Blood
A couple of nights after I confronted the Websters, the sounds of the Vampires leaving on the hunt echoed through the valley. I got off my mattress and dressed quickly. There was no way to know how long they’d be gone – some nights they’d be out until dawn, others just an hour or so. JJ was snoring with his mouth wide open as I stepped over him, grabbed my Maglite torch, and left.
I moved down the field behind the shack, the cars still noisy in the distance. The dew on the grass shimmered under the half moon. I jogged towards the river, excited, it felt good to be going after the money rather than sitting around worrying about it. At the riverbank I shone the torch up and down, looking for the path that led down to the ford and then up to the plateau. I’d come down and scoped it in the daylight, but the cliff face looked all the same at night. Then I saw it, a few bits of wood nailed into the rocks.
I ran through the water, trying not to think of the poison getting into my wounds that were still healing. On the other side I put the torch in my mouth and started to climb. The cliff went straight up for a few metres and then started bending inwards. I grabbed hold of the bits of wood and shrubs jutting out from the rock. I felt strong as I pulled myself up at speed.
As I got higher, I crawled along among the trees. Something hit me in the face. A doll was hanging from a piece of string. There was another on the next tree. And some small pieces of metal on another. When I looked down, the shack was lost in the dark. The path was well worn and I wondered why anyone would use this way to get up and down. By the time I reached the edge of the plateau I was exhausted. I lay there for a minute, sucking air, looking across at the compound.


A fire burned in the centre of the half-dozen structures. Next to the flames was a wooden post with an animal carcass hanging from a chain, a puddle of dried blood below it. Directly in front of me was the bus I’d seen from Phone Hill. It was yellow and white, like the ones we used to catch when we was kids. The windows were spray painted black. Instead of tyres it sat on piles of wood. To the left was a caravan covered in mould and rust. Another caravan in slightly better shape sat at the far side of the camp. There was also a shipping container with a couple of windows cut into it, and a long prefab building that looked like an old classroom.
I pulled myself up and, crouching, I ran towards the bus. Leaning up against the door, I listened. Silence. I forced it open and fell up the steps banging my shin. I could feel blood soaking into my jeans. Inside the bus the smell was putrid. Old food, stale beer, sweat and piss and blood.
I held my breath, shining the torch up and down the aisle. There were three or four mattresses, foam ones like they had on school camps. Piles of half-eaten food, rubbish and clothes filled every inch of floor space. A ripped poster of a metal band whose name I couldn’t read hung on the far wall. I walked around kicking at all the crap on the floor, wishing I’d brought gloves. I knocked over a basket of clothing and the torchlight fell on something dead and rotten, swimming with maggots.
I stumbled out retching. My eyes were watering, mouth filling with spit. I tried to puke but nothing came out. I spat on the ground and took a few deep breaths to calm myself. Wiping my eyes with my t-shirt I looked around. The closest caravan was in much the same shape as the bus. I crouched down and ran over. I tried the door. It swung open with a bang. I glanced around but the only movement was the fire. Ducking into the caravan, I was hit with the same smell as the bus. I’m not exactly the tidiest person in the world, Eddy, but that shit was out of control. Breathing through my mouth I threw filthy clothes and rotting bits of food around, searching for my money. As my eyes adjusted to the dark I saw that there was graffiti all over the walls and ceiling. Not tagging like Grant and his mates did, this was paragraphs of madness. Thoughts thrown against the walls, sentences overlapping each other. It was as though the words had exploded out of someone and stained the inside of the caravan like blood.
I was lifting up a stained mattress when I heard banging coming from outside. My whole body tensed. There was a hammer on the floor. I grabbed it and steadied myself. There it was again. Bang bang bang. Gripping the hammer I burst out. A shadow moved over by the fire. It took me a second to realise it was only the animal carcass swinging in the wind, hitting the post. I let out a long breath. This shit was way more nerve-wracking than fighting for money.
At the next caravan the door was locked. I checked the windows but they were all closed from the inside. So I brought the hammer down on the door handle, smashing it into pieces.
Inside it didn’t stink as bad as the others. There were two beds, one of which was neatly made. On top of a desk built from old bits of plywood sat a pile of books. A large map of the area hung on the wall. There were markings on it, little circles in the forest, drawn with black vivid. The drawers on the desk were empty apart from a box of matches and a packet of Panadol.
Just as I was about to leave I saw it, a pink strap sticking out from under the bed. I recognised it instantly. I grabbed the strap, pulling out the JanSport, feeling sick when I felt its weight. It was empty. I dropped down and started ripping things out from under the bed. It was mostly fast food wrappers and Coke cans. I stood up, looking around frantically. It wasn’t here. A brand-new laptop sat on the desk. I stuffed it into the bag, and that’s when I heard the engines in the distance.
I flew out the door and ran towards the cliff. Below I could see the convoy moving down into the valley. I sprinted across the clearing, tripping just before I got to the trees. The bag flew out of my hands and I hit the ground hard. I dragged myself back up and grabbed the bag. I was in the forest now. Using the torch, I stumbled from tree to tree until the cliff became too steep and I had to lie on my stomach and lower myself down. It was way harder than coming up. I had to keep looking where each foot was going, the engines from the cars ringing in my ears.
I lowered myself as quickly as I could but my arms were exhausted. I was almost down when one of the bits of wood came loose. I grabbed onto a shrub but it came away from the dirt and I fell, hitting the riverbank with a thud. Something popped in my ribs. I had enough adrenaline to pull myself up and run across the river and up the field. I fell down at the front of the shack, looking back up to the cliff, watching as the headlights disappeared onto the plateau and the engines stopped.
You’re fucking falling to pieces
As soon as I woke up I knew I’d cracked my ribs in the fall. I didn’t tell no one though. I was worried they’d try sending me back to that fucking hospital. At least I knew the Vampires had my treasure. I sat around in pain, plotting, staring up at the cliff. I had just over a week to get that money back. I knew a confrontation was coming, they’d know someone had been up there. I was hoping whatever was on that laptop was valuable enough for them to want it back.
Those motherfuckers didn’t earn that pot of gold. Some people like to say dumb shit like ‘Money doesn’t make you happy’. But fuck those people, Eddy. You know who says shit like that? People who aren’t two bad weeks off being out on the street. People who don’t know the feeling of working a job you hate with every cell in your body. People who need a punch in the face, that’s who.
That money would change everything, give me some real options for the first time in my life. All I had to do was get it back.
‘They’ve got the money,’ I told JJ, while he made coffee on the potbelly stove. It was morning and I was lying on my mattress on the floor.
‘How do you know?’
‘I’ve got the bag.’ I sat up, wincing from the pain in my ribs. ‘It’s empty.’
‘I knew it was them,’ JJ said.
‘Well, we need to get it back, the money.’
‘How? There’s at least 12 of them and they have weapons. You’re fucking falling to pieces.’
‘I’m not leaving this fucking place without my money.’
‘You’re going to end up buried here,’ JJ said as the coffee pot began to sing.
Since the gardens were on hold, everyone wandered around bored and restless.
Word was the man from the council was gonna come back with some of his mates to try and figure out how to proceed. The village collectively held its breath, waiting to see how things would play out.
That afternoon someone set fire to the man from the council’s car. Tahi was pissed off. ‘Who fucking torched the little fella’s car?’ he yelled, standing in front of the burning vehicle. No one owned up, but suspicion fell on the Webster kids.
Hope was still being distant. It bummed me out, but I figured she just missed Jason. Since his Mum came and grabbed him at the gardens, he hadn’t been coming down to the village. She’d sit around, looking miserable, blasting the same awful music, which seemed even worse now she wasn’t dancing to it.
They are always saying such things
It was the first day of August when we heard about the storm. I was out looking for Aroha. I wanted to ask about what she’d said about you, Eddy. Instead, I bumped into Wolfgang, Tahi and a few others drinking out front of the old post office. I was just walking off when Frances came over with the news.
‘They reckon it’s going to be the worst to make land in 100 years,’ she said.
Wolfgang rolled his eyes, ‘They are always saying such things.’
‘Well, in any case, it’s going to hit tomorrow morning,’ she replied.
We all went back to her place and listened to the weather report on the radio. ‘Severe weather warning to all Northland residents, gale force winds up to 45 knots and rain up to 250 millimetres.’
‘Fuck,’ Tahi said. ‘We need to start securing shit.’


