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when the inner situation is not made conscious, it happens outside, as fate

—Carl Jung, Aion








Chapter One


The first thing Simp said to me when she came back was, Just look what you’ve done. I was getting ready for work, splashing my face, armpits and crotch with three inches of water in a grimy basin. There was nothing I could do about my single-person water allowance; it was all that came out of the taps in the morning. I could have cleaned the basin, but she knew me better. Even though I hadn’t seen her since we were seven years old, when we burned our childhood home to the ground, it felt as though she’d never left. Simp was executive of my heart; she was like my hand was a part of my body, like my legs could move without me even thinking about them. Simp just was. And now she was back, a ghost limb, reasserting itself.

I walked out of the bathroom and she followed. I did not ask her why she was here and she offered no comment on the mould spots above the abandoned shower or on the carpet that bubbled in waves on the landing outside the kitchen, creating a trip hazard for unwanted guests. Instead she pretended to look at the books on my shelf and review them, like she was the one who’d read them.

Ends badly this one, she said.

I didn’t ask which one she meant. I’m a fan of unhappy endings. They’re more honest.

At the dining table I decanted some of Amy’s sauerkraut into a smaller container. This was my daily lunch. I stared at the gap in my rotting kitchen counter where my sprout grew. The sprout, an unidentified plant, had terrified my ex, Nick, who had a tendency to see signs and symbols where I saw ordinary life. It was one of the reasons we didn’t stay together. Still, even I could see that at some point I would have to allow Alan in to fix the counter. Most likely I would ignore it for months and then I would die because we were in an apocalypse. It wasn’t like I ever cooked anyway, so I probably didn’t need a counter.

I went to my bedroom to put on makeup. I covered my face in foundation and drew a line around the outside of my eyes, making them appear larger, more cartoonish than they truly were. This was the world now, a living cartoon. I paid proper attention with the mascara, and Simp said nothing. We both acted like this was completely normal because in our own peculiar way it was.

And when I left the house she came with me. I couldn’t see her but I could feel her beside me, perceptible but faint, as if she wanted to make me doubt she was there. I waited at the bus stop, and when the bus came she got on too.

It was a good day because my favourite seat, first up the back, was free. I liked the raised perspective it gave me. I could look down on the other passengers. Even better, my sauerkraut created a small ring of stink around my seat. I had purposely left the lid loose so that no one would sit beside me.

A prematurely middle-aged guy wearing a badly tailored jacket and a backpack covered in political statements got on and sat down in front of us. He had long thin hair which he pulled back in a ponytail. It was the kind of hair that would look stringy no matter how clean it was. With hair like that he would never get a girlfriend.

Like you know how to get a boyfriend, said Simp.

I turned away from her and looked out the window. I didn’t care for a boyfriend, but I did know how to get laid.

Since the wealthugees had started pouring into the city more than a year earlier, I’d had a number of casual encounters with men, new arrivals to the end of the world. The problem with them was that they mostly wanted to talk about living in a new country and where they could get good coffee, and their trauma and which was the best gym to work out in. I didn’t want to hear their stories and I couldn’t help them. They’d paid for a nice bottle of wine and mistaken me for someone who listened. Their stories were all the same. Their countries were flooded, burning or in drought. They ran from civil wars and useless governments, and they all had the money to leave. I got fed up with them. I pointed out to one guy that he was lucky. He’d been able to come to New Zealand because his family could offer large amounts of money in return for residency; they could afford a small piece of land on which to build a house. He didn’t like that. He slapped my face and yelled at me, saying I didn’t understand what he’d lost. Then, to make it worse, he sat on the floor and cried and begged me to forgive him because he had PTSD. It took me ages to get him out of my house.

You’ve always attracted losers, said Simp.

I didn’t know why Simp was on the bus with me where she could get sat on and pushed around. She’d never left the house when we were kids.

You make the rules, said Simp. Anyway, no one will sit next to you if you hold your face like that.

Outside, the grey street was empty. Wind was blowing up clouds of dirt and pollen, making the bad and boring architecture of our city look worse.

Since the protests over the wealthugee situation a few months back there were fewer people on the street – ironic considering the population had increased by half a million in the last eighteen months. The violence of the protests had shocked everyone. Five wealthugees had been shot by people who said they had no right to be here. The police armed up. The fancy restaurants where wealthugees ate had security guards on the doors. Schools and government offices installed metal detectors. The prime minister said there would be zero tolerance for violence against wealthugees. People said they were scared to go out.

On every media platform online there were long threads with people arguing. They said this wasn’t the New Zealand they knew. They said it was a brave new world. They said the government had not governed well in allowing large numbers of wealthy people from falling-apart countries to buy their way into our country. They said to turn them away would be immoral. They said that only allowing the rich ones to come was immoral. They said Turn the wops out their not wanted. They said our country was being colonised again. They said tino rangatiratanga. They said shut down the trolls, now is the time for empathy. They said tax the invaders! I stopped following. The threads pooled in a knotty tangle.

What I did was I caught the bus to work. I sat at my desk and ate the sauerkraut that my best friend Amy made for gut health. I turned on my computer and pretended to work. I read long-form articles with a filter that blocked stories containing the words catastrophe, terror, counter-terror, collapse, chaos, end of, deoxygenated, gelatinous, future. I was not interested in such words.

Avoidance tactics, said Simp, will kill you in the end. But you’ve always been good at denial.

I rolled my eyes and got my stuff ready to get off the bus, because my stop was coming up. I used to think it was uncool to signal you were getting off too early – like showing the other passengers your transition anxiety. And now I thought it showed how mature I was that I no longer thought that.

You’re so basic, said Simp. The world is falling apart and all you can think about is your personal psychology.

‘Fuck you!’ I said under my breath. I knew better than to talk normally to an imaginary friend on a bus.

The bus came to stop, and I stood, knocking the sauerkraut out of my bag onto the sad guy in front of me.

I moved down the aisle quickly but I could hear him yelling behind me. He was swearing and saying, ‘What the hell is that?’

I turned, and Simp was at my ear, saying, Now look what you’ve done!

As I tagged off I looked back. The guy was causing a terrible racket and shouting about vomit on his coat. His stringy ponytail was swinging over his right shoulder like a limp rat’s tail while he flicked sauerkraut off his left shoulder with his bare hands. Passengers around him were leaning away from the stuff that was flying through the air. He looked terrible, worse than he had before.

I got off the bus.

You tipped your sauerkraut on his shoulders, said Simp.

‘It was an accident,’ I said as we walked along.

You’re a dingo picking on the weakest wombat, she said.

There were a few more people around now, serious-faced and hurrying to their work, paying no attention to me. We stood at an intersection, waiting for the lights to let us cross.

‘We’re not in Australia,’ I said.

In the gutter, a pigeon was strutting around picking at white crumbs. It was not concerned about the end of the world. What would it be like to be a pigeon thinking only of the next crumb? It occurred to me that I was more a pigeon than a dingo.

Maybe, said Simp. Playing on the road where it will easily get hit by a car or a bus – and that crumb’s not food. It’s polystyrene.

The light went green. We started crossing the road and the pigeon flew away.

Uh-oh, said Simp. Now you’ve really done it.

Coming towards us was bad-hair guy. He looked very angry and was moving quickly, eyeballing me as he got closer. He must have got off at the next stop and doubled round to find us.

‘You,’ he said, sticking his finger out at me as he reached us. ‘What did you tip out on my jacket? What is this shit? Some sort of bomb?’

I looked at his shoulders. Unfortunately it was from when Amy was going through her turmeric phase. She even put it in her sourdough.

You could just apologise and move on, said Simp.

‘It’s not a bomb,’ I said to the guy. ‘It’s fermented cabbage. If it was a bomb it would have exploded.’

‘What?!’ he said. ‘You tipped weird shit on me and you didn’t even stop to apologise? In this environment? I could call the cops on you.’

The guy’s nose was twitching. Maybe he had a nervous tic. I looked at the stains. There was no way he was going to get that turmeric out of whatever the cheap fabric was he was wearing. I almost felt sorry for him.

I looked down at my bag and forced a surprised expression onto my face.

‘Oh my god!’ I said. ‘My sauerkraut! It must have fallen out when I tripped. You know, bus drivers never stop smoothly.’

His nose was wriggling all over his face. ‘You just got off that bus,’ he said.

‘It was my stop,’ I said. ‘And it’s just my mother … she’s ill.’

I rubbed my eye with my swear finger like it was itchy or I was about to cry. I screwed my face into an approximation of sadness.

Did you just call it the swear finger? said Simp.

‘Oh,’ said the guy.

His hair was not only long and thin, it was oily with small pieces of dull bald scalp.

‘I’m not making excuses,’ I said. ‘But I didn’t notice what had happened because of … her cancer.’

The guy looked sympathetic. ‘Your mother’s got cancer?’

I nodded.

‘Oh, that’s awful,’ he said. His stained shoulders dropped a little.

I put my hand back in my pocket. The finger’s only good if it’s subtle.

‘She’s having treatment,’ I said.

Simp snorted.

‘My wife had breast cancer last year, she’s in remission now,’ he said, looking down.

‘You have a wife?’ I sounded surprised because I was.

‘Yes?’ he said, his face screwing up a little.

‘Good,’ I said. ‘I mean, that’s … Good for you.’

He looked away down the street a moment. A truck went past, spewing fumes behind it. He started nodding his head frantically.

‘What’s that supposed to mean? Good for me? I know what you think! You think because I have alopecia and facial tics that no one will love me … But yeah, I have a wife, and we’re happy, and I don’t go throwing my lunch over people on the bus. I could have you up for assault, you know!’ His voice had risen to shouting now and a few people were starting to look at us as they passed.

He’s going to have a seizure, said Simp.

The guy had beads of sweat on his forehead, and his left eye kept winking open and shut, open and shut. I couldn’t say sorry, especially not now I knew he had a wife. Dropping sauerkraut on someone was not assault.

‘I’m running late for work,’ I said.

‘Fuck you,’ said the guy. ‘You’re what’s wrong with the world! Full of hate and anger!’ He glared at me, his nose and cheeks twitching like mad, then he turned and strode away.

Some people, said Simp, looking straight at me.

I turned on her and I didn’t care who saw. ‘This is your fault!’ I shouted.

Uh-uh. I got no hands, she said. How could it be?

I breathed in and out. I would have slapped her if she was real.

‘Go back to where you came from!’

The thing is, said Simp. You’re angry cos you’ve lost it. Your youth, your fiancé, your smarts. I mean, can you even calculate the square root of 762 anymore?

‘You’re not even real!’ I screamed.

I knew that I was screaming and that people were taking a wide berth, staring at me as they passed.

Okay, an easy one, she said. If a ship had twenty-six goats and ten sheep on board, how old is the ship’s captain?

‘What is it you want from me?’ I shouted at her shadowless body.

My heart is yours, as is my heart’s desire, she said.

I felt a fire in me. It was coming from me and it was burning me at the same time. I shouted at her. ‘That’s a critical-thinking question, not a maths question, and 762 is an irrational number!’

I screamed at my imaginary friend returned from the dead. But I was shouting at nothing. Simp had gone.

I stared back at those people who were unashamed to watch a woman lose her shit on the street early on a Wednesday morning here at the end of the world. I wasn’t afraid of them. I eyeballed every one of them and even the most stubborn began to bow their heads and move on. Most people don’t like scenes. Most people are cowards.

The hill I climbed to go to work every day stood before me. Already I was running late, so I took my sweet time. There had been a moment on the bus when I’d made a decision to tip my lunch out, but I couldn’t isolate it. I knew why I’d done it. Simp was right about some things. I could be a bully and my avoidance tactics were second to none and perhaps I’d wasted my natural talents and for sure my flat was a dump. But I had no heart’s desire. Not anymore. I’d trained that out of me.








Chapter Two


Once I got through university security I was twenty minutes late and there was a mature student already waiting by my cubicle. You only had to be twenty-five to be considered a mature student. Lots of people complained about it – how it made them sound elderly when they were mid-twenties. This guy looked like he was in his thirties. He looked like he had money and he also looked grumpy.

I hung my jacket on the back of the chair and sat down.

‘You’re late,’ he said, pointing at the opening hours notice on the wall.

‘Hello,’ I said.

‘Enrolments?’

‘Eh?’

‘Are you or are you not Enrolments?’

He spoke in a matter-of-fact way and had an English-sounding accent, though he looked Asian. Definitely a wealthugee. We’d been primed to watch for them. They were worth a lot to the university. It was core policy to be very welcoming to them.

‘Sure,’ I said, putting a big smile on my face.

‘I have come to make a formal complaint,’ he said.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘You should probably see Gerald for that. He’s my manager. He deals with all the complaints. He’s trained in helping people with their complaints.’

‘No, it’s okay,’ said the guy. ‘I can talk to you.’

I tried hard to smile.

‘You will need to record this because it’s formal,’ he said.

I grabbed a piece of paper and wrote the date at the top, then wrote Formal Complaint and underlined it. I looked up at him. ‘Okay, I’m ready,’ I said.

‘Don’t you use a system?’

I held up my pen. ‘This is a system,’ I said. ‘Computer’s not ready yet.’ I tapped a few keys on my computer to show I was making an effort.

The guy shook his head like he didn’t believe me, even though it was true. I hadn’t had time to turn my computer on.

‘Okay.’ He wriggled his finger in the air as he spoke. ‘I want to know why there is no Russian Literature Department in this university.’

That wasn’t the sort of complaint I’d been expecting. Generally people came here to complain about the number of forms we made them fill out. There hadn’t been a Russian Literature Department in the university since the nineties. I told the guy this.

‘I know,’ he said. ‘It’s completely unacceptable.’

‘Maybe,’ I said, ‘but I don’t know if you can retroactively lay a complaint about something that stopped happening nearly thirty years ago. I mean, isn’t that like complaining to Germany about World War Two? They’re just gonna nod their heads and say, We know, we know, it’s such a shame.’

I wasn’t, strictly speaking, giving my best customer service, but I was feeling distracted by the sauerkraut incident. I’d done it because Simp was there and she was pissing me off. I’d done it to prove I still had my edge.

‘It’s nothing like that,’ said the guy. ‘That is a specious argument.’

I wrote ‘no Russian literature’ and ‘specious argument’ down on my piece of paper so he knew I was taking him seriously. I looked at him and nodded. I tried to look like I was making an effort. We were supposed to take all enquiries very seriously, most especially wealthugee enquiries. It was part of cascading educational dreams into reality. Enquiries into fee-paying students.

He tapped his finger on my desk. ‘Though maybe you have a point. This is an ethical issue. I’m asking that a university actually act like an institution of higher learning and allow its students to study different world literatures. In fact, your government should mandate that the literatures of the world be taught in its universities.’

‘I don’t know if our government can mandate—’

The guy interrupted me and continued his rant. ‘Especially now you’ve got people from all over the world living here who don’t want to just study English novels. We want to read big novels, ones with ideas. World-saving novels!’

I wanted to say that I thought some English novels had ideas in them too, but I held my tongue. This guy was definitely an idealist, and since living with Nick I knew better than to argue with them. I knew that there were guys who made proclamations about Russian literature because they thought it made them more attractive. Anyway, I kind of agreed that the university should have a Russian Literature Department, if only to show they weren’t all about commerce. But most students didn’t care about any of this. They just wanted the answer to the exam question so they could get a decent grade for a degree that would put them in debt for many, many years.

I shrugged and nodded.

‘What?’ He shrugged and nodded, copying me, but without sarcasm, which I expected was a thing people did in the place he was from. I’d noticed that wealthugees didn’t approach confrontation with the same level of passive aggression as New Zealanders, but I didn’t know if the lack of passive aggression was a wealth thing or a foreign thing.

I wondered if Simp had made it home okay, which was a pointless thing to wonder about. It would be better if she just got hit by a bus.

‘I need a coffee,’ I said. ‘I really need a coffee.’

I didn’t mean to say it out loud, but I wanted to get away from this guy’s complaint. Simp coming on the bus this morning had done me in. The fact that the university didn’t teach Russian literature didn’t matter, not anymore.

He looked at his watch and sighed. ‘I’ll come and get one with you,’ he said. ‘I really need a coffee too.’

I didn’t know what it was with the morning but I seemed to be attracting annoying men. I opened my mouth to squash the idea of coffee together.

‘I’ve just moved here,’ he said, a tad too quickly. ‘So the coffee is on me.’ He smiled at me in a generically friendly way.

‘Whatever,’ I said. I didn’t have to sit down with him and I couldn’t really afford to buy my coffee every day, so I would take it as a gift and get out.

We started walking towards the café.

‘Are you from here?’ said the wealthugee, like he was trying to make conversation.

‘Ah – yep,’ I said.

‘It’s nice,’ he said.

The dude was just saying words out his mouth now. This city was windy and grey. Its buildings were ugly and boring. Sure, we had trees and the harbour. But the harbour had poo leaking into it and you couldn’t swim there even on the two days a year when it was warm enough. I wasn’t sure if we were still in a customer-service relationship given that he’d just invited himself for coffee with me, so I nodded. I knew if I didn’t sign this wealthugee up to a course, even if it was one that didn’t exist, questions would be asked.

‘I’ve been moving between London and Hong Kong for the last eight years,’ he said. ‘So it’s nice to come somewhere smaller.’

‘Oh! I wondered if you were a little bit Russian,’ I said.

He gave me a funny look. ‘Because of my preference for Russian literature?’

‘Aha.’

‘I just like the big novels.’

I looked down as we joined the end of a very long queue. I noticed his shoes. Limited-edition Nikes. They cost around US$800. I surfed the sites that sold them. How rich did that make him? Rich enough for my fantasy shoes.

All around us students were looking at their phones, flicking between apps, searching for something that might turn their morning around. I estimated I had at least another ten minutes of conversation before I would get my free coffee. But I also knew there was more to be got.

‘So what were you doing in London and Hong Kong?’ I said.

‘Investment banking, drinking in fancy bars, working out at the gym, looking after my kid.’

All of this confirmed he was a wealthugee.

‘You have a kid?’ I said.

‘Yes. You sound surprised.’

‘It’s just, how old are you?’

‘Forty-seven.’

‘What?’

He nodded.

‘I thought you were thirty-something.’

‘It’s my skin. Asians age slower than white people. I’m half Chinese and I got my best-looking bits from my mother.’

‘That’s a bit of a generalisation, isn’t it?’

‘My mother was attractive.’

I rolled my eyes at him. It was evident he needed more eyeroll in his life. ‘Asians age slower than Europeans?’ I waited for him to say something, to justify what he’d said. He looked at me. Like he really stared, and then he cracked up.

‘What?’ I said. ‘What’s so funny?’

I had to wait for him to stop laughing. A few people glanced at us.

‘You think I’m making race-based assumptions, don’t you?’

‘No,’ I said. I sounded slightly sulky.

‘I didn’t say you looked old,’ he said.

I looked at his blazer and decided he was definitely quite rich. He held himself upright like he knew his worth. The blazer was made from a fine fabric and it hung perfectly on his frame. I wanted to touch it, to know its weight and texture.

‘That’s a nice blazer,’ I said.

‘Thanks.’

He was slightly taller than me, but I wondered if that was the shoes.

‘How old’s your kid?’

‘Fifteen.’

‘Okay, well … I guess you do have good genes,’ I said. ‘You don’t look like someone with a fifteen-year-old.’

‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘This queue is going on forever.’

‘Yeah, it’s slow here.’

‘Why do people come here if it’s this slow?’

‘I don’t know. Force of habit. The coffee’s good.’

‘In Hong Kong we’d be sitting down by now. And in London we’d be suppressing our complaints about the queue while looking extremely displeased.’

He looked at me, and I smiled apologetically as if I were the one slowing the service down.

I didn’t know what to say, so I pretended like I might choose something to eat. The cabinet was stuffed full of expensive food – pastries and salads made from grains I’d never tried. The cost of everything in the cabinet had gone up by at least ten dollars because of the wealthugees and various eco-political food events I didn’t follow anymore. I didn’t know how anyone who wasn’t a wealthugee afforded any of the food they sold here.

‘So why do you want to study Russian literature?’ I said.

‘Have you ever been to China?’

‘No.’

‘Well, if you’ve spent any time in China you’d understand. Young Chinese, they’re just like these people – tap tap tap on the phone, taking selfies with beauty filters, buying labels. Chinese are practical, you know? They just want to be able to eat good food, have some free time like anyone. But it’s a self-contained culture and even though shit has gotten real there, as it has in many places, people still act like things will stay as they are. Not everyone but a lot. That’s why I want to study Russian literature. I want to understand what it is we’re scared of. At a deep level.’

He was looking straight at me the whole time he spoke. It was too much, and I looked over his shoulder at all the young people moving lethargically about their business.

‘And Russian literature will help you understand Chinese fear?’ I said.

‘Not just Chinese fear. Human fear. And let me put it this way. You live on an island. You don’t have a border to patrol.’

Russian-literature guy’s face was serious. He had a tiny line between his eyebrows and it made him look a tiny bit sexy. There had been a time when I studied fear. I shook my head.

‘I mean, I know you have your own problems here,’ he said. ‘This is a colonised country after all. And now you’ve got a bunch of rich people buying their way in. A different type of invasion.’

‘Is China going to be invaded?’ I said.

He shrugged. ‘Maybe it will collapse internally.’

I frowned at him. He may as well have been speaking Russian.

We were now next in line to order. The young man in front of us was asking for a complicated coffee. He looked fit, like someone who really cared about taking good care of their body and money and eating well so he could live forever. He ordered coffee with almond milk. Russian-literature guy looked visibly annoyed at how long the young man was taking. He was talking to the café woman; they were flirting and laughing. Whatever they were doing, the café woman was being helpful and nice, way more helpful and nice than she ever was with me. I bought coffee here regularly even though I couldn’t afford to, and she never remembered my name. It really peeved me.

Finally I ordered and, once again, the woman asked me my name.

‘Almond milk,’ said Russian-lit guy, shaking his head at me and the woman behind the counter. ‘We all know how much water it takes to process almonds. Not to mention bees.’

He spoke in a calm tone, but it was an aggressive thing to say. It wasn’t her fault people ordered almond milk in their coffee, but I was pleased he was poking her because she was rude for not remembering my name.

‘Cows pollute the water,’ she said, matter-of-factly.

‘What other milk have you got?’ he said.

‘Breast?’ I said.

‘Oat and coconut,’ she said in a curt tone, giving me a very bad customer service look.

‘I was joking,’ I said.

‘I’ll have coconut milk.’ Russian-lit guy turned to me. ‘Do you want something to eat?’

I shook my head.

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘We’ll take two croissants.’

I looked away from him. Why would he order two croissants when I wanted none? That was alpha shit. We moved to the side of the counter to wait.

‘I saw you looking at the food,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to eat it if you don’t want to.’

A strange feeling came over me. I didn’t want the croissant. This guy was strange and egotistical, but then he also seemed far more straightforward than most of the people I dealt with all day – young people who didn’t know what they wanted or wanted to do even though they were putting themselves in massive amounts of debt. We all knew that in a few years none of it would matter anyway, but we had to pretend like it did, we had to go on. This guy with his irrelevant Russian literature query and his fine blazer had something loose in him. I hoped it was money. He excited me.

‘Can I ask you something?’ I said, looking at him with my most clear eye.

‘Sure.’ He returned the gaze.

‘Is there something forgettable about me?’

‘How do you mean? Because we only just met.’

‘That woman taking our orders, she never remembers my name even though I buy coffee here most days of the week. And it just makes me wonder, is there something about my face or the way my voice sounds that makes people forget me?’

He looked at me. I tried to stand still and not pull a face, even though I felt uncomfortable and aroused being looked at so closely. His eyes were tracing me – my jawline, my nose, eyebrows, all my freckles, the fresh pimple on my forehead, the scar I had under my nose from when Simp made me fall down the stairs outside our house when I was three. My earliest conscious memory of pain. My mother screaming at all the blood. He would see that.

My cheeks felt hot from all the attention. What I realised was that no one had looked at me like this for a long time.

He didn’t speak and neither did I. His eyes were dark brown, and the left one had some small lighter specks in it which you wouldn’t notice if you weren’t looking at him so closely. He was, I decided as he inspected me, quite good-looking once you got past his slightly snooty veneer.

‘Hmm,’ he said after a while. ‘It’s hard to tell.’

I huffed at him. ‘To tell what?’

‘It’s just that Westerners kind of look the same to me,’ he said.

My cheeks bloomed with heat again. I looked down at my feet, unable now to meet his eye. Then he laughed loudly.

‘Joking!’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t forget your face.’

His eyes were soft and he was looking at me with what felt like fondness.

Our coffee order was called. It was a relief to move away from him.

I handed him his cup and he thanked me.

‘I should get back to my desk,’ I said.

‘I’ll walk you back,’ he said.

We walked in silence past all the students chatting and tapping their phones. They wore ripped jeans and expensive T-shirts, long skirts like women from a religious order save for the crop tops which showed their tattooed bellies. Their faces were unlined, freshly pimpled, covered in foundation and black pen flicks on the eyes. They projected indifference but their true hearts were earnest. I’d read that they were the most anxious generation the world had produced. I was invisible to them now, but I remembered what it was to be nineteen or twenty-one and have no idea what was going on and to not appreciate that this was the best-looking I would ever be. They probably felt like they were going to die young – and they would, considering how things were going. They had nothing to look forward to, and all that was going to happen to them was they would get older and living would get harder. Our country already had one of the highest youth suicide rates in the world. I didn’t blame them. I hated looking older. Now that I was closing in on forty, I could totally see how my face would be moulded into the accumulated experiences of the years I’d lived. There was nothing nice about it.

‘Hey,’ said the guy.

He put his hand on my arm and we both stopped walking. It was the first time a man had touched me in months. I generally didn’t like people touching me, but this felt different. I looked down at his hand and he pulled away.

‘I’m Pablo,’ he said.

I held out my hand, not because I wanted to shake hands but because I wanted him to touch me again. His palm was warm and moisturised. Maybe it was always like that. I wanted to rub it like a piece of velvet.

Before we parted Pablo gave me his number. He said he’d like to take me out for dinner and, if I wanted that too, I could text him. He didn’t ask me for my contact.

‘I’ll see,’ I said, but I knew I would text him. ‘I’ll see’ always means yes.

That afternoon I had a scheduling meeting with Gerald, Brian and Kaylee. Kaylee was new to Enrolments, and Brian had been tasked with training her. Already I could see that Kaylee could not be trained, because she knew she was better than us. She was destined for higher admin spheres than Enrolments.

I’d seen people like her in the fifteen years I’d been here. They dressed in generic corporate wear and were hungry to organise and to be on top of all things at all times, as well as ahead of everything and sometimes behind some new things. I didn’t understand them, the Kaylees of this world. They were not stupid, and it was impossible they would not find what we did repetitive and boring. The work we did was a by-product of business systems that would use up people on the factory line until the robots could do it. We were the bowels of the university corporation, modern shovellers of figurative shit. I knew it wasn’t as bad as working directly with raw sewage, but it was meaningless and definitely less useful than actual shit shovelling. I found it fascinating that the Kaylees could stay so driven knowing all this. Even if their sights were set on realms beyond ours, with greater pay rates, they would still be raking muck. Outwardly, I remained sublimely neutral. I offered no additional help beyond that which was asked for, nor any impediment.

‘So,’ said Gerald. ‘How are we all feeling?’

Gerald had recently attended a professional development workshop which led him to attend to our feelings first when opening a meeting. This would eventually fade out and morph into a different routine when he went to the next workshop. For now we were stuck with Gerald’s version of Culturally and Emotionally Intelligent Leadership, as well as with the potted ferns he’d bought for our work desks to remind us of our connection with nature which was more important than ever in our time.

When I’d asked Gerald to elucidate how a plant in a plastic pot signified more than desktop decoration, he’d not sighed as he usually would but said, ‘Good! I like that you’re asking questions!’ Which was presumably part of his new leadership style. But he’d offered no satisfactory answer, because there wasn’t one.

‘I’m quite tired,’ said Brian, in answer to Gerald’s question.

‘What was that, Brian?’ said Gerald. He was shuffling through the schedule for the upcoming open day.

‘You asked how we were feeling, and I said, I’m quite tired,’ said Brian.

‘Oh,’ said Gerald. ‘I’m sorry to hear that, Brian.’

‘Have a coffee,’ said Kaylee, who was solutions-focused, with little time for Brian’s physical sensitivities.

‘I can’t drink coffee after midday,’ said Brian.

‘Sensible,’ said Gerald. ‘For good sleep hygiene.’

‘I can sleep,’ said Kaylee.

‘Good for you,’ said Brian.

I said nothing. I liked to see how little I could contribute in these meetings. My all-time Personal Best was three words, nothing to add, of which I had been inordinately pleased at the time. I would have liked to poke Brian with further questions about his fatigue, such as, How are your iron levels? Are you getting adequate exercise? Is your sleep disturbed by a creeping sense of abject horror at the meaninglessness of your day-to-day routine and the advancing apocalypse? But I’d already had a warning from Gerald about my attitude in relation to team morale, and while I wasn’t above pushing team morale in interesting directions I was keen to see if I could beat my PB.

‘Fantastic,’ said Gerald. ‘Right! Task Windows?’

Kaylee, Brian and I handed over printouts of our completed, current and to-do Task Windows.

‘Brilliant, thanks, people. Now to the open day schedule.’

‘Ah, Gerald?’ said Kaylee. ‘I wondered if I might make a suggestion about Task Windows before we moved to open day?’

‘Of course, Kaylee,’ said Gerald. He opened his eyes really wide like he was interested in what she had to say.