‘You guys better stay with us,’ Frances said.
‘I think this might be the end of that bloody shed, eh?’ Tahi said sadly.
Me and JJ spent the evening moving anything of value into the house. It wasn’t a lot, a few bags of clothes, some books, pots and pans. Tahi took his horse over to Wolfgang’s barn and ushered the other animals into the house. Everyone else was moving shit into the sheds and tying down farm equipment.
It was just getting dark when Trent, Kahu and a couple of other Vampires appeared at the bottom of the field. I was dragging my gym bag full of clothes across the lawn when I saw them. They were walking slowly towards me. Trent had something in his hands that I couldn’t make out in the dusk. Kahu stopped a few feet away from me.
‘You,’ she said, pointing at me. ‘You were up at our place last night.’
I was trying my best not to show any emotion but I knew my face was doing something weird. ‘Nah, what? I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
‘We got you on camera.’
I felt my fists tighten.
‘Well, you have something of mine.’
Trent and Kahu exchanged glances. ‘What are you on about, girl?’ Kahu said. ‘We don’t have shit that belongs to you.’
‘I want my fucking money back, then you can have your stupid computer.’
Kahu looked confused for a second and then took another step forward. She was within striking range. I was thinking about sucker-punching her and running, when Tahi appeared behind me.
‘What’s all this?’ he said, walking straight up to the Vampires, a big smile on his face.


‘This bitch has been stealing,’ Kahu said.
‘Her? Nah, she’s crazy, but she wouldn’t do that.’
‘She fucking has.’
‘The storm’s going to be here in a few hours.’ Tahi put a hand on Kahu’s shoulder. ‘We need to get ready, I reckon you fellas should do the same.’
He walked over close to me. ‘Come on, let’s go work on the house,’ he said, pushing me along with one hand.
I looked back. Kahu was glaring at me. Trent raised his hand and pointed it like a gun in my direction.
‘Jeez, tell me you didn’t go up there,’ Tahi said once we were in the house.
‘Of course I didn’t.’
He knew I was full of shit but didn’t say nothing. I looked out the back window and saw Kahu and Trent walking back down towards the river.
We worked into the night, and by the time everything was secure, I could hear the first signs of the storm descending on the valley.
Me and JJ lay in the lounge, on a mattress that stunk like dogs, listening to the wind scream down the valley. The rain was a steady torrent, there was no break in the weather, just waves of water washing over the house. Timmy the pig lay next to me, snoring.
Every time I’d start to doze off, there’d be a loud bang as something hit the roof or the side of the house, and the pig would jump up and start snorting around the room. I gave up trying to sleep and thought about getting my money.