‘I’ve identified a potential initiative which would organise Task Window data automatically into priority categories. At present it’s organised manually in part?’

Kaylee put question marks at the end of statements as a way of sounding open-minded.

‘That’s correct,’ said Gerald. ‘I’ll warn you, any new initiatives need to be a zero costing, as we’ve had the word that budgets must remain static or reduce for the next year.’

‘This won’t cost anything,’ said Kaylee, her mouth curved up like she was smiling.

‘Good, good. Let’s hear it then,’ said Gerald.

‘Great.’ Kaylee cleared her throat and stood up like she was about to give a TED talk.

‘Currently Task Manager organises workflow by date stamp? And while it’s helpful to know when an enquiry came in, this does not reflect the reality of how we work because we all tend to prioritise enquiries depending on the urgency we perceive the enquiry demands? Effectively we override the Task Manager system and …’

While Kaylee talked I thought about Pablo’s hands. The skin on them was very smooth, like the skin on his face and neck, and I wondered if he exfoliated his whole body. Just thinking about his hands I felt turned on, which was interesting because not many things turned me on these days. Kaylee’s voice became a static background noise while I let myself dream of Pablo putting his soft, moisturised hand on my bare arm, running it up to my shoulder and over my throat. Then he’d start to run it down my body. I could feel myself growing wet just thinking about it. I definitely would text him. Tonight? Was that too soon? I’d need to search the correct amount of time before you should text a person who gives you their number but doesn’t ask for yours.

The room had gone quiet. Kaylee had stopped speaking.

Brian said yes and Gerald looked at me and I nodded. I didn’t count nodding as words, so I was still on target with my PB.

‘All agreed then,’ said Gerald. ‘Kaylee, if you could send that to me as a memo I could organise it as a work structure and send it out to the team.’

‘Written up already,’ said Kaylee. ‘I’ll send the memo when the meeting concludes?’

‘Goodness,’ said Gerald. ‘Very efficient. Right, to open day. I thought we’d try something a little different this year.’

Kaylee beamed like this was the best news she’d heard all day. Brian was checking his GreenTrade account on his phone. He was always selling things, mostly stuff he’d bought a month ago on GreenTrade. Last year I’d asked him if he made any money from doing this, and he’d told me that wasn’t really the point. What was the point? I’d asked. It’s the ebb and flow of the game. Satisfying the customer, he’d told me. So you lose money? I said. Not everything is about profit and loss, he said. What sort of person loses money selling pot? I said. That’s not all I sell. I also sell stuff to help people grow their own, he said. You’re a riddle, I said. Because I don’t conform to your capitalist framework? said Brian. Buying and selling is one of the keystone activities of capitalism, I said. I’m not just trading, I’m making a community, he said. I take it people give you money for their dope? I said. Brian was quiet a moment. I give a lot of stuff away, if they’re really sick or in pain, he said. Also, I’m stockpiling gardening equipment. I nodded and left it at that. I didn’t want to know about Brian’s stockpiling. But I had a certain understanding of it. My mother had hoarder tendencies.

Five years ago I’d hired a container and I’d helped her get rid of stuff. It was the worst thing we’d done together in our lives. She became impossible, refusing to let me throw out empty chocolate boxes she’d collected on our trip to Europe when I was twenty-six. In the end I told her that if she didn’t let me get rid of some of the piles I would burn the house down, and she knew I was perfectly capable of such an activity. Afterwards she sulked for a month and I could do nothing to pull her out of it. I had failed to comprehend the deep attachment she had to her stuff. Unwittingly I had walked into the museum of her soul, stocked with the displays of her lifetime, and had not recognised it as such. I was her daughter but that didn’t mean I understood any of this, or any of her. My mother, on the other hand, believed that she understood me fully. That was the start of when we stopped speaking so much.

‘Which will give us a competitive edge over the other university,’ Gerald said. The other university was like the Scottish play for Gerald – we were never to use its name. He tapped the table with his finger. ‘Brian, are you listening?’

Brian looked up. He had not, in fact, been listening. Neither had I, but I had my attentive face down pat. I was capable of astral travel while looking like I was entirely present. Brian found it harder to dissemble. I could have quietly suggested that he practise his work-meeting face had I had sufficient empathy for him.

‘Sorry,’ said Brian. His phone was still in his hand under the table and anyone could see it was killing him not to look down at it.

‘I know that you all understand the importance of open day,’ said Gerald in his most patient voice. ‘Not just to us in Enrolments but to the future of the university, now more than ever given the … the …’ Gerald couldn’t say the words ‘climate apocalypse’ because he had a new baby.

Brian’s right eye started twitching with the effort of not looking at his phone.

Gerald was deluded. He’d get grand when he wanted to make a point, because he still thought that getting us to work was a matter of motivating us. He couldn’t comprehend that Brian and I were beyond his motivational reach when it came to work. Kaylee too, but that was because she had her own thing going on.

‘I’m right with you, Gerald,’ said Brian, his right eye blinking madly.

‘Have you got something in your eye?’ said Gerald.

‘Yes!’ said Brian, relieved that he finally had an excuse to leave the room and check his trade. He stood up, holding his right hand over the eye, his phone in his left. ‘Year-round hay fever,’ he said. ‘I’ll just go and flush it out.’ When he got to the door he already had both hands on his phone, updating furiously. ‘Back soon!’

Kaylee shook her head. ‘I think we’ve been through everything we need to now anyway, Gerald?’

Gerald looked tired. I never asked anything about his life outside of work, but I knew more than I wanted to because he told us. He had a two-year-old and a new baby who woke every night at 1:50am with colic and cried until 6am, when Gerald got up to get the two-year-old breakfast. He was putting on weight because he ate six Weet-Bix at dawn, then was starving by mid-morning so would buy himself a pastry and two coffees which he couldn’t afford on his entry-level manager salary. It was a bad habit. Kaylee pretended to be interested in Gerald’s news but would quickly move the conversation on. I didn’t say, Serves you right for producing more people, but it was what I thought.

Kaylee stood up and left the room. As I was following her out, Gerald caught my arm.

‘A word?’ he said.

A feeling of panic ran through me. A one-on-one conversation was going to make it hard to achieve a new PB.

He waited until Kaylee was out of earshot and then he said, ‘I just wanted to check in with you. You’ve been very quiet recently.’

I didn’t say anything and waited for him to fill the space, which I knew he would.

‘It’s just I wanted to make sure everything was okay.’

I nodded.

‘And you’re all on board with our new approach to open day?’

I nodded again but with more enthusiasm to indicate I was completely on board. I could have stepped out the door and turned to talk to him. If I was outside the threshold of the meeting room I would technically be allowed to talk, but that felt like cheating so I hung on.

‘Good. I might be misreading you. I’m so tired at the moment. The baby …’ He looked away from me, reached over and pushed the door shut. ‘I know you’re not interested in that stuff, and really why would you be?’ His tone had a slight self-pitying quality which made me despise him.

‘I miss you,’ he said.

I looked up at him, surprised. He almost never referred to our scattered and brief sexual acts, and neither did I. We both pretended they never happened. So why was he referring to them now?

‘I do care about you,’ he said. ‘Even though I’m distracted by my tiredness and workload I just wonder if you’re happy? You are the smartest person in our team, probably the smartest out of all the professional staff in this university, and yet you stay here when you could do so much more.’

I gave up on my PB for this meeting. I could see it was going to be impossible and anyway I could count this as an exception because it was.

‘I’m as happy as a clam,’ I said. I said it to make him understand that he didn’t make me happy. Were clams happy? Mostly they were extinct.

‘Don’t you want more, you know, to do more?’ he said. Gerald always tried. That was his problem.

‘Don’t you want more?’ I said.

He reached out and brushed my arm. ‘Sometimes I find it unbearable working around you.’

I gently pulled away from him. I didn’t want him to touch me. ‘You’re tired. Probably delusional.’

How could he find it unbearable to be around me when I didn’t say a word? I wanted to shout at him, These are random sexual urges! Nothing to do with me! But I could see desire in his tired eyes and I knew that he would do exactly what I told him to do. Part of me agreeing to our casual sex acts was that I liked getting Gerald to do things for me, not that I actually liked him. The power imbalance was like sniffing petrol fumes – bad but so good. If I wanted him to lick the table he would. He would have one finger in my cunt and I could press his face into the meeting table as hard as I liked and tell him to lick it and he would absolutely do the best job of licking the table clean.

But right now I was tired of listening to him and of filling out stupid Task Windows. I was pissed off he’d ruined my attempt at zero talking just as I’d almost met my new PB. Although at least it gave me time to think about what came next. Because, after I had met it, what came next? Negative talking? Or maybe it was how many meetings in a row I could say nothing?

I moved up close to Gerald’s face. He was reasonably handsome but his breath was often stale.

‘I tell you what,’ I said.

He was caught in his desire and fatigue – his eyes were glassy, pupils dilated.

‘Sit down on that chair,’ I said.

He did as I told him, didn’t even say, But we’re at work, like he used to. He really was in a bad way.

‘Put your head on the table,’ I said.

He did.

‘Shut your eyes,’ I said.

He did.

I walked up to him and stroked his neck. He gave a little moan. He was so pathetic. I leaned down and whispered in his ear.

‘I’m going to leave you here for twenty minutes.’

‘Okay,’ he said.

‘Shut up!’

‘Okay.’

‘You’re to go to sleep.’

Gerald started to protest, so I reached down to the inside of his thigh just below his groin and pinched a tiny piece of skin as hard as I could.

‘Ow! That hurt!’

‘Shut up and do as you’re fucking told!’

‘Okay,’ he said.

I went back to my desk and did a search for how long you should wait before you text someone who gave you their number. The general advice was that you shouldn’t do it straight away because that could come across as over-eager, but nor was there any prescribed time for how long you should wait. Texting this afternoon wouldn’t be advised, I decided. Then I decided I would wait until that night as a test of my impulse control, which had failed this morning when I’d tipped sauerkraut on the bus guy’s cheap jacket.

I settled in to read an old long article about how two companies that made and controlled a large portion of the market for glasses frames and lenses had amalgamated into one company. The article explained how the father of the frame company was a complete megalomaniac who wanted to be the only producer of the world’s spectacles, and this was entirely within his means because of the amalgamation and because more people than ever were going myopic due to the time they spent indoors and at screens. They called it an epidemic of myopia. It was the sort of article I loved to read at work – long and dramatic, mostly well researched and irrelevant to the most pressing problems of the world or my life. Perfect.

An hour later Kaylee came by my desk and asked me if I’d seen Gerald.

‘No,’ I said.

I’d forgotten about him.

When I went through to check on him he was snoring, his head still where I’d told him to leave it on the meeting-room table. He was made to be eaten by lions.








Chapter Three


There was no more I could do for Gerald, so although it was only 4pm I decided to leave work and visit Amy. The street she lived on was just a fifteen-minute walk from the campus: a highly desirable area that used to be a hotbed of academia and government intelligentsia, but they’d been done away with and now it was filled with corporate lawyers and speculators and whatever else it was that rich people did. Amy’s husband Pete was an architect who had bought their house cheaply when they were in their early twenties – worst house on the best street – and they’d slowly done it up. It was actually a really cool house. Cunt that he was, I had to admit that Pete was a good designer of space. My favourite parts of it were a cubby hole he’d made for the children to hide and play in, which I would have liked for myself, and a brilliant internal courtyard which was completely sheltered from the wind and filled with ferns, flaxes, exotic flowering plants and an overhead trellis with a kiwifruit vine. We hadn’t done it for ages, but my favourite thing to do was to sit in their courtyard and drink with Amy.

Beyond the front door I could hear cellos and a sound like cats in a face-off. Amy homeschooled her kids, who all learned classical instruments and competed in winter and summer club sports at regional levels.

I let myself in and found her in the kitchen, preparing vegetables, which was what she seemed to spend a lot of time doing these days. Her main activity was fermenting, but she also bottled all manner of vegetables and fruits like a farmer’s wife from the 1950s. The stovetop had two large pots on the boil. The water allowance didn’t apply in their house because Pete had installed gigantic water tanks eight years before. Amy ran the taps like it was the year 2000. There were a gazillion cauliflower florets on the kitchen counter, and on their large dining table alongside children’s books, pens and about twenty glass jars there was a fungal-looking bubbling growth leaking out of a bowl onto an iPad in a slow-mo explosion.

‘That looks nice,’ I said, pointing at the explosion.

‘Oh, fuck!’ she said. ‘That was supposed to be Kate’s responsibility.’

Amy’s children had responsibilities.

‘What is it?’ I said.

Amy immediately started to rescue the bits that were growing on the iPad screen.

‘Can you move the caulis?’ she said, nodding at the kitchen sink.

I picked up three whole cauliflower heads. ‘Triplets,’ I said, rocking them in my arms like they were babies.

She smirked and her face went pink as she moved the exploding growth to the kitchen counter. She’d always been given to blushing when she was amused or embarrassed or drunk or angry. Men liked it.

‘What is that?’ I said, pointing at the brown bubbles.

‘It’s sourdough. It’s vigorous.’

‘It’s definitely in the top percentile. And I guess there was a run on cauliflowers,’ I said, holding them up.

‘Two for ten at the shop yesterday.’

‘Funny what counts for a special these days,’ I said.

Amy’s face was hard. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘we know the solution, right?’

I didn’t say anything. Amy was always getting at me to dig a vegetable garden, which was something I was never going to do. I was happy to fade away to my death when the industrial food chain was gone. But not Amy. Two years earlier she and Pete had built an insulated cool store under their house and put in shelves that were four jars deep in preserved vegetables.

Stella, her middle child, ran in with a cello bow held high in the air, followed by Jimmy, the baby of the family. They still called him the baby, even though he was clearly a small boy now. He was holding an electric drill and pointing it at his sister. The children ran around the table twice.

‘Stop!’ Amy shouted. ‘Don’t run inside! Put that thing down, Jimmy!’

They didn’t stop. That’s one thing I’d learned about kids – they only hear the bits you don’t want them to.

‘He’s trying to drill into my kidneys,’ shouted Stella.

Amy yanked the tool away from Jimmy. She put an apple into his hand and he bit into it like a bad machine.

‘He’s evil,’ said Stella.

She glared at her brother and I glared with her, because she was right. Jimmy was evil.

‘He’s hungry, Stella,’ said Amy, handing her an apple. ‘He gets hungry at this time of night. It affects his blood sugar levels. Now, Stella – you can go back to practice. Jimmy, you stay put.’

I sighed. Jimmy was my least favourite of Amy’s children and Amy’s most favourite. She definitely treated him so, and it was ruining him. Already I could tell that he had the same mercenary traits as his father. He sat at the head of the table, chewing his apple and narrowing his eyes at me.

‘When you leave?’ he said, spitting bits of apple onto the table.

‘Jimmy! That’s not polite. Did you say hi?’ said Amy. ‘We say hello to our guests, you know that.’

‘Hi,’ he said in his cold killer voice.