One of your ghost stories
Dawn came and the storm grew more fierce. From the living-room window, I watched the carnage outside. A plum tree had been ripped up and lay across the fire pit. The shack was still standing but it sat on a steep lean. Down the back, the brown water of the river was starting to lap over its banks.
‘Yep, I reckon it’s going to flood,’ Tahi said, coming up behind me.
‘Will it reach the house?’ I asked.
‘It hasn’t in the past.’ He paused, watching the water. ‘But then we don’t normally get storms like this.’
Around five in the afternoon the river burst its banks. The house and the shack sat on a small hill, but the paddocks below quickly flooded with brown water. Tahi made everyone pack some things and gather in the lounge.
‘Hopefully it won’t reach us but we gotta be ready just in case,’ he said, standing over a pile of bags.
When him and Hope went to check on the ancient Jeep, I pulled JJ into the hallway.
‘How the fuck are we supposed to get the money if we have to evacuate?’
‘Fuck the money,’ JJ said, pushing me away. ‘This is serious.’
I took a step back, shocked by the aggression in his voice.
‘Ok fine, when I find it I’m keeping it all,’ I said, throwing my hands up.
‘Good. That money is cursed,’ he said, walking back into the lounge.
Leaning against the wall, I felt my ribs. They were sore to touch. Me and JJ ignored each other that evening. I kept walking over to the window, peering out to try and check the water levels. JJ read some book about birds. By 10 the river reached the slope that led up to the house. All sorts of garbage floated past in the dark, strange twisting lumps in the swirling water.
Tahi and Frances kept packing stuff, double-checking batteries and torches. The goat followed Tahi everywhere, an anxious glint in its one eye. Hope had gone back into her room with Tupac who was freaking out as well.
‘Tell us one of your ghost stories, JJ,’ Frances said, sitting heavily on the couch next to me with a groan.
JJ was playing Snap with Aroha at the table. I still hadn’t gotten a chance to speak to her. She seemed to just appear in a room and then vanish again.
‘I don’t know, might freak Aroha out,’ JJ said.
Aroha looked at him over her cards with raised eyebrows.
‘Come on now,’ Tahi said, stuffing a can of peaches into an old backpack. ‘That child’s seen more ghosts than everyone in this room put together.’
JJ smiled. That motherfucker loved talking about the dead.
‘Well, there was one story I was looking into before we left Auckland. First time I was the lead researcher. Everyone thought it was just an urban legend. But we kept hearing the same story from different sources, and the details were pretty consistent. Then one day I’m interviewing this guy about some case from the 50s – he’s older, maybe 60, interested in parapsychology.’
‘In what?’ Tahi asked.
‘Ghost science,’ JJ said. ‘I asked him how he got into it. And he tells me that his neighbours’ two kids died mysteriously back in ’87. His neighbours and their two sons lived in this big old house in Titirangi, out in the ngahere. One night the sons go to bed and the next morning they’re both dead. No one can figure out what happened. Some people tried to say cot death, but the kids were too old. And it turns out the same thing had happened to a family that lived there in the 70s. This guy, he becomes obsessed with the case. Through him, I got access to the autopsy reports. No marks on them, nothing in their systems. I even went to the house, had a look at the rooms. I was going to interview one of the cops that investigated the case when we had to come up here.’
‘Snap,’ said Aroha, slapping her card down onto the table.
I didn’t sleep that night, paranoid about getting washed away by the river. At the window I sat watching, as though I could keep the water at bay with my anxiety. What was I even doing there, Eddy? I was meant to be getting ready to go to Bangkok. Instead, I was trapped in a flood, some meth-heads had stolen my money, and my body was falling to pieces. There was a loud cracking sound from up the hill, a kind of scream, and then a bang that cut through the howl of the wind. Timmy leapt up and started crashing around the living room. I went to the front door but couldn’t see more than a few feet in front of me.
‘What was that?’ JJ said, sitting up on the mattress.
‘Just the world ending,’ I replied, going back to the window.
I went back to looking up at the plateau. In the dark I couldn’t see anything. I wondered how they were holding out. More importantly, I hoped my money was in a safe, dry place. Cos once this storm ended I was going to go and get it back.


Jesus fucking Christ
The next morning Tahi and Frances came into the lounge wearing rain jackets. The weather had begun to calm. The wind was still blowing but the rain had eased and it looked like the river wouldn’t reach the house.
‘We’re going to check out the damage,’ Frances said.
‘I’ll come,’ I said, wanting to see if I could get a look at the plateau. Once it got dark I was going to sneak in.
We left JJ to mind the kids and animals. Their house was still standing strong – the odd dented weatherboard but nothing major. The shack, on the other hand, had turned into a pile of wood and rusted iron. And to my surprise, Eddy, after all the shit I talked, I felt a tinge of sadness looking at the remains of what had been our home those past few weeks. Funny how you get used to anything. After a while I’d started to look forward to falling asleep next to the fire, listening to the crackle of burning wood and the sounds of the animals out in the night.
We climbed into the car to drive around. Out on the road we saw Wolfgang loading up his ute. ‘We survived,’ he said matter-of-factly.
‘Any damage?’ Frances asked.
‘Not really. We were very lucky.’ He threw a backpack into the ute. ‘We’re heading over the hill to check on the other village.’
‘Cool, we’re going to check on everyone else, then we’ll come find you,’ Tahi said, giving his friend a hug.
A tree had taken out the shed at the Websters’ house. The kids were all on the roof with a big pitbull.