Stella was standing by the table, hopping from one foot to the other.

‘I don’t want to practise, Mum! It sounds like shit,’ said Stella.

She was right.

‘Don’t say shit,’ said Amy. ‘And you must practise if you’re to improve.’

‘I don’t want to improve,’ said Stella.

The screeching cat sound got louder, and Kate appeared in the kitchen door with a violin under her chin.

‘Mum!’ She shouted even though she was now in the same room. ‘Stella’s not even practising!’

Kate had actually been quite cute when she was a toddler. She’d turned into a whiny kid when Stella was born.

‘Go and practise, Stella,’ said Amy. ‘Now. Or lose your device time.’

Stella and Kate both frowned and left the room, Stella jabbing her sister with her cello bow as she moved through the doorway.

‘Pass me those jars, would you?’ said Amy.

‘I pass jar to Mummy,’ said Jimmy, a scowl on his face. He came over and pushed me, and grabbed a jar off the table.

‘Jimmy!’ said Amy. ‘Don’t push.’ She turned to me. ‘What’s up? Shouldn’t you be at work? You hate this time of day.’

She was right, I hated being around her children, but they were here most of the time. Homeschooling had changed Amy. She’d become very distracted and distant, and it was impossible to have a proper conversation.

‘I just thought I’d say hello,’ I said, raising my eyebrows at Jimmy as he grabbed the jar out of my hands and passed it to Amy. I realised then that a part of me needed to tell her about Simp, even though I never would. But that was why I was here.

‘My mummy,’ he said.

‘Yes, I am,’ said Amy. ‘Would you like to watch Peppa Pig now?’

Jimmy nodded seriously at her, and she led him to the other end of the kitchen table and put headphones over his ears.

‘A spot of extension Peppa Pig?’ I said.

Jimmy was too young to be at ordinary school, but Amy had him doing lessons with the older girls. She wondered if he was gifted because he had a very enquiring mind which she felt needed stretching. He could read already. Anything that wasn’t what you’d think of as school work Amy called ‘extension’. All three kids had helped dig out the cool store as part of the extension curriculum.

‘Don’t judge,’ said Amy. ‘It’s in French.’

‘Can he understand it?’

‘He doesn’t seem to mind. It’s how kids learn other languages. You know, brains like sponges. Listen, do you mind if we talk while I load these jars? The kids were meant to be doing it with me but they’ve got to finish practice before Pete gets home.’

I did mind but I didn’t say so. Amy rarely had time to sit down and talk when I called in. She never came to my house. She stayed home and bottled and tidied the house for Pete who liked things to be orderly and quiet when he got home. She once told me that too much noise triggered his migraines. Amy forgave Pete his sensitivities because he was a brilliant architect. Perhaps it was true, but he was also an arsehole. Pete wasn’t something Amy and I discussed much.

She checked her watch. ‘Oh goddamn it,’ she said. ‘I’ve not even done thirteen thousand steps today!’

Amy had become obsessed with her step count in the last couple of years. She’d come late to having a smart watch because it was a bone of contention between her and Pete, who didn’t like any of the family feeding their data to the tech monoliths. Pete thought that humans were entirely capable of knowing whether they were healthy without monitoring every single piece of their own data. But what Pete didn’t understand was that Amy didn’t care if big data mined her heart rate, her sleep, the kilometres she ran around the gardens near their house, her unconscious fears. She wanted them to. She tracked everything, including her periods and mucus quality, water intake and calories. A separate app tracked her moods. There were things I knew about Amy that Pete didn’t.

And the thing was, since she got the watch, she had lost all the weight she put on with the kids. I knew how she really did it, how she got rid of those stubborn last kilos. The same way she’d done it since we were young. We didn’t talk about it, but I knew she was back to the old finger-down-the-throat, because when things got stressful it’s what she did. And Amy’s life was stressful – she homeschooled three kids and kept a high-maintenance husband in a time when society as we’ve known it was dying. I knew that my ambivalence about the emergency we were living in annoyed her. The problem with emergencies was that the longer they went on, the more they just felt like normal life.

‘What is he doing?’ I said. Jimmy was making a strange sound. He was truly a weird kid.

‘It’s his new way of laughing,’ she said.

‘Why would he change how he laughs?’

‘Peer pressure,’ she said. ‘He’s been hanging out with the kid up the street who has a very strange laugh.’ She shook her head, which I took as her not approving of the kid up the street. No behaviour would ever be down to Jimmy being naturally weird. He was her blind spot.

‘I didn’t know four-years-olds succumbed to peer pressure,’ I said. Jimmy was the bad influence, was what I meant.

‘Peer pressure affects people at any age,’ said Amy. ‘It’s a toxin in the air.’

She turned her back on me to attend to her cauliflower.

‘So, what do you want?’ she said.

‘Oh,’ I said, like I didn’t want anything, ‘I just hadn’t seen you in a while and I thought I’d call in.’

She started loading jars into the pantry.

‘Cool,’ she said, sounding uninterested. I knew how I could get her attention though.

‘And I met someone today,’ I said.

‘Oh?’

‘Just a random guy, he came into work. A wealthugee. His name’s Pablo and he wants to study Russian literature. He’s from London and Hong Kong. He gave me his number.’

‘Oh,’ said Amy again, shaking her head. ‘Are you going to text him?’

She walked over to their enormous fridge and rummaged around. I wondered if she was looking for wine for us to share, but instead she pulled out a jar of sauerkraut and held it out to me.

‘Do you need more?’ she said.

The stain on the bus guy’s shoulders flashed through my mind. I could never tell Amy about the bus incident. I said yes and took the jar. Jimmy continued to ignore us completely while he listened to French-speaking pigs. Amy went back to her cauliflower.

‘So how old is this guy? Is he handsome?’

‘He’s forty-seven.’

Amy didn’t respond.

‘But he looks younger. He dresses well. He’s got a fifteen-year-old.’

‘What? Really? Are you ready for that?’

‘I haven’t even texted him yet.’

‘You don’t know what this is. It could be your future. With a wealthugee.’ She turned to look at me, her eyes wide.

‘He’s really into Russian literature because he thinks it’s about big problems.’ I liked to avoid Amy’s predictions about my future.

‘Intense. But he’s from Hong Kong? Or did you say London?’

‘Both. He thinks China is going to be invaded by Russia or something.’

‘Hmm.’ She waved her hand. ‘Hopefully that’s not a conspiracy thing.’ Then she gave me a suspicious glance. ‘Does he look like Nick?’

‘No! Nothing like him. Why do you ask?’

Amy flicked her hair defensively.

‘You never went to therapy after Nick, did you?’

‘No.’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I know you don’t like to talk about you and Nick breaking up.’

I looked at her standing at her expansive marble counter, a Japanese-steel knife in her hand, light filling the room in a warm but never over-bright way because of the subtle skylights Pete had installed. Nick had taken all the good knives with him. I thought of my kitchen counter-top sprout. Amy would never live with uninvited house plants. She didn’t understand that I actually felt nothing towards Nick now. That even when we were breaking up I felt … nothing. Apart from the stuff he left in my spare room, it was like he’d never happened.

‘I just think … well, it’s never too late for therapy. It would be good for you. Moving forward, you know,’ said Amy.

‘Yeah,’ I said.

There was no way in hell I would go to therapy. I knew more than any therapist would ever be able to work out about me. I changed the subject. I knew that Amy had never liked Nick. She made comments about him being an influencer, and about all the yoga he managed to fit into his day. She was right to question that stuff, but then, she’d married a paranoid arsehole. Nick wasn’t an alpha male, and Pete was.

Her watch started beeping and she turned the gas off at the stove. I watched as she started to lift the jars out with tongs, carefully tipping any residue water back into the pots and setting the jars down on clean tea towels. I’d helped her when she started preserving over a year ago, but it was really boring and repetitive and I’d ended up just sitting at her table drinking while she did the bottling. It was impressive, though, how much work she’d done. Amy was a real worker when she got into things. I just didn’t see the point in prepping for the end of the world. I didn’t want to die, slowly eating preserved cauliflower and stewed apples. My preparation was a hank of rope.

‘I’ll finish this later,’ she said. ‘I think we’ll get takeaways tonight.’ She slumped over the counter a little. ‘Though Pete’ll have a fit if I get delivery food.’

‘Why?’ I said.

‘It’s not ethical. You know that. Having ready-made junk food driven to your door is over.’

‘But how will he know?’

‘Credit card statement,’ she said. ‘And the kids will tell him.’

‘Men though,’ I said, trying for a light tone. ‘I guess his work is more important.’

She eyeballed me, her lips tightening. Only she was allowed to criticise Pete.

‘And what about Gerald?’ said Amy. I’d told Amy about Gerald and some of the wealthugees I hooked up with. She was interested in the wealthugees, but didn’t approve of Gerald because he had a baby. ‘Are you still messing about there?’

‘Not really,’ I said.

‘Well, that’s something. You didn’t even like him. And he has a family.’

‘I like him.’

She raised her eyebrows. She was in a scratchy mood which was probably why she wasn’t offering me wine. Plus she had rules about drinking in the week. Amy structured her life around rules.

‘How is Louise?’ Amy liked to ask after my mother. They had a strange attachment.

‘She’s good.’

‘Are you two talking?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I mean, face to face.’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘I mean, not this week yet, but I’ve been super-busy.’

‘You have a lot going on,’ she said in a flat tone. ‘In your life.’

‘Aha,’ I said.

‘Well, if you want a therapist. I can give you my contact. She’s booked well in advance and costs—’

‘I’m not seeing your therapist, Amy,’ I said.

I looked at her, surrounded by glass jars and cauliflower florets and an out-of-control sourdough bug. Her house was architecturally refitted by her arsehole husband. She had three children, one of whom she thought might be a genius. She was a lawyer but she hadn’t worked since the kids were born. Instead she stayed at home to prep for the end of the world. This was a person I’d saved from an overdose at age sixteen. She’d really turned her life around. She’d won the privilege lottery.

‘I’m only trying to help you,’ said Amy.

‘Okay, thanks,’ I said.

It irritated me that I had to agree to bullshit to make Amy happy with me. I bet Pete didn’t know that Amy went to therapy as much as she did. Pete was all about the science. He was an award-winning architect with the arrogance of an award-winning architect. He wore expensive austere spectacles and well-worn quality shirts with little holes in them to show that he authentically wasn’t part of throw-away culture. He had a confidence that came through being good at what he did, but also through being alpha, and he considered himself an authority on many subjects. When I’d questioned him on his prepping, he said, Read the literature. Anything Pete read was called literature. You’re fucking crazy if you don’t prepare, he said. Though I guess there’s not much for you to prepare for, is there? He had looked at me with a clear repugnance. Neither of us approved of the other. I thought it an enormous mistake for Amy to have children with him, and I’d tried to stop it.

‘Can I use your EasyOrder account?’ she said. ‘I need to order pizza.’ EasyOrder was one of the outlawed apps in their house. ‘I’ll give you the cash. I just can’t face cooking.’

‘Sorry.’ I shook my head. ‘They’ve banned me.’

‘What?’

‘I can’t use their service anymore. I have to use random brand taxis if I want anything delivered. My rating’s too low.’

‘Why?’ she said, sighing. ‘What did you do?’ She held her hand up, waving an empty jar at me. ‘Actually, I don’t want to know.’

‘It was … an accident,’ I said.

‘How am I going to get the pizza?’

‘Taxi,’ I said. ‘That’s how I do it.’

‘But it will cost twice as much,’ she said.

I didn’t know why she was complaining about cost. Sometimes I think she did it to make me feel like she was of the ordinary classes like me.

‘But if you want pizza …’

‘What are you going to wear on your date?’ she said.

‘I told you, I haven’t even texted him yet!’

‘But you’ve thought about it.’

‘Well, yes. So it’s between the blue one with the frill down my boob or the red-and-white short one?’

‘The blue one’s a bit slutty.’

‘Yeah,’ I said.

‘So it depends on the impression you’re trying to make.’

I pulled a face, waiting for something to give in her. She put her jar down and came over and held my forearm. It was the first time she’d properly made contact with me since I’d arrived.

‘I think you should text this guy and let him take you out for dinner. Like, enjoy yourself on this rich man.’

Neither of us liked eating in public, so I didn’t know why she was saying this.

‘I’ll text you when we’re in the middle of having sex to give you a report,’ I said.

‘Oh, I didn’t mean that,’ she said.

‘Well, not to disappoint you but I’ve got much stricter about first-date sex.’

‘Since when?’

‘Oh, it’s just a thing I’ve thought about a bit recently.’

That was a lie. I hadn’t thought about it at all, but I guessed that Amy told Pete about my sex adventures. That was why I needed to call in regularly to make inoculations against his cuntedness with my own. Still, I’d realised for some time that I didn’t like talking to her about my casual sex life or about Gerald. I knew she thought what I did was on the nose even though I was single. Amy didn’t approve of infidelity, which was a shame because it would have done her the world of good.

Kate came into the kitchen and started moaning at Amy about violin practice again. I watched them – Kate nagging her mother and Amy pushing back, doing the thing that mothers are supposed to do, encouraging her while also not letting her give up. Kate looked like Amy when we first became friends. Kate wasn’t chubby the way Amy had been, but she had the same too-clever-for-anyone-else vibe about her. Maybe it was better that Kate was being homeschooled. That way she could avoid being picked on by kids at school the way Amy was until she became my friend. The other children had avoided me. That was because they thought I was strange, but they also knew I’d bite if they said anything to my face.

Amy and Kate were still arguing when I said my goodbyes and walked out the door.


It was during our last year of high school that Amy went hard on the vomiting and diet pills. Out of solidarity I’d tried puking a few times myself. It wasn’t unusual. We were just doing what teenage girls did. I’d always been naturally lean, but Amy started to thin out only once she started puking on a regular basis. Other girls at school complimented her new svelteness. They meant nothing to us, those girls of limited intelligence and middle of-the-road opinions, but even I could see how Amy had developed a strange new confidence from their comments and her new skinny arms. Of course her confidence wasn’t real. I knew she still felt fat even if she wasn’t anymore. She never told me this out loud, but I knew because I was her best friend.

Boys started to pay her attention and she went out with a couple of them. This left me with a feeling of deep envy. For the first time in our friendship, Amy was doing something without me. Then one of her dates forced her to have sex with him and she decided she didn’t want to go on dates anymore and it went back to just the two of us. It was better this way. We were better than the rest of those girls and boys. Even Amy said we’d be the ones with the best grown-up lives, because I was a near-genius and she was going to be a criminal prosecutor. Most weekends while other kids at our school went to parties, we stayed in and watched Freddy Krueger spinoffs.

Then one Sunday afternoon I got a strange text from Amy. It said, Thanks for being my friend xo. I ran to her house. No one answered when I hammered on the door, so I let myself in with their hidden key. The house was quiet, her parents were out. I called her name and got no answer. Amy’s bedroom was on the second storey and that’s where I found her, passed out on the floor. She’d taken a handful of her mother’s sleeping pills, which were scattered over her bed. She’d left a note. Sorry, was all it said.