‘You guys alright?’ Tahi yelled.
‘Yeah,’ one of them called back. ‘The dog got stuck on the roof.’
‘Where’s your parents?’
‘Inside.’
‘You think they’re ok?’ I asked Frances.
‘Yeah, those little shits would survive a nuclear war,’ she said, waving at them.
And then we saw it.
‘Jesus fucking Christ!’ Tahi said.
The entire roof of the yellow house was ripped off and dumped on their fence. Barry’s tractor was sticking nose-first into the side of the house. ‘I guess living up on the hill wasn’t such a great idea after all,’ Tahi said, pulling over and jumping out. He walked up to the gate. ‘Hello!’ he yelled towards the house.
No answer. We all looked at each other. I was thinking fuck ’em and was about to say as much when Tahi pushed open the broken gate – its electrics broken. He started walking up to the house.
‘We’ve got to check on the bastards,’ he called back.
I sighed, shaking my head but following.
‘Ok then,’ said Frances, sounding like she was on my side. ‘But if that fucking wolf of hers bites me, I’m getting the gun.’
A water feature by the front door had blown over in the wind. A concrete cherub the size of a rugby ball lay at my feet. Frances banged on the door. I picked up the cherub and turned and looked towards the plateau. From this distance it was hard to see much. A few trees had fallen down, and I could just make out that bus.
‘Did you hear that?’ Tahi said.
‘Nah, what?’ I replied.
‘I think I heard someone inside,’ he said.
I listened. There was a faint murmur from deep in the house.
‘Look out.’


I threw the cherub through the window on the front door. ‘Fuck sakes,’ Tahi said as glass sprayed all over him.
I reached in and fiddled with the lock.
‘Wasn’t even locked,’ I said, pulling the door open.
That house was so flash, Eddy. I let out a whistle. ‘Fancy.’
‘Barry! Gabrielle!’ Tahi and Frances moved quickly from room to room. The tractor sat halfway into the living room. A flatscreen TV took up most of another wall, and there were white leather couches covered in mud and leaves.
I tried the light switch, but the power was out. Upstairs, the thick wet carpet felt like moss under my feet. Through rips in the ceiling, I looked up at the sky where the roof was meant to be.
‘Yo, anyone?’
There was a noise coming from one of the bedrooms. I popped my head in. Barry’s dog was lying in the middle of a giant bed. It looked up at me and whined.
‘Where’s your stupid owner?’ I asked the dog. It tilted its head, its watery eyes staring into me.
‘Monday!’ Frances yelled. ‘Get over here.’
At the back of the house, in a huge room off the kitchen, Gabrielle was lying beneath a giant beam that had fallen from the ceiling. The wood pressed down on her legs. Her wolf lay by her side.
‘Is she dead?’ I asked.
‘No, I’m not,’ she croaked.
‘Help us move this, will ya?’ Tahi said.
A sharp pain shot up my ribs as we lifted the length of wood. Gabrielle’s legs were a bloody mess, a bone stuck out of her jeans, blood stains covered the carpet where she was lying. Frances knelt down next to her.


‘Where’s Barry?’ Frances asked, taking her hand.
Gabrielle pulled her hand away. ‘I don’t know, probably hiding somewhere.’ She tried to get up but fell back to the floor groaning.
‘Stay there,’ Tahi said. ‘I’ll go get the car.’
He ran out of the room. On the wall was a massive framed photo of Barry and Gabrielle, one of those black-and-white ones rich people have in their houses. They were lying next to each other in front of a fireplace, both of them forcing smiles. Gabrielle’s dog snarling at Barry’s mutt, kinda looked like it was smiling too.
Baseball bat
‘Don’t fucking bite me, cunt,’ I said, looking Atlas in the eyes. Me and the dogs were standing out front of the house watching Tahi’s car disappear out of the valley. Gabrielle lay in the back seat, Frances perched on the edge of the seat, next to her.
Before they left, Tahi had asked me to go back down the hill and look after the kids and animals.
‘Yeah, of course,’ I said, wiping Gabrielle’s blood on my jeans.
I went back inside and searched the house for Gabrielle’s idiot husband.
‘Barry!’ I called, walking into the kitchen to check the fridge.
There was so much food and piss. I grabbed a Steinlager and sculled it, then opened another one. They were lukewarm but a nice change from Frances’ muddy home brew. Some of the food had started to go rotten but I found enough to make a sandwich.
I grabbed a tote bag out of a drawer and filled it with the beers and all the spirits from a liquor cabinet. On a table by the back door was a bowl overflowing with gold coins. Did you know rich people hate carrying change, Eddy? They act like it doesn’t spend or something. I tipped the coins into the bag with the booze. Then I noticed another door that opened onto a flight of stairs, leading down to a basement.
It was dark down there, the only light coming from a small window above me. The place was a treasure trove of sports equipment and fridges. I found a baseball bat I liked the look of. I was swinging it around when I saw Barry’s legs sticking out from behind a chest freezer. He was on his stomach, dried blood on his balding head. I poked him with the bat.
‘Baz, get up mate.’
He didn’t move. I reached down and felt his pulse. He was still alive. I tried picking him up but the pain in my ribs was too bad.
‘Fucking lift him,’ I yelled at JJ. He had Barry’s legs and was doing a piss-poor job getting him out from behind the freezer. Aroha and Hope stood by the stairs looking bored.
‘Hope, help your brother will ya?’
She shuffled over and they took a leg each. It was tricky getting Barry up the stairs. We banged his head a few times, but he didn’t seem like the brightest spark anyway. I sent Aroha to get the dogs, and we left the yellow house. Hope had Barry under the shoulders while JJ and me took the legs.
The Webster kids were still on the roof when we walked past. ‘Did you kill Barry?’ one of them yelled.
‘Shut up, dick,’ Hope called back.
‘Someone’s coming,’ Aroha said.


I looked around but the road was empty. ‘No, there’s not,’ I said.
‘They’re on their way,’ she replied.
‘I like it better when you don’t talk.’
We put Barry on the couch among the animals. Everyone stood around staring at him.
‘Feels weird that he’s here,’ Hope said.
‘What are we going to do?’ JJ asked.
‘Hope, we need to drive him into town.’
‘Can’t, the car’s fucked.’
‘I thought you fixed it with the money I gave you?’
She looked at the ground. Atlas started growling at the goat. Aroha whacked him on the snout and the dog yelped and retreated into a corner.
‘Ok, give me your phone then.’
Hope reluctantly handed it over.
‘What’s the password?’
‘It spells fuckyou.’
‘Of course it does,’ I said, heading out, the farmers’ dogs in tow.
More violence
I stood at the top of Phone Hill for the last time, the dogs next to me. A few shards of sunlight cut through the clouds. I looked down at what was left of the village. The river had receded slightly but was still well over its banks. Dead animals bobbed in the water, moving slowly with the current.
I rang the hospital three times before I got through. The woman on the phone seemed confused when I asked for an ambulance.


‘We’ve only got one and Terry has it at the moment.’
‘Well, I think this guy is going to die if we don’t get him to the hospital.’
‘Can’t you drive?’
‘Nope.’
‘Hmmm, well I’ll get Terry to come by when he’s back, but you know what he’s like.’
‘No, I don’t know Terry.’
‘He’s hard case,’ the woman laughed.
‘Ok well, tell Terry someone might die if he doesn’t come soon.’ I hung up and looked down at the village.
That’s when I saw Trent and the others, creeping up the road towards Tahi’s house.
I ran as fast as I could, my legs and ribs on fire. Atlas kept pace next to me, the sheepdog lagging behind.
I got down to the road and burst into the house. ‘JJ, lock the back door!’ I yelled.
He looked at me with his stoned eyes. So I ran past him, sidestepping the pig, and did it myself. The lock clicked just as someone tried the handle. I ran and grabbed the baseball bat I’d stolen from Barry’s house.
‘Trent and that are outside!’ I yelled at JJ.
‘Fuck.’
‘Where’s Hope?’ I asked.
‘In her room.’
I ran down the hallway and burst in. Jason was there. They were both sitting on the ground, and on top of her bed was all my fucking money.
‘What the fuck?!’ I yelled.


They both flinched and I realised I was holding the bat over my head.
‘Your fucking Dad and his mates are outside,’ I yelled at Jason. ‘Hide this shit.’
Hope grabbed a bag and started stuffing the money in. I could hear someone moving around the side of the house.
‘Come on then, cunt,’ I muttered to myself, gripping the bat tight in both hands.
I marched down the hallway into the living room. JJ was sitting on the floor in front of the couch next to Barry. All the animals were worked up again, sensing the tension in the air. I grabbed the laptop out of my bag.
‘What’s going on?’ JJ asked.
‘I’m going to sort this shit out,’ I said, storming past. I opened the front door and saw Trent and some other dickhead on the drive.
‘You want this?’ I yelled, holding up the laptop, the rain falling on my face.
‘Yeah, hand it over,’ Trent said, walking down the path, his mate following him. Atlas came and stood beside me, growling. They both stopped and stared at the dog.
‘Get ya mutt under control,’ Trent hissed.
I glanced at Atlas. I’m not touching that fucking beast, I thought.
I put the laptop down on the doorstep and stepped inside with the bat raised.
‘Atlas,’ I said.
The dog backed inside with me, still growling.
Trent walked up and grabbed the laptop. I was just about to hit him over the head when a late model BMW pulled up on the drive. The passenger door opened and then everything – Trent, the rain, the river – it all stood still.