I phoned the ambulance and Amy went to hospital, me riding beside her. I remember looking at her pale face, her chest and wrist plugged up to a monitor in the van. One of the ambulance staff sat beside her, checking between her face and the monitor as we rode. I wondered if Amy was dying. She looked like an anaesthetised animal on a table, waiting to have tests done on it. The ambulance officer gestured to me. ‘Hold her hand,’ she said, ‘it helps.’ I picked up Amy’s small warm hand and let my fingers touch the pulse in her wrist, a skittery faint beat. That beat told me she could just float away, so I squeezed her hand hard and told her to wait. Amy’s eyes blinked open briefly and she looked at me. In that short moment she was the most afraid I’d ever seen her look, and much too small for her size. And then she closed her eyes again. Amy hadn’t told me anything about wanting to kill herself. I knew she was worried about going to university. She’d decided to move to Otago because she said she needed to get away from home and they had a good Law Department.

At the hospital they put in a gastric tube and sucked her stomach clear of pills. The doctors told me that if I hadn’t called when I did she would have died.

She slowly started to make a recovery. She came to our house often, and I remember standing in the kitchen doorway watching her and my mother bake together. My mother showing her how to cream the butter and sugar for the cake neither of us would ever eat. Amy’s mother had never taught her how to whip the butter and sugar to a light cream, and my mother was appalled. Soft light encircled them while I stood watching my mother take Amy’s hand and show her the correct motion with the beater. The best way to turn the butter pale yellow. Why did Amy let my mother take her hand like that? She hated butter but she needed my mother’s hand.

Amy got better and she went away to Dunedin to study law, just like she said she would. I was where I’d always been. I lived in a house with my mother, whom I tried my best not to speak to. With Amy gone, I had no friends. But I had the quiet knowledge that I’d helped her. Amy was alive because of me, and the fact of it gave me a steadiness I’d not experienced before. I was capable of saving lives. My warm fingers on her barely-there pulse. I decided then I would study medicine. Not to be surgeon, because I couldn’t stand gore, but to study the brain. I wanted to learn about that look in her eyes when she opened them in the ambulance. I wanted to learn about fear.








Chapter Four


Later that evening I showed Simp the internet. No one had it at home when we were little. I flicked between social media platforms and celebrity gossip sites. Simp watched as I scrolled and the world whizzed by. She yawned.

I looked at her.

So what? she said to the internet.

I kept scrolling, avoiding sites with news of riots and wildfires, food shortages, new viruses. I wanted her to see how the internet made you feel like something might happen. We’d both experienced the pre-internet wasteland. Long Sunday afternoons stuck inside, windows dripping with condensation, while my mother boiled up bones for soup. Television channels you could count on one hand. Hope was part of the internet’s success. In truth, the news was always bad – but sailing on the current of connectivity was this sense you were a few clicks away from the very thing you didn’t know you were looking for.

There’s nothing good here, said Simp. And you know it.

I looked up from my screen. ‘I just wanted to show you,’ I said. ‘Anyway, life isn’t supposed to be good anymore. People are suffering the consequences of their overconsumption.’

But you just scroll past it, she said. Past the people who can’t afford to move to this island paradise, past pictures of the crematorium that was the Amazon and the extinct penguins of Antarctica, past the oxygen-deprived oceans.

Everyone knew about those, even me. The thing was I couldn’t bring myself to care. There was nothing I could do. I couldn’t help my place of birth, which, as Simp said, was an island paradise where the climate apocalypse was less apocalyptic. None of it touched me, not in a real way. Other people might react like it was the end of the world, but what difference did that make? Yes, it was a mountain of shit and it was avalanching down on our heads. But what was I to do about it?

‘I’m not an activist. I’m an observer,’ I said.

You’re too lazy to observe, said Simp.

Upstairs, I heard the volume on my mother’s TV go down. The Morse-code lightbox flashed yellow – my mother wanting to send me a message. The transmitter boxes were my idea, but they’d happened in an organic fashion. A withdrawal of troops too tired for combat, a silent truce. I’d taught myself to code, and slowly my mother had learned too. It suited our relationship. She being a paranoid conspiracy theorist who believed the government monitored her every text. And me being averse to conversing with my mother. Morse code had many upsides. It is much easier to understand a question like, What are you doing? when the phrase is stripped of vocal tone and facial expression and takes fifteen seconds or more to ask. Morse code had no subtext. No emojis, caps or italics. Periods of signal absence carried no weight.

And it was good for her elderly brain to code daily. I’d noticed that she’d become more paranoid of late. She told me that the government was capturing the details of our lives through our online movements and using it to persuade us to vote for Norman Brailey, an anti-immigrant politician who had been in and out of government for aeons.

She may have been right about their methods but not about Norman Brailey. There was a rumour going around that he wasn’t even alive anymore, that he’d been cloned, that the man calling himself Norman Brailey was a puppet belonging to the dying generation of boomers. My mother didn’t like him. She was absolutely his demographic – old and racist – but years ago she’d seen him drunk in a restaurant and she didn’t approve of any kind of intemperance in politicians. She believed they should act like role models with good ideas on how to lead the country forward. I didn’t agree with her because I didn’t see being drunk as a moral problem – surely his anti-immigration policies were a bigger problem. Also, I didn’t think leaders were leaders because they were especially moral people or imaginative enough to be visionary. No, political leaders were just people who liked to feel powerful. The successful ones could talk quickly when asked difficult questions by journalists. The ones who said they were there to make a difference were play-acting. Of all the leaders in our government, I tried to explain to my mother, Norman Brailey was probably the one being truest to his true self. What would you know about leadership? my mother replied.

What does she want? said Simp.

‘Shhh,’ I said. I wanted to see what my mother had to say. Her coding had definitely improved, but she would never be as fast as me.

I – h-e-a-r – y-o-u – she said.

W-h-a-t – I tapped back.

W-h-o – y-o-u – t-a-l-k – t-o –

M-y-s-e-l-f -

C-o-d-e-p-e-n-d-e-n-t – said Simp. Victim mentality. Manipulation tactics. Boundary issues. Behavioural abnormality due to lack of bonding with her own mother.

W-h-y – tapped my mother.

W-h-y – n-o-t – I replied.

Why do you still live with your mother? said Simp.

‘These are separate houses,’ I shouted, pointing at the ceiling.

You blocked the staircase off in a two-storey house, she said. These are not really separate houses.

Alan had nailed down a large piece of plywood so that the stairs that once led up and down between the two storeys of the house now led nowhere. I used those stairs as a storage space for things kept in shoe boxes. Not things left behind by Nick – those I kept in the spare room where I never had to look at them.

My mother messaged again.

W-h-o – y-o-u – t-a-l-k – t-o –

I ignored her message and Simp. I brought up Pablo’s number on my phone and texted him.

Hi! It’s me from enrolments.

Oh hi.

I’m pleased it’s you.

What are you doing?

Watching failed robberies

Is that a show?

Yes it’s funny

I don’t watch much.

Why not?

Too busy

Reading Russian literature?

Ha! Reading Anna Karenina to my daughter.

Why? We all know she dies

My daughter doesn’t

I think …

Trigger warning?

Spoiler! She likes a good death.

Same

What are you reading?

Not

Do you READ?

Used to but no

Why not?

Too BUSY

Ha ha!

My busy lifestyle is no joke

Are you too busy tomorrow night?

No

Want to go out for dinner?

OK

Are you sure?

Yeah

You don’t sound very enthusiastic.

I’m not an enthusiastic person

We went on to arrange a time and place and then he said he had to go to read to his daughter.

He’s reading Anna Karenina to his daughter? said Simp. Doesn’t that seem strange to you?

‘I haven’t read it,’ I said.

You must be into him if you want to have dinner with him and he’s reading a long Russian novel to his fifteen-year-old.

‘He’s lying to impress me.’

He was obviously into me. It was clear from his texts and the restaurant he’d chosen. It was a posh place I’d been to once when I was with Nick. He’d loved it and got given freebies because he did posts about them. I didn’t like it. It was the sort of place where the wait staff watched you like hawks, as if they were waiting for you to do something wrong. But Nick said their wine list was iconic-tier and he continued to go there with his gastro friends, which is how he met Hillary the addict.

Nick didn’t like going out for dinner with me anyway because, he said, I wasn’t a relaxing person to eat out with. He was right. Going out for dinner wasn’t a relaxing activity, especially when you did it with Nick. He scrutinised the wine menu like it was a holy text and had long conversations with waiters about terroir. Every time he ate something he had to describe it out loud using the language of poetry, and he always took photos of what he was eating. For Nick, restaurants were a type of theatre where he had to pretend to know more than he did and be better than he was. I wasn’t interested in this pretending, outside of first dates.

‘You see,’ Nick had said when I tried to explain this to him. You see! Like he was pointing out something new about me that I didn’t see myself. ‘It’s an experience. It’s supposed to be like theatre. And you’re always acting differently to how you really are,’ he said. ‘Even when you’re not in a restaurant.’

‘What do you mean by that?’ I said.

‘Do you even love me?’ he said. It was typical of Nick to use my questions as fuel for his own existential doubt.

This was at our end-of-times. I didn’t yet know about Hillary, not because there weren’t signs. I just paid so little attention to signs when they came from Nick. And even when I did know about Hillary, I didn’t actually care, which I think for Nick took the fun out of confessing to me.

That was one fucked-up relationship, said Simp. What did you even see in him?

‘Nothing,’ I said.

Low empathy levels resulting from emotional abandonment at an early age, said Simp.

*

I must have felt something in the beginning, some sort of sexual desire. But I found it hard to recall if that was ever there or, if it was, whether I’d manufactured it because Amy was pregnant with her third baby and I was turning thirty-four.

We met on a dating app. My bio read: 1pt < genius/slut. It got me heaps of dates. Nick didn’t seem to believe me that it was a straight-up biographical statement, so in the end I told him it was a feminist joke. I couldn’t be bothered explaining stuff to him. Nick told me he was a feminist and believed that women should be freed from sex-type categories and the word slut should be banned unless we wanted to co-opt it for ourselves. His own mother had instilled feminism in him from birth, he said.

This was something my mother called ridiculous when he told her. My mother believed men could not be feminists, because they weren’t females. Only women could be feminists if they wanted to – which, she said, wasn’t something she was interested in because she believed in just getting on. I don’t know what it was she was getting on with.

Like many people throughout my life, Nick had seen a lot of potential in me. Nick loved my potential and believed that through careful attention and care he would free me from whatever it was that was obviously holding me back from fulfilling it. He would say things like, You’re so clever, you should join MENSA. You have such original ideas, you should write a novel. Nick mistook his love of my potential as love for me. I understood right from the start that this was the case, but I did not try to disabuse him because there was no point. Saviours are very determined people. Also – I was still young enough to feel a kind of pride in someone loving my potential. It was almost like having someone love me.

Much the same as all the others who’d tried before him, Nick could not understand that I had no interest in fulfilling the potential he perceived in me until it was too late. That’s when the cracks started to show. Cracks that could never be papered over with couples therapy, not that I’d agree to that. Nick could not comprehend that horror and love are two sides of the same coin. But he’d never saved anyone’s life or wanted to take his own. I bet, even today, he still wouldn’t admit he had never been in actual love with the actual me. To understand that would require a level of intellectual subtlety he didn’t have. It would involve admitting that he never really understood or knew me. It was safer to think he’d been sold a product that didn’t do what the packet said.

Fortunately, Hillary stepped in to fill the void that my disappearing potential left. She was an emerging former addict and spiritual influencer. Exactly what Nick needed. He helped her stay clean, and she helped him move his influencer stream into real food and self-actualisation. Their relationship and her journey into sobriety was a money maker for them on a self-help app.

Over the past two years they’d retrained as meditation teachers together and thousands of people watched their struggle to face the sense of worthlessness both of them felt. Their feed had pictures of them meditating, with captions like Walk away from anything that gives you bad vibes, there is no need to explain it or make sense of it. Nick had always walked away from a fight. The most recent image of Nick and Hillary had them pressing their palms together while sitting under a tree. Dappled sunlight was falling on their heads. It was definitely photoshopped, because all of Nick’s greys were gone. It had the caption Nature is free therapy. Posts like this got thousands of likes. That people took them seriously was a further indictment against progress. Not that I’d ever believed in progress.

*

My mother had stopped trying to code and the volume on her massive TV had gone up again. Antiques Roadshow. She was obsessed. She sometimes liked to say she could easily rent my flat out for twice what I paid, but we both knew that was a lie. No one could live under this much Antiques Roadshow.

Your co-dependency is worse than ever, said Simp.

‘I don’t care,’ I said.

There really was nothing Simp could tell me about my own psychological state that I didn’t already know myself, because she was myself.

That’s not true, she said. There’s plenty you hide from yourself. Hence – me.

‘It’s not my fault I’ve got stunted development,’ I said.

You need to let go of that one, she said.

I’d overheard it when I was young, in a conversation between a doctor and my mother while I played with small dolls in a doll house in a corner of a room. The doctor told my mother that she believed my emotional development was stunted. My mother repeated the doctor’s words. Stunted! she shouted at the doctor. Held back, said the doctor. What? Why? said my mother. Perhaps owing to some emotional trauma in aid of self-protection, said the doctor.

‘I’ve smashed the mirror of my life,’ I told Simp. ‘I’m moving through the looking glass, White Rabbit.’

No, said Simp. You’ve just been a bit naughty.

The doctor had tried to fool me into acting out representations of my own family structure with these dolls, saying things like, This is the mother doll, this is the girl doll. What do they do in their house? The doctor treated me as a child and I hated her. It was like she was wearing plastic glasses attached to a fake nose and moustache and asking me to believe that was her face. It was charades, yet my mother and the doctor acted like it was real. I didn’t tell the doctor about Simp. I didn’t tell her that it was Simp’s idea to light the match.








Chapter Five


The next night as I dressed for dinner with Pablo I thought back on the conversation I’d had with Amy about Gerald. Right from when I first told her about him she had disapproved. I understood that society doesn’t like cheaters. But I wasn’t the cheater here, he was. Amy knew that, but still she held on to her heteronormative ideas of relationships for dear life. There was something else too. I’d felt it for a while, creeping up on me like a cold. Barely symptoms at first – a sneeze, a shiver – but there it was, my own tiny blossom of shame. I was ashamed of it. I was ashamed of it. But what part of it? I didn’t care about Gerald or his wife. She wasn’t someone I ever thought about. Was it the sex? The physical act of it? Had I finally absorbed everything society had to teach me about sex?

Maybe it’s that you just don’t like him, said Simp. And you’re realising it’s not good for you to have sex with people you don’t like.

‘It’s never stopped me before,’ I said. ‘There are many reasons why people have sex.’