Echo
It was Guy Fawkes, the night you disappeared. People were already letting off fireworks when me and Teuila picked you up from school. We stopped and got ice blocks at the Mount Albert shops, then ate them on the bench by that weird café no one ever went to. You kept asking to go see Aunty Sarah’s cat Grub. But me and Teuila wanted to smoke the weed I’d scored off Mel from remedial maths. Her brother was in a gang, or at least pretended he was.
It was a busy afternoon, traffic lined Carrington Road as we walked home. Me and Teuila each held one of your hands. You told us about your school. How you weren’t friends with Teddy any more but maybe you would be again tomorrow. You’d only been going for a few months and you loved it. Your teacher gushed about how kind and smart you were. Words like ‘top of the class’ were thrown around. We were all so proud of you.
Even though a year had passed since the fire, the house was still being repaired. The front door always jammed and you had to throw all your weight against it to get it open. We chucked our school bags on the floor in the hallway. Teuila went into the fridge, looking for food.
‘Nothing here,’ she said.
‘It’s not food day until Saturday.’
I made us toast, scraping the last of the dry peanut butter out of the jar.
You kept asking to go see Grub.
‘Maybe tomorrow,’ I said. You looked sad so I hugged you. ‘That cat sucks anyway.’
Out the back of the house, we sat on the grass. Shadows spread over the backyard as the neighbourhood filled with the sound of explosions. Teuila had just got a part-time job at a shoe store in town. She was going to be earning $150 a week, which sounded like so much money back then.
‘What you gonna do with all your wealth?’
‘Save it, I guess.’
‘Boring!’ I yelled.
‘Boring!’ you said, copying me.
‘Boring boring boring,’ we chanted, laughing as the last of the day seeped into the ground.
We ordered Dominos for dinner, scraped together enough for two pizzas and a big bottle of Coke. We felt like teenagers off the television. The delivery guy had a time with the door.
‘Push!’ I kept yelling.
‘I’m trying, it’s stuck,’ he grunted from the other side.
Eventually it came flying open with a cracking sound.
We ate the pizzas at the dinner table. Teuila tried to make us use plates and cutlery, cos she was a nerd. You kept using your hands, giggling whenever Teuila caught you.
‘Don’t be gross, Eddy,’ she’d say.
But as soon as she looked away, you’d do it again.
After dinner, you watched The Simpsons while Teuila and I tried to roll a joint upstairs.
‘You’re so bad at this,’ she said, snatching the Dolly magazine I was rolling on.
‘Let’s see you do it then.’
‘Why is it so hard?’ she said, bits of weed falling out of the cigarette paper.
Eventually we walked downstairs with the worst joint in the world. You’d fallen asleep on your chair, the news on. Funny to think how a day later your picture would be on there, the clean-cut presenter talking solemnly about a missing child. I put a blanket over you and we went out back.
I should have noticed the front door wasn’t closed. I would have walked right past it. But I was in a hurry to get high, and that stupid door was always either stuck or half-open. The night was chilly. We hopped back and forth trying to light the joint. It burnt like shit but I got enough to get high. We sat out there for a while, not really saying much, listening to the Christian neighbours argue about money, sky rockets exploding overhead.
‘I better get home,’ Teuila said eventually.
‘Yeah, I gotta put Eddy to bed.’
We walked in and that’s when I saw the door wide open. And even though it had happened plenty of times before, something about it made me feel weird.
‘Eddy!’ I called, walking into the living room.
The blanket I’d covered you with lay on the floor. I looked in the kitchen and then raced upstairs.
‘Eddy!’ I yelled, rushing from room to room.
‘I’ll check outside!’ Teuila called up the stairs.
I looked in every room twice, feeling weaker with each step. I stuck my head out your bedroom window, the same one we’d jumped to safety from a year earlier.
I could see Teuila running down the street towards the dairy.
‘Eddy!’ I screamed out into the night.
The cops came before Mum and Dad got back. They crashed around the house, knocking things over. The boss cop asked me and Teuila a hundred stupid questions. I didn’t understand why they weren’t out looking for you. Dad got back first. He hated cops. I mean, of course everyone hates cops, but he really hated them. He barged into the house shoving past the pigs.
‘Where is he?’ he said, grabbing me by the shoulders, as if I’d told you to hide somewhere.
‘I don’t know, Dad.’
‘Excuse me, are you Mr Wooldridge?’ the boss cop asked him.
‘Yeah,’ Dad said, letting me go.
‘We need to talk to you about your son.’
The cop tried to usher Dad into the kitchen but he stood his ground.
‘Why aren’t you out looking for the boy?’ he snapped.
The cop took a step backwards.
‘Well, we need to make sure he’s actually missing.’
Dad stared at the cop and I was sure he was going to hit him, but then he sighed and walked into the kitchen.
By the time we got out and started looking for you, it’d been over an hour. While the cops were fucking around trying to organise themselves, Dad rounded up some of the neighbours and we walked through the streets around our house, torch lights cutting through the smoke, everyone yelling your name. More and more people left their Guy Fawkes parties and joined us, and soon there was a small army out looking for you. I felt sure you’d turn up soon. How could we not find you with all those adults out searching?
Me and Teuila ended up down at Rocket Park. It was late and I wondered if I’d have to go to school after we found you.
On the edge of the park, the heavens exploding above us, the air thick with sulphur, we yelled your name until our voices broke and the words fell at our feet. Then we stood there staring up at the sky as the streets echoed your name.


Everyone is waiting
‘Monday,’ Romeo said, getting out of the car. ‘Who are your bogan friends?’
He was wearing a tight blue rain jacket and held an umbrella in one hand, a taser in the other. Pickles hopped out and stood next to him.
Sylvester struggled out of the driver’s seat and ambled over to where his brother was standing on the driveway. Trent and his mate exchanged glances. I felt like I was going to puke. I tried to think. The money, the kids, JJ, what the fuck were we going to do?
‘Hello, I’m Romeo,’ he said, putting his hand out to Trent’s sidekick.
‘Fuck off, faggot,’ the man hissed.
‘Fair enough,’ Romeo said, and tasered the man.
Trent turned and ran at them. Atlas took off towards the melee. I slammed the door, locking it behind me.
‘JJ!’ I screamed, running back into the lounge. ‘The fucking Hastings brothers are here.’
JJ’s face dropped. He tried to stand but his legs were weak.
‘Come on!’ I yelled, running into the kids’ room.
Hope and Jason were sitting on the bed looking guilty.
‘We gotta go,’ I said, picking up the bag with the money in it. ‘Get up!’ I grabbed Hope by the arm and yanked her to her feet.
‘What the fuck?’ she said, pulling her arm away.
‘We have to go!’
‘I don’t want to.’
I turned and saw Aroha standing in the doorway. ‘They’re here now, aren’t they?’ she said.
‘Who’s here?’ Hope asked, but I’d grabbed her arm again and was dragging her out of the room.
We went out the back door onto the lawn. It was pissing down again.


‘What about Barry?’ JJ asked.
‘You want to fucking carry him?’
I could hear the commotion still going on out front of the house. I started leading everyone down to the river.
‘Dad!’ Jason yelled.
I looked back. Sylvester was stomping on Trent. Romeo was on the road yelling for his dog. He heard Jason and turned and started walking down the path towards us.
‘Run!’ I screamed, grabbing Aroha and sprinting for the river.
As soon as I stepped off the bank, the water was up to my waist. I prayed the money was gonna stay dry. Tupac leapt in and swam along behind us. I held on tight to Aroha, the current trying to pull her away. I could hear splashing behind me and hoped it was JJ and the others.
Me and Aroha half-walked, half-swam until we came to the bridge. I put her up on one of the concrete supports that ran underneath. JJ came crashing in after me, followed by Tupac. I helped the dog climb up next to Aroha. She wrapped her arms around the exhausted animal.
‘You have to fight them,’ Aroha said to me. I pushed her fringe out of her eyes.
‘You say some weird shit,’ I said, the freezing water seeping into my bones. ‘Where’s Hope and Jason?’
‘Fuck, we must have lost them,’ JJ said, panting. ‘We have to go back.’
I looked at our team. JJ with the water at his chest, his face dancing with fear, Aroha staring into the distance saying creepy nonsense, and the fat Schnauzer shivering next to her.
I leaned against the cold concrete and listened to the water rushing past. Part of me longed to just throw myself in and be swept away. How much of a relief it would be to get taken under and never come back up. To be wedged in between a pair of logs and slowly turn into nothing. But I knew I had to go back.
‘Take this,’ I said, thrusting the bag of money into JJ’s hands. ‘You and Aroha go up onto the road and run across the field, don’t stop until you get to the pub.’
‘I’m coming with you,’ JJ said.
‘Nah, you need to look after Aroha.’ I could tell he was going to protest. ‘It’s all my fault anyway,’ I said, standing up on the concrete pillar.
‘What are you going to do?’ JJ asked, clutching the bag to his chest.
‘I don’t know, probably get tasered to death,’ I said over my shoulder, walking back towards the house.
I know I should have been thinking of a plan. That’s what people do on TV. But my head was clear. Not in a focused way, there was just nothing other than a vague sense of dread. As I neared the back of the house the adrenalin kicked in and suddenly I couldn’t feel the pain in my legs and ribs.
I snuck up round the side of the house. The lights from the BMW shone onto the front yard. I crept along low to the ground, my feet sinking into the mud. Romeo was standing over the body of Trent. Next to him Sylvester was pointing a gun at Hope and Jason.
Romeo was yelling, ‘Monday!’ over and over.
I felt my legs shaking, a little bit of piss ran down my thigh as I stepped out from the side of the house.
‘Here she is,’ Romeo said, smiling. ‘Do you know how hard it’s been to find you?’
I walked in front of the kids.
‘Let them go,’ I said.