I thought about it though – about whether I liked Gerald. I didn’t hate him, but he wasn’t someone who excited me. Though not many people did. Pablo did. Not at first glance, but there had been a charge when he touched my arm and that’s why I was going to have dinner with him.

I began to brush my hair. It was doing good things, and that boded well. I didn’t have any spots on my face, and I’d recently found a filler paste that you put on under your primer before your foundation and your finishing powder that was taking care of the new fine line I could see forming above my lip.

You don’t like yourself very much, said Simp.

I blinked some mascara out of my eye.

Did you hear me? she said.

‘No, I’m just indifferent to myself,’ I said. ‘And very few people like themselves.’ I stood back and looked at my reflection. ‘At least I like how I look,’ I said.

The only slight disappointment was the boob frill dress which was less boob than frill. I’d lost some more weight recently. Because of the price fluctuations, supermarket shopping had become way too stressful. And I was good at ignoring my hunger. My boobs had definitely shrunk, but then so had my stomach. It was practically flat. I turned sideways, and it was only my organs that were making a curve on my dress. I sucked in a bit. If I didn’t have organs I would be concave.

‘How much can you get for a uterus and a pair of ovaries?’ I said.

I don’t think they want your stock, said Simp.

‘People are desperate for babies,’ I said. ‘Women will do anything.’

You’re too old, said Simp.

Gerald’s groan replayed in my head. His tired eyes and dilated pupils. Desire despite sleep deprivation.

‘You’d think they’d learn from others,’ I said. ‘About babies.’

Like you said, the biological yearning is strong, said Simp. Just not in you, for which the world should be grateful.

I remembered the argument I’d had with Nick over children. We’d gone for a nice afternoon walk on a beach and he’d ruined it by raising the subject of having a family. I’d told him I never ever wanted children. He looked at me and waited for me to retract or soften my position, as if that was something I did. Then he started crying. He sat down on a driftwood log, held his head in his hands and wept. When I asked him why it was such a big deal, he said, It’s like you hate everything.

He was right, said Simp. But he was also very unoriginal.

‘Perhaps he did love me,’ I said.

No, said Simp. He was scared of you and for a long time he went along with what you wanted because he had been dominated by his mother and knew no better.

‘Aren’t you supposed to be nice about me?’ I said. ‘That’s kind of the idea behind having an imaginary friend.’

No it’s not, said Simp. Anyway, you want me to lie to you? Like Amy does?

‘Amy doesn’t lie to me,’ I said.

You two haven’t had a straight conversation in years. I don’t know why you both still pretend to be friends.

‘You’re jealous!’

It’s impossible for me to feel jealousy.

‘I want you to lie to me.’

You don’t deserve me, said Simp.








Chapter Six


When I was seven, as a result of our house burning down and after we’d been to see the doctor about my behaviour, my mother had my IQ tested. This was before personality and IQ tests could be done for free on the internet, and we had to fly up to Auckland to do it with a reputable organisation. We ended up staying for three days because my mother got the test done twice. This was because I came out at one hundred and fifty-nine, which is one point under the threshold for genius. They tested me once more to check and got the same result. ‘She’s not Einstein,’ the lady doing the testing told my mother, ‘but she’s smarter than most.’ My mother was exceptionally pleased, as if I was an actual genius. This would explain why I’d lit the fire and told her my imaginary friend Simp had done it. My mother decided I needed pushing. At the supermarket she’d get me to calculate the cost and the volume of our shopping for fun. In public she’d ask me the square root of large numbers, like a party trick. Mostly I obliged. There were things I just knew. I don’t know how.

But my one point below genius never blossomed, not in the way my mother had expected. My teachers were fond of saying that I had the facility but lacked the drive. They were wrong about that. I had drive in spades but nowhere to put it. I’d ace my subjects easily but I didn’t care about them, and that’s what bothered the few teachers who thought they might push me. They gave me problems and I could give them answers, but what was the point? They’d only give me more problems. I thought it irrelevant. A distraction from what was really going on, which was way over there, beyond my reach for now. Adults knew about it, kids weren’t allowed near it. In the end they let me read books, and when I was sick of reading I’d talk to my best friend Amy and stare out the window.


When I got to university I felt justified in taking my double degree in psychology and maths. I did maths because I was good at it. Psychology because of what had happened with Amy. My mother made me take English literature as well, for well-roundedness. She had come across a magazine article about how reading novels helped people understand one another.

With Amy being at Otago I had no friends. Everyone who had friends was in the residential halls; I was at home with my mother. What my mother didn’t get was that I was friendless not because I didn’t understand people but because I understood them too well. Most of them weren’t worth the effort.

I spent my time at university studying and sending Amy funny texts and emails about the dumb things some of the students said in tutorials. The first summer holiday we hung out together, but the second holiday she got an intern’s position as a law clerk in a different city and I was alone most of the time, apart from my mother.

It only took me two years to complete my undergrad, and I entered Honours a year earlier than the rest of my cohort. After Hons my grades were high enough to apply for clinical, which I did because that was my plan. After that I would apply to prestigious universities overseas. By then I knew I was going to be a psychologist and make lots of money and probably give guest lectures around the world.

But the cunts didn’t let me in. They said in their report that my potential brilliance was marred by a lack of maturity and a narrowness in my outlook. They said they’d happily have me re-apply but first I needed some life experience. It was the first time I’d failed a test and I didn’t take it well. I was the highest-scoring student they had. How could they tell me I wasn’t mature enough for their programme?

So, I left a shit in the psych professor’s letterbox. Not my own, just a random dog turd I’d found on the street. But I ruined the whole event for myself by not waiting around to see the professor’s face when she found it. Well, I waited for forty-five minutes, and when I realised I’d probably have to wait all day until she got home from work I left. I don’t even know if she found it or her kid did. I stayed at home drinking vodka for a week and then I hitchhiked to Auckland to stay with Amy until she went back to Dunedin for her post-grad. By that stage she was well on her way to becoming successful Amy, the one she’d be forevermore. She’d met Pete, a pretentious architecture student who would talk about Le Corbusier and Niemeyer, names I’d never heard. She’d made friends with some law student girls who seemed very ordinary to me. I took off again and travelled around the South Island picking berries and then apples, cramming my life experience so that I could re-apply for clinical the next intake.

When I got back I made an appointment for my entry interview, and then never showed up. My mother couldn’t understand why they didn’t accept me a second time. I told her they’d told me I was still too immature and that I needed to be out in the world a little longer to further advance my life experience. My mother rang the psych professor and shouted at her. When the psych professor told her about my no-show, my mother hung up without saying goodbye. She told me I would regret what I’d done for the rest of my life.








Chapter Seven


Outside the restaurant, two security guards with obvious weapon holsters looked me up and down.

‘Busy night?’ I said.

‘Do you have a booking, madam?’ said the tall one.

‘No,’ I said.

‘Sorry, you can only enter with a booking, madam.’

‘I’m meeting someone,’ I said. ‘And I’m, like, ten minutes late, so if you’d let me—’

The tall guard interrupted. ‘May I ask who you’re meeting?’

‘Do you ask all your patrons that question?’ I said.

‘We do,’ he said.

‘Detailed service.’

‘These are exceptional times,’ said the tall one.

The short one spoke for the first time. ‘Exceptional,’ he said.

‘You’re like a duet,’ I said.

‘Madam?’ said the short one.

‘Pablo,’ I said. ‘I’m having a date with a guy called Pablo. He’s a wealthugee, so we’re all good.’

‘What’s his surname,’ said the short one, looking at his phone.

‘I don’t know!’ I said. ‘We just met.’

‘If I may, madam, you should be more careful about your personal security.’

‘What?’

‘Would you mind taking off your coat?’ said the tall one.

‘What the hell? It’s cold out here,’ I said.

‘We need to check you’re not carrying any weapons, madam,’ he said. ‘And then we’ll let you in.’

‘Do I look like a terrorist?’ I said.

‘Terror has no creed,’ said the short one.

‘Ah, I think you’ll find it does,’ I said. ‘And you’ve got many opinions.’

‘Your coat,’ said the tall one. He was all business now.

I took my coat off. Neither of them looked at my boobs, the frill flopping about on my chest. I was beginning to wonder if I shouldn’t have gone with the short red dress. I couldn’t really pull off the frill now my boobs were almost gone. I held my arms out and the short one tapped me down. He smelt of breath mints.

‘Thank you, madam,’ he said. ‘You can go in.’

‘Thanks guys,’ I said. ‘Great job you’re doing here. Keeping it safe.’

The tall one opened the door for me.

‘Madam,’ he said as I walked through.

Inside I could see Pablo sitting at a table, studying the menu. A sexy waitress with serious glasses stepped in front of me and beamed coldly.

‘Bonsoir, welcome to Noble Vintage,’ she said.

I couldn’t tell if she was actually French or acting.

I pointed towards Pablo. ‘That’s my hot date,’ I said.

‘Ah, Monsieur Pablo. Come this way.’

She led me there as if I might get lost on the ten-metre walk to where Pablo was sitting. He stood up from the table and bent forward to kiss my cheek.

‘I’m so pleased you could make it,’ he said, sounding like a proper gentleman.

‘Thanks,’ I said, sitting down. ‘But it’s LAX purgatory getting in here now.’

Pablo gave me a coy smile. ‘They can’t be too careful. People have been shot on the streets here.’

‘They’re acting like all actual citizens are suspects. I’m an alien in my own hometown.’

‘So are wealthugees,’ he said.

‘Well, those dudes at the door won’t be letting either of us get shot tonight.’

‘Yes.’

We were silent for a moment, so I studied the menu to avoid looking at him. Perhaps he was wondering if he’d made a mistake asking me out. Perhaps he thought I was anti-immigrant.

‘So,’ said Pablo. ‘How was your day?’ He looked very serious.

‘You’ll never believe it.’

‘What?’

‘I had ten people demanding we teach Russian novels.’

He raised his hands like Jesus. ‘It’s only natural,’ he said. ‘In times of crisis people look for guidance from great artists.’

‘I was kidding,’ I said.

‘But are you? Really?’

Perhaps it was me who’d made the mistake coming. Was the free food and sex worth it?

Pablo gave me a look and laughed. ‘I’m fooling with you,’ he said.

I gazed around. The room was full of beautiful people with well-preserved skins and foreign accents. They were all dressed up, not a polar fleece in sight.

I leaned in towards him, my elbow on the table. ‘There are no New Zealanders here,’ I whispered. ‘Apart from me.’

He was looking at me intently. ‘I want you to know,’ he said, ‘I’m not one of these people.’

I shifted back in my chair, disbelieving. ‘Aha,’ I said.

‘I’m serious.’ He pretended to dust crumbs off the table.

I picked up the menu again and looked at the prices. ‘Well, the only thing I care about is whether you have enough money to buy me dinner. Because I cannot afford anything on this menu. Two hundred dollars for a steak? I can’t even afford the tap water.’

He reached over and took the menu out of my hands.

‘I’m paying,’ he said. ‘And if you want steak you should have it. No judgement from me. I know how your people feel about wealthugees. But I have not come here to rape and pillage your land.’

I pouted. ‘Pity. What have you come to do to us?’

‘Are you ready to hear what I have to say?’ His gaze was heavy.

‘Sure,’ I said. Perhaps what he said would make me want to stand up and leave.

‘I’m going to make a difference,’ he said. ‘We are going to make a difference.’

‘To what?’ I said. ‘Personally, I’m not looking to do anything differently from how I’ve ever done it.’

We were interrupted by a waiter. He wore a dark shirt and had a black eye to match it, with some impressive bruising and a tidy cut above his eyebrow.

‘Good evening, madam, sir,’ he said, nodding at both of us. He looked as if he was about to tell us some serious news. I wondered if dining out had become even more theatrical since the wealthugees had arrived. Maybe it was what they liked.

I pointed at his eyebrow. ‘I see why you’ve got those heavies on the door,’ I said.

He ignored me. ‘And what sort of experience are we after tonight?’

‘I was hoping to get drunk and even up your black eye,’ I said, winking to let him know I was joking.

‘This is a non-violent restaurant, madam.’

‘We’re pacifists and she has a wacky sense of humour,’ said Pablo. He raised his eyebrows at me. ‘White or red?’

‘Don’t care.’ I looked at the waiter.

Pablo ordered something French, then two types of water and some cheese.

‘I haven’t had cheese for ages,’ I said.

‘Double the brie,’ Pablo said to the waiter.

‘Sir,’ the waiter said again, and turned on his heel.

‘That is the best news I’ve had all year,’ I said.

‘So,’ said Pablo, ‘you like brie. Tell me something else about yourself.’

His face was open, not mocking or suggesting anything other than curiosity. This confused me. Generally if someone asked me this stuff it was done via messaging. The only dates I’d been on for the last year had gone straight to sex. I wasn’t into talking, especially not about myself. What was there to say? I lived in a dingy flat beneath my mother’s house. I’d been in the same job for nearly fifteen years. My childhood imaginary friend had just come back.

‘Could I answer this in gifs?’ I said.

Pablo laughed. ‘What about … your friends? Tell me about them.’

‘That’s easy,’ I said. ‘I don’t really have any friends apart from my best friend Amy, who’s very busy. She homeschools her three kids because her husband’s a survivalist.’

Pablo screwed up his nose. ‘Dirty word.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘Amy should never have married him. Massive mistake. He’s a bad person and he’s ruining her life. She should have married me and we would have lived happily ever after.’

He laughed. ‘You’re funny. So why don’t you have any friends?’

‘Well …’ I said, ‘well—’

‘I’m not judging you,’ he said.

‘I don’t care if you are. But you should tell me something. How come you’re here just with your daughter? What about your daughter’s mother?’

He waved his hand at me. ‘Oh, now that’s a long story, but here’s the short version – we’re separated, almost divorced. She’s a total bitch. As well as being China’s top sex blogger.’

‘No way!’

‘Yes.’

‘How do you get to be China’s top sex blogger?’

‘She’s good at sex advice. And being suggestive and, well, having sex, not that you advertise that bit. Influencers knew she was good. Just … not with me.’

‘Wow. No pressure.’ I nervous-laughed. ‘Not that I meant … I didn’t mean …’

‘It’s okay, that’s a normal reaction. Practically no one in Hong Kong would date me when they found out who my ex was. I could really only get dates in London.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. She’s completely intimidating and what she wrote about me … My mother still won’t look me in the eye. Please don’t look it up. It’s very one-sided.’

‘I’m definitely going to look it up.’

‘Just remember she has an inflated ego and strange appetites.’

‘Maybe I’ll look it up now,’ I said, reaching into my bag for my phone. He looked alarmed. ‘I’m kidding,’ I said. ‘But seriously, is that the reason you’re here? Running from your bad sexy ex-wife?’

The waitress brought the brie over and set it down unceremoniously. Then the black-eye waiter came back with the wine and made a show of opening the bottle.

‘Just pour it,’ said Pablo with a startling authority.

‘Sir,’ said the waiter, looking horrified but doing as he was told. He gave me zero eye contact, poured the wine and then left.

Pablo looked like he was thinking really hard. ‘I’m not running from her,’ he said finally.

‘But do you miss her?’

He laughed. ‘No.’

‘And you said you’re not a wealthugee like the rest of these people, even though you’re rich. So what are you?’

He sat there for a while, smiling at me and looking like he was weighing me up. I just looked back at him. His moisturised hands were cradling his wine glass. They were so, so moisturised. I wanted to ask him what he used.

‘I am part of the second coming,’ he said. ‘On a personal level, I’m someone who’s not afraid of actual change. Unlike all of these people.’ He looked around the room, smiling nicely all the while. ‘They’ve got money they could do so much with, but they just want to continue on as they always have, not recognising that it’s over. Because it is over. You know that. I think?’

He took a sip of his wine without breaking eye contact with me. In response to his intensity I took an enormous mouthful of the delicious and no doubt exceptionally expensive wine which probably couldn’t be made anymore. It was like velvet with petrol fumes in my mouth. I swallowed, and immediately I could feel my knees soften. Knowing it was extinct wine somehow made it better.

‘We’re a doomed species,’ I said.

He opened his eyes wide.

‘What?’ I said. ‘You have a hard stare.’ I took another enormous gulp of my wine. ‘You won’t find anything here. I’ve got no soul.’

‘Sure,’ he said. ‘But answer my question. Do you really mean that about humans being a doomed species?’

‘Is that even a question anymore?’

‘Don’t deflect,’ he said. ‘What do you think?’

‘Um,’ I said, looking away.

This wasn’t a conversation I really felt like having. I could barely afford groceries, and my own and my mother’s water and power bills were through the roof. I was in a restaurant surrounded by rich foreigners who were buying up the country because the government had decided that was a good idea to help our debt levels. My face was down in it. I was breathing in the shit of what was happening like everyone else around me.

‘It’s my policy not to care,’ I said.

‘I don’t believe you. Because if I did, that would make you just like them.’

‘What makes you think I’m not?’

What I thought was that he was just the same as Nick. Another believer in some illusory potential. I was like honey to them.

I wondered if it was too late to leave. We hadn’t ordered actual food yet. But I was very hungry and there was no way a bit of cheese would cut it, even if it was brie, not after the wine I’d gulped down. There was no food at home and I did have limits on my own starvation. So what if I put on an extra kilo eating steak? Maybe it would go on my boobs.

My gaze wandered around the room and stopped on a beautiful figure sitting at the bar. She was laughing and touching the arm of the man she was with. It was her hair that caught my eye – thick and dark and glossy like the pelt of a fabulous animal. Everything about her looked expensive. She leaned forward and whispered something in the ear of the man she was with, and her hair fell forward like a glorious waterfall deep in the forest of a shampoo ad. I bet she smelt like apples too, French heritage apples. The man she was with turned sideways, towards her, and that’s when I saw his face. It was Pete.

Bloody Pete out with expensive-hair woman. Cunt survivalist Pete, married to my best friend, flirting at the bar.

‘Fucking hell!’ I said. A little bit of brie spat out of my mouth onto my arm. I picked it off with my finger and put it back in my mouth.

‘Are you okay?’ said Pablo.

I took the last gulp of my wine and stood. I pointed at my wine glass.

‘Fill me up and wait there,’ I said.

I stalked over to the bar, ignoring black-eye waiter and serious-glasses waitress who were like hawks on me.

‘Hi Pete,’ I said, tapping his shoulder.

Pete turned. A look of shock crossed his face, which he quickly shut down and reset with the arrogance of his natural expression.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ he said.

‘And it’s you,’ I said.

‘Yep.’

‘And this is?’ I said, looking at the glamorous woman.

‘Oh, this is my client, Azar,’ he said. ‘I’m … designing a house for her.’

‘I bet you are. Hello,’ I said.

Azar eyed me vacantly, as if I was almost not there. Up close her hair was even glossier.

‘Hello,’ she said. She had an exotic accent and sounded very bored.

‘Who are you here with?’ said Pete.

‘That guy.’ I pointed behind me. ‘He’s my date.’

Pete made a self-satisfied sound.

‘What sort of house is Pete erecting for you?’ I said to Azar.

‘I’m not, ah, building it,’ said Pete in a shitty tone.

‘You’ve got really amazing hair by the way,’ I said, giving Azar my best smile.

‘Thank you,’ she said. She put her hand on the nape of her neck as if to check her hair. Her eyes were deep-set and dark, with professional smoky eyeshadow and perfect eyebrows. She was an actual total knockout verging on unbelievable, as if her real-life face had a permanent beauty filter. Way above Pete’s station. Not that I was dissing Amy, who was also above Pete’s station.

‘Peter and I were just talking about my dream of living surrounded by green, by nature,’ said Azar, who had obviously decided to grace me with a piece of conversation. She pronounced his name Peee-ta, making it sound more interesting than it was.

‘Really?’ I said. ‘Why?’

‘When you come from a large city … the way you live here in New Zealand is … you’re so in touch with realness … and trees … you don’t know your fortune here.’ She gave a little laugh and shook her beautiful head. I shook my head with her.

‘I know,’ I said. ‘We even have a song about it. It’s called “We Don’t Know How Lucky We Are”.’

She looked at me as if I was something to pity.

‘Azar’s from Dubai,’ said Pete.

‘What was Dubai but is no longer,’ said Azar. Her eyes looked glassy and wet, as if she might squeeze a tear out.

‘It’s tragic,’ said Pete, trying his best to look sympathetic. ‘What’s happened to your country.’

‘It’s a city,’ I said. ‘Oh yeah, Pete – I saw Amy yesterday. She was at home preserving cauliflowers and raising your children. It’s great to see you out and about though.’

‘We take turns,’ said Pete. ‘Amy gets her fair share of nights out.’

‘Right,’ I said.

‘I think your date is looking for you,’ said Pete.

I turned around. Pablo was looking at us. I smiled at him, then turned back to Azar.

‘Do you mind me asking what you use on your hair?’

‘Goat’s milk,’ said Azar.

‘You’re joking,’ I said. ‘Like Cleopatra?’

‘The best beauty tips are the oldest,’ she said. ‘Natural products.’

I nodded. ‘I better get back to work. You too, eh Pete?’ I smiled at Azar. ‘Enjoy the realness,’ I said.

Pete coughed and I left them to it.

I sat back down with Pablo. ‘Oh my god,’ I said.

‘Who is that?’ said Pablo.

‘That’s survivalist Pete, the one I was telling you about who stole my best friend. That’s his client.’ I put air quotes around the word client. ‘Pete’s a total cunt. Just look at them.’

‘What does he do, your friend?’ said Pablo.

‘He’s an architect. Apparently he’s building a house for that supermodel.’

‘I ordered us some steak to share,’ said Pablo.

I looked back at Pete and Azar. He’d be trying to get into her pants for sure. There was something about him sitting there at the bar next to someone with hair like that … it made me churn. Not just for Amy – my rage about her life was constant. This was all for Pete. Pete, who was working on a two-metre-high predator fence around some enormous plot they’d bought for the family to escape to once things became completely unbearable in the city. Pete and his cool store and his sunk-in-the-ground stainless-steel water tanks and his electric all-terrain mountain bike and his gun lessons so that, come total breakdown, he would know how to kill wild animals for meat. He didn’t deserve any of what he had. Especially not Amy.

Pete was making me feel nauseous. There was no way I could stomach food now he’d turned up in this idiotic restaurant. I couldn’t even sit still. I stood up.

‘Are you okay?’ said Pablo, standing up with me. ‘You look a little pale.’

‘I’m feeling bad,’ I said.

‘Oh no! Shall we leave? I can take you home?’

‘Can we bring the wine?’ I said. ‘We can drink it at mine.’

He picked up the bottle. ‘It’s nearly empty,’ he said. ‘Do you want more? I’ll get some.’

Pablo ordered more wine and cancelled our dinner. I waved goodbye to Pete and gestured that I’d ring him. He gave me the finger. Azar didn’t budge her beautiful head.


Outside, Pablo asked me if I was sure I wanted him to come back to mine.

‘I can just see you home safely,’ he said. ‘I don’t have to come in.’

‘But we should drink that wine,’ I said. ‘And, like … have sex.’

‘We don’t have to,’ he said. ‘If you’re feeling ill.’

‘I’m not feeling ill,’ I said. ‘It’s more metaphysical. That woman with the hair who was at the bar with Pete. She told me she washes it with goat’s milk. Do you think it would just be goat’s milk or mixed with other things? Because wouldn’t it go sour? Before the wealthugees came, you would never find anyone like that in New Zealand. Wealth like that just didn’t exist here, and now it’s everywhere.’

As if to prove my point we passed a woman with studded vintage Valentino stilettos getting out of an electric Hummer. We both stared at her legs.

‘It’s like I want it and I want to kill it,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said Pablo.

We walked in silence for a bit.

‘I knew it,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘You’re not like them.’

‘I don’t know what I’m like.’

Pablo grabbed my arm and swung me around to face him. He was very close to me, his moisturised hands holding my upper arm firmly. He was looking at me like I was Russian literature. Then he leaned in and kissed me.

His lips were soft but totally not indecisive. He pulled back and touched my cheek.

‘You’re not like them,’ he said. ‘Okay?’

I nodded.


Pablo sat on my sofa, holding his wine and looking around the room. I saw his eyes stop on the overflowing laundry basket outside the bathroom.

‘This is …’ he said.

Lost for words, said Simp.

‘I know,’ I said. ‘It’s …’

There was so much I could say, like, I’m too tired to live nicely, but I also didn’t believe in explaining myself.

He’s a little bit hot, said Simp.

‘It’s good,’ said Pablo. ‘I would have been disappointed if it was bourgeois.’ He looked pleased with himself.

‘That’s not my style.’

‘Two bedrooms?’

‘Yep. There’s junk in the second room though. My ex-fiancé moved to Woodville and there’s stuff he never bothered to pick up.’

That you never let him in to pick up, said Simp. So you could have a shrine.

‘Ex-fiancé?’ said Pablo. ‘You don’t strike me as a type to commit to marriage.’

‘I’m not.’

‘Tell me what happened then,’ he said.

‘It’s an incredibly dull story,’ I said.

Boring as fuck, said Simp.

‘I’m interested,’ said Pablo.

Low interest threshold, said Simp.

The light on the Morse-code box on the coffee table started to flash. My mother would have heard our voices and want information.

‘What’s that?’ Pablo leaned forward to look at the box.

Lack of boundaries insomniac, said Simp.

‘Oh, that’s how I communicate with the upstairs neighbour. They’re really fussy about noise. We should probably whisper.’

Upstairs neighbour, said Simp.

Pablo moved closer. ‘You’re unusual.’

‘Thank you,’ I whispered back. ‘Are we going to have sex?’

Uh-oh, said Simp.

He smiled. ‘And very direct.’

She fucking is not, said Simp.

‘No point wasting time. Not these days.’

Name the time in your life you did not waste, said Simp.

‘I like it. I like your directness,’ he said.

I’m gone, said Simp.

Pablo reached over and touched my cheek. His hands were warm. I remembered how he’d touched my arm only the day before yesterday. I closed my eyes and let him kiss me. He was a good kisser and smelt nice: subtle aftershave and a bit of wine on his breath. A kiss on my mouth, my neck, then softly on my ear.

‘The tipping point is here for so many people,’ he whispered. His hand traced the back of my neck. ‘They’re all running, they’re scared,’ he said. His fingers gently pulled on the hair at the base of my skull. ‘They know not what they do,’ he said. His hand touched my collarbone. ‘They’re building shelters, they’re arming themselves.’ His fingers moved to the side of my neck below my earlobe. ‘They’re pretending to be interested in this tiny country down the bottom of the world that they’ve never paid any attention to before.’ He put his wine glass down and moved one hand behind my back. ‘They’re giving money to your government. They’re buying their citizenship and your government is giving it away.’ He had the V between his thumb and index finger pressing in on my throat in a slightly constricting and exceptionally erotic way. He leaned forward so his lips touched my ear, and he whispered, ‘They’re moving their pathetic, consumerist, unconscious lives to your beautiful country.’ His hand was tight around my throat now. ‘They’re going to survive off the fat of your land.’ I could breathe, but the airway was tight. His hand on my back was firm. ‘But I’m not them, I want you to know that. I’m not them, and neither are you.’ He was whispering to my neck. ‘We’re the opposite of them,’ he said. His lips touching my neck. ‘We know how to look darkness in the eye, we can sit beside it. We know how ugly and scary and awful life will get, and we’re not running. They’re already half-dead and we are very much alive.’ His lips were right beside mine and he whispered to them, filling my mouth with his words. ‘We’re going to kill them all,’ he said as he kissed me.

I was so turned on I would absolutely have killed anyone he pointed at right then if I wasn’t so busy kissing him.

On the sofa he went down on me and he knew exactly what he was doing, and when I thought I was close to coming I told him to fuck me, and when he entered me he felt perfect. He was above me and he held my jaw firmly.

‘Tell me just before you come,’ he said.

And I said I was coming, and he slapped my cheek so it burned. I was so surprised it made my orgasm intense.

When I’d finished he pulled out of me and just lay there on me, gently touching the cheek that he’d slapped, that was still burning beneath his moisturised hands.

‘Don’t you want to come?’ I said.

‘Later,’ he said. His hand on my cheek was a balm not just because his hand was so soft but because I felt like he was soothing many things in me that other people, including me, had ignored for most of my life.

After some time I said, ‘That was the hottest sex I’ve had in a long time.’

‘Really?’ he said.

‘What was all that stuff you were saying?’

He shrugged. ‘Foreplay.’

‘It was really weird but it turned me on.’

‘Good,’ he said. He ran his hand through my hair. ‘You seem like someone who will get their strength from being properly dominated.’

‘Really?’ I said.

‘Don’t you think so?’ he said.

I thought about Nick, who didn’t dominate anyone, not even himself, and my mother, who did. I thought about Gerald, who couldn’t dominate a table, and I thought about Amy and her kids who took turns dominating each other, and Amy and me and how we definitely subtly attempted to dominate each other. I thought about Pete who wanted to dominate every single situation in his life. And me?

‘I don’t know what I want,’ I said.

‘You could find out,’ he said.

‘All that stuff you were saying? When you were whispering in my ear?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Tell me what it was.’

‘Did it really turn you on?’ he said.

‘Yes.’

You will always be weird, said Simp. And he’s dangerous.

‘Good,’ said Pablo. He stood up. ‘I’ve got to get back to my daughter. I’m sorry. I’d like to stay, but I don’t want to leave her alone all night.’

I’d forgotten he had a daughter.

‘Oh yeah,’ I said. ‘Of course.’

‘Can I see you tomorrow?’ he said.

‘Tomorrow?’

‘Yeah, is that too soon?’

It’s too soon, said Simp.

‘Sure,’ I said.

‘We won’t go to that restaurant again. I’ll come here?’

‘Okay,’ I said.

‘Great,’ he said.

He got his things and made to leave. I saw him to the door. He pulled me to him and touched my hair gently with the palm of his hand.

‘One thing,’ he said.

‘What’s that?’

‘When you search for China’s top sex blogger and you read the stuff about me that my bitch ex-wife wrote?’

‘Yeah?’

‘None of it’s true,’ he said.

‘Okay,’ I said.

As soon as he was gone I started searching.


It’s all in Chinese, said Simp.

I put it into a translation app.

The sentences read: My husband is not good at yielding. He doesn’t know how to give in. His penis is a small tree. It needs to be tightened like a bonsai. His roots are stunted. He won’t be like my clitoris. The man who has shrunk is punished for lack of care.

She has a fine grip on metaphor, said Simp.

I wanted something more explicit about their relationship so that if there was anything weird about Pablo other than his wife thinking he had a penis like a small tree I would know.

‘How big is a small tree?’ I said.

Not big enough, obviously, said Simp.

I searched for a good hour before I found a small article in the South China Post about celebrity sex blogger Mo Chou who had recently announced her separation from her husband, entrepreneur Pablo Bodmer. Their daughter was staying with her grandmother Ru Shi Bodmer, a poet of some renown, while the couple separated. Mo Chou was grateful to her millions of followers for their support through this difficult time. Pablo Bodmer could not be contacted for comment. The article was more than two years old.

I texted him.

Small tree huh.

I got into bed and turned out the light. As I was falling asleep I heard Simp whispering in my ear.

Do you trust him?

‘I don’t know. Do I care?’

Irresponsibility for own personal safety due to lack of unconditional love shown by maternal figure, said Simp. You should care.

‘I’m so tired.’

Excessive fatigue due to suppression of emotional response and hyper-arousal from your current situation.

‘Shut up,’ I said, and went to sleep.








Chapter Eight


After I dropped out of university I got a job as a receptionist at Jones, Jones & Young, an advertising agency that had seen the best days of its business and was dying, though I didn’t know it at the time because they had a real Andy Warhol on one of the walls, a minor piece I was told, and a fridge stacked with Coke Zero and craft beer. The director, an English guy called Henry, told me they had a policy of hiring brilliant young people to run the reception. He said they usually hired actors just out of drama school, but they loved the fact I had an IQ of 159 and was going to be a psychologist one day. He said the kind of education I had would be valuable in their line of work.

In my first week Henry called me into his office and asked me if I would analyse a client he was having trouble with. When I tried to explain that this wasn’t the sort of psychology I’d studied, he frowned in a way I knew wasn’t good. So I spouted some shit I remembered from a second-year history of psychology paper I’d taken, and he loved it. From then on we had regular meetings which he called scheduling but were mainly me giving him my ‘Freudian analysis’ of the staff and clients. He wanted me to analyse new clients, but there weren’t many coming in by that time, so I concentrated on the clients that Henry thought could be persuaded to spend more. He was into Freud, which was kind of basic, but when I tried to move towards Lacanian ideas he told me he’d hired me specifically because he’d asked me in my interview about Freudian analysis. I’d lied and said I knew about it. I went home and read some Freud. It was ridiculous, but I quickly understood that Henry had conservative and schematic English ways of thinking. After our ‘scheduling’ sessions he’d tell me I was mad, brilliant and phenomenal. He had a way of making me feel appreciated. He liked superlatives and was the first committed vegan I’d known. He told me he was only in advertising to do his uncle a favour, and when he was done here he was going to marry a beautiful woman and set up an organic farm. I thought he was joking.

For a while JJ&Y became my world. Every Friday night and sometimes on a Wednesday a bunch of us would haunt the bars on Courtenay Place, usually ending up at Resort where Henry was friends with one of the owners, Jim. This was back in the day when you pressed a buzzer outside and someone looked through a camera at you to ascertain whether you were the right kind of person to let in. The first few times I was let in I felt really great, like I’d won a prize I didn’t know I’d wanted. Even though I knew I was being let in only because I was with Henry and the crew, it felt like I’d been chosen. I’d been chosen by the chosen. This was the first time in my life I’d hung with a gang of people.

There was a rumour that Resort had turned away Scarlett Johansson when she was here making a film. People liked to say it was because the bar was too cool for her, but I knew the real story because Jim told Henry all about it. They’d been in trouble for going over their capacity and had been warned if they went over again they’d lose their licence. ScarJo only travelled in packs of five or more, and they couldn’t let them all in, so she left in a huff. ‘You should have kicked five people out,’ said Henry. ‘Nah,’ said Jim, ‘it’s not the way I roll. Anyway, it’s been good for business.’ Henry thought Jim was cool, but after I’d met him a few times and seen how he talked to all his customers like they were special to him, I could see he was just a businessman.

The people closest to my age were the junior creatives, Oli and Jade, but they paid me little attention because I wasn’t creative. Henry had an enormous crush on Jade and he’d often ask me to analyse her behaviour. Some days Jade would be really nice to Henry, and the next day she’d ignore him. It really confused him. He’d ask me if I thought Jade had an Oedipal complex. I didn’t disabuse him. I knew what he was asking me was whether I thought Jade liked him. I’d construct elaborate answers for him. I’d say, ‘Jade shows an unconscious fear of her sexuality by the way she interacts with those in authority, which points to a lack of boundaries set by her early paternal figure and a conflict in her id-ego about her father and, by corollary, other authority figures.’ Henry took this to mean that Jade needed a bonus.

I liked that Jade didn’t pander to Henry’s obvious need for her to like him. She was way cooler than anyone else in the office. She had her whakapapa tattooed on her arms, and this was before tattoos had peaked.

Even though my advice rarely made a difference to Henry’s outcomes, he never fired me for it. Afterwards, once I was fired, I thought back and realised that, even if it was bullshit, he loved hearing my psychoanalysis. It was like when my mother used to read her horoscope in the morning paper out loud to me, as if she was reading an instruction manual on how she should act that day. People like to be told with certainty what will happen. Most people are scared of free will.

One night at Resort, Jade started pashing Jim, the owner. Henry started to lose it. He was already quite drunk, and he got really aggressive. He called Jim over to our table and asked him if he could order the most expensive champagne on the list. When Jim told him he was quite drunk already and no, he couldn’t order the most expensive champagne because it would be wasted on him in his current state and he could thank him in the morning, Henry stood up and tried to punch Jim. It was funny to watch because of how drunk he was. The whole thing happened in a kind of slow motion. Henry pulled his arm back to swing it, and Jim had time to step right out of the way before Henry’s arm came around and hit nothing. The motion swung him in a half circle and Henry crashed sideways into Oli’s lap, knocking glasses off our table. Jim told us to get Henry home, and Oli and I got him into a taxi. Neither of us knew where he lived so Oli had to run back up and ask Jim, who gave us the address and even where Henry hid his key. I hadn’t known they were such good friends.

It turned out that Henry lived on Lookout Road in a really flash house with a massive view over to Shelly Bay and the ranges beyond the city. His living room was a room you stepped down into, with floor-to-ceiling windows at the front. Oli said it was like a seventies conversation pit but ironic. I’d never seen an ironic living room before, let alone one designed for conversation. At home, my mother and I sat in our living room to watch TV.

We led Henry though to a bedroom off a long hallway. The bedroom was so clean and tidy, more like a hotel room than someone’s bedroom. We let him go, and he fell onto the bed and Oli took off his shoes. I left him to it and went through to the ironic pit. There was a turntable set up, one of those systems with only a few buttons, which was how I knew it was expensive. I chose a Björk record and put it on. Oli came through and stood on the steps to the pit, waving a small snaplock bag.

‘Look what I found in Henry’s jacket pocket,’ he said.

‘What?’ I said. I’d only smoked pot a handful of times and was naive when it came to other drugs.

‘Coke.’

‘Huh?’ I said.

I decided because I knew nothing I’d be better off playing dumb. Oli was too cool for me to pretend to know what I was doing.

‘So, One-five-nine has never done coke before,’ he said. ‘I guess you’re looking after all those brain cells.’

That’s what Oli and Jade called me. One-five-nine. They didn’t say it to be mean. I could tell they were both impressed by my IQ.

I shook my head.

‘Tonight’s your lucky night,’ said Oli. He slumped onto the sofa beside me.

‘But they’re Henry’s drugs.’

‘Henry’s out to it. He won’t remember a thing in the morning. He’ll probably think he had them himself.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. Anyway, he loves you, so don’t worry.’

‘He doesn’t love me. He loves Jade.’

‘He’s in love with Jade but he thinks you’re mad, brilliant and all that.’

‘Okay,’ I said.

Oli tipped the coke onto the coffee table and pulled out a credit card to chop it up, just like in the movies.

‘Does Jade know Henry’s in love with her?’ I said.

‘How could she not?’ said Oli. ‘Frankly, it’s a bit of a pain. I’m guessing that’s why she kissed Jim tonight. Anyway, we’re hatching a plan to go to London next year and set up as a creative team there, so she just has to hold it together long enough to get a reference from him. Jade’s really ambitious.’

‘What about Jim? ‘

‘What about him?’ Oli waved his hand like Jim was nothing. ‘Henry owns most of the bar anyway.’

‘What?’ I said.

Oli ignored me and picked up a copy of Architectural Digest that was on Henry’s coffee table.

‘Jesus.’ He waved the cover at me. ‘Have you ever looked at this magazine? Rich people’s lives. Did you know Henry came from a super-rich family?’

‘No.’

‘Yeah, fancy old English family. Jade says his dad’s a lord or something.’

‘For real?’ I said. The evening was full of surprises for me.

‘Yeah. He’s here for his uncle, some sort of tax write-off. He’ll go back to England when JJ&Y folds. He wants to be a farmer.’ Oli screwed his face up. ‘Honestly, I don’t understand the guy.’

‘What do you mean?’ I tried to sound calm when really I felt a bit alarmed. ‘JJ&Y is folding?’

‘Yeah.’ Oli shook his head like it was obvious. ‘This model’s dead. Even Henry knows that. It’s all going digital and gaming. That’s where me and Jade are at. Jade’s got this idea for a design app we’re going to sell. She’s really smart.’

I had no idea about anything he was saying. I paid no attention at work beyond putting calls through and buying coffees and making up some Freudian analysis to give to Henry, which actually took up quite a lot of my time because he wanted some every day. Apparently this was the dead model. Oli said it was cute that I still had my old Nokia flip phone. They all owned iPhones – Henry was going to get a 4 when they came out. Oli called my phone cute like it was a choice I’d made. Maybe it was. I didn’t want to pay all that money for a smartphone.

Oli ripped a page out of the magazine and then ripped that page in half and started to roll it up.

‘Not that this affects you. You’re going to be a psychologist.’

‘Yeah,’ I said.

‘Did you really put your IQ on your resumé?’

I shrugged.

‘You did!’

‘It’s a selling point,’ I said. My mother had made me put it on. I knew nothing about what a resumé should actually have on it. ‘Anyway, I got the job didn’t I?’

‘Yeah,’ said Oli, grinning at me. ‘You did.’ He offered me the first line.

I snorted the coke. My nose spangled like it did the time I mistook wasabi for avocado and ate a spoonful of it from my sushi box. I felt alive and like I could run a marathon if I wanted to. I stood up and started dancing to Björk. Björk was singing I’m going hunting. I knew Björk was cool and arty, but in those days I was exceptionally naive about what made something hip. My categories for such things had strict rules which couldn’t be bent. Björk definitely pushed at the boundaries of my rules, but if Oli and Henry liked her then she must be cool.

Oli came back into the pit and handed me a glass of water. He pointed his thumb at the turntable.

‘This is classic.’

‘Totally,’ I said, nodding.

He sat down beside me on the sofa, and I sat down beside him, not so that we were touching but closer than I would if I were straight.

‘You know,’ he said, ‘a few people think you and Henry are screwing when you have those long meetings in his office.’

‘We’ve never even hugged,’ I said.

I don’t know why I said that because it made me sound like I wanted to screw him.

‘Yeah, I knew you wouldn’t be,’ said Oli.

‘What do you mean?’ I said. I think I felt partly offended.

‘You’re too smart for him,’ he said. ‘You’d walk all over him. I mean, you do kind of walk all over him anyway, like Jade does.’

‘What?’ I said. I didn’t know what he meant by this.

‘You have Henry twisted around your little finger. He thinks you’re a genius.’

‘I’m not. I’m one point below.’

Oli reached forward and brushed some stray hairs off my face. It was a tender gesture and it caught me completely off guard. I wondered if he was going to kiss me.

But he just leaned back again and shook his head. ‘Tough business,’ he said.

I looked down because I could feel a tightening in my throat like I was going to cry. Maybe it was the coke. I wasn’t someone who cried. I couldn’t tell him the truth, that I was never going to apply for clinical again, because then he’d think less of me, I’d go back to being merely admin, not admin-on-the-way-to-greatness. I felt my life being folded up and put away again, like a flatpack in reverse. Oli and Jade were going to go to London next year to become fabulous rich creatives and I would be on reception at JJ&Y while the business died. Maybe I’d be the last person to lose their job. Someone had to answer the phones and water the plants and I couldn’t see Henry doing any of that.

At some point we got up off the sofa and left Henry’s house. We walked down the long hill back into town, and the city lights rimmed the harbour and the water was a shiny black. Before Oli and I parted he touched my hand.

‘Thanks, that was fun,’ he said.

‘Yeah, we should do it again sometime,’ I said, trying to sound like I was a fun person who did drugs on a Friday night.

Oli grinned. But he didn’t say anything, he just waved his hand and we went home to our separate houses.

Monday at work was strange. Henry was really, really nice to Jade and she ignored him more than usual. Oli and Jade always seemed to be working, and I never got a chance to talk to Oli without Jade being there. I’d thought maybe we’d become friends now we’d done drugs together, but he just treated me like he had before.

When most of them were out at lunch, I logged into Henry’s files. I guessed his password on the first go: Jade2009. I read all the financial spreadsheets, which were in a folder called Finance. I could see straight away that Oli was right, JJ&Y was a wreck.

That afternoon, Henry asked me to go over what had happened on Friday night. He couldn’t remember much past ordering expensive champagne. He couldn’t even remember drinking it. He said he wanted me to give him any intel on Jade that came my way. I asked him what sort of intel, thinking I could press him on Lacan. Henry looked at me hard and said, ‘I just want to know if Jade is seeing Jim.’ He wasn’t even asking from a psychological perspective anymore, it was just flat out – is Jade seeing Jim?

I told Henry what Oli had told me. That Jim was nothing to her. That soon Oli and Jade were leaving to go to London. Henry looked shocked. He said thank you and asked me to leave his office. He didn’t ask me for any advice the next day or the day after that.

Then, on Thursday before lunch, I went to the loo and Jade was standing over the basin, re-applying her mascara. She looked like she’d been crying.

‘Oh, hi,’ I said.

She glanced at me briefly and said hi and then went on brushing her eyelashes