‘Yeah, whatever,’ Romeo said, waving the taser.
I turned and pushed Hope and Jason away. ‘Get out of here,’ I hissed.
They turned and ran up towards the road. Romeo walked over and punched me in the face. I fell backwards into the mud. I knew straight away he’d broken my nose.
‘Some people don’t like to hit women,’ Romeo said, kneeling down next to me. ‘But I hit women, children, animals. I punched a horse once.’
My eyes were watering, I could feel blood running down the back of my throat.
‘I don’t know if I’d go around bragging about that,’ Sylvester said from the car.
‘I fucking hate horses,’ Romeo replied.
He grabbed me by the hair and started dragging me towards the BMW.
‘Pickles got chased off by that hound of yours.’ His voice sounded like he was going to cry. ‘I really wish … I wish we didn’t have to drive to this shithole.’ Suddenly he cheered up. ‘When we got a call from your phone, I was like, thank God Monday’s come to her senses.’
He stopped at the car and started looking for something in the back seat. I wiped the tears from my eyes and grabbed a rock lying next to me.
‘But it was the hospital saying you’d left your phone there and could we return it to you?’ He turned around and I glimpsed the yellow of the taser.
‘The nurse was only too happy to tell us where you were staying. Made me feel like Sherlock Holmes solving the mystery of the missing money.’
‘It’s all gone,’ I said.
‘I don’t believe you.’
As Romeo pointed the taser at me, I threw the rock at his face making him flinch. That spilt second of lost focus was all I needed. I brought my foot hard into his balls. He made a weird noise, like all the air was being sucked out of him, and fell over on top of me. I grabbed the back of his head and bit into his ear. He screamed like a dying pig.
I was used to my mouth being filled with blood, but usually it was my own. Romeo’s tasted different, sharper. I bit as hard as I could and pulled away from his head, feeling his ear ripping off in my mouth. I slid out from under him and rolled under the car, spitting the flesh onto the ground. Blood was pissing out my nose.
Through the tears I could see Sylvester bending down trying to find me. He poked the gun under the car, and I kicked the barrel, making the gun spin back towards him.
‘Careful!’ he yelled.
‘Fucking shoot her,’ Romeo groaned from where he was lying in the mud.
‘She kicked the bloody gun.’
Sylvester got down on his knees and started poking the gun under the car again. I was just getting ready to kick it when the underneath of the car lit up. I heard an engine revving and then Sylvester was gone, replaced by Hope’s piece-of-shit Mazda. I crawled out. Sylvester was lying a few feet away. Looked like the impact from Hope’s car had killed him. I jumped in the back seat.
‘Go!’ I screamed. Hope reversed out and floored it.
‘Where’s Jason?’ I asked, as we skidded around a corner by the ruins of the yellow house.
‘He ran off back to his place.’
Hope took another corner wide and I gripped the back of her seat to keep my balance.
‘I thought you said your car was fucked.’
‘I didn’t want to drive fucking Barry to the hospital.’


Headlights appeared out the back window. I turned and saw the BMW speeding towards us.
It looked like Romeo was driving.
‘Fuck fuck fuck.’
We sped up out of the village, water spraying behind us. I thought about Aroha and JJ and, yes Eddy, the money. As we got further up the hill I was praying JJ and Aroha had stayed off the road. The old car strained as we reached a steep bit. The BMW pulled alongside us. Romeo waved as he easily kept pace with the Mazda. We turned a corner and up ahead I saw Aroha, JJ and Tupac step out of the bushes onto the side of the road. My heart sank. Romeo skidded to a stop next to them and we pulled over. I jumped out.
‘Get in the car,’ I said, pushing Aroha into the passenger seat. I turned and saw JJ frozen, clutching the bag to his chest.
Romeo was slowly getting out, the gun shaking in his right hand. I could tell I’d hurt him good. The side of his head was covered in blood.
‘I told Frank I didn’t want to come here,’ he said, slamming the car door. ‘I was meant to go on a date tonight. Now my ear’s fucked, Pickles has disappeared, and Sylvester needs to go to the doctor.’
He clicked something on the gun and pointed it at us.
‘This is really no way to treat your business partners,’ he said, sounding genuinely hurt.
I heard the engines first, that familiar roar. Then the headlights floated in my peripheral vision. Romeo was too fixated on the treasure to notice, his blue eyes staring unblinking, just like the barrel of his gun.
‘Take the fucking money,’ I said snatching the bag from JJ and holding it out. Romeo stepped closer and reached for the bag. The sound of car engines echoed through the valley.
‘What the fuck?’ Romeo said, turning as the headlights came round the corner.
When you throw a kick, you bring your leg up and then pivot. That’s how you get that snap.
Lift the leg up and pivot. I brought my right shin across Romeo’s neck. His legs wobbled but he didn’t fall, the tough bastard. I turned and jumped in the car just as the gun went off. I felt a burning in my back as the car door slammed behind me. As we drove away, I looked out the rear window. Cars surrounded Romeo, who was frantically trying to reload the gun. Kahu got out and ran towards him, fangs bared. She leapt on him, biting into his throat. We reached the top of the hill and sped away from the village.
The night swallowed us. I lay in the back seat face down, still clutching the bag. Blood was pouring from under my hoodie, down the seat. JJ’s hand was pressed hard on my wound. He was yelling something I couldn’t make out. Hope cried as she drove, telling me she was sorry. I was listening to the tyres crunching on gravel, the slapping of the windscreen wipers.
It grew darker and darker, the voices further away.
And I can feel you Eddy, so close. I’m waiting for that light everyone talks about, that feeling of peace. But there’s nothing. Only darkness and pain and the sound of water. I reach out for you, starting to panic.
Then I feel your hand in mine, pulling me out of the car, into the night. In the distance I think I can hear the river, then I realise it’s the sound of waves. I’m ready to follow you Eddy. To sleep next to you at the bottom of the ocean.
And a voice cuts through everything. At first I think it’s yours. But I realise it’s Aroha telling me, ‘Let him go.’
For a minute I hold on, pulling you back into this world with me. But I’ve been doing that for 15 years, keeping you alive for me. And you’re dead, Eddy, and I’m not yet. I open my eyes and try to sit up. The night is flashing past the windows.
Pain shoots down my back. The headlights shine onto the dirt road. All around us is pitch black.
‘Where the fuck are we going?’
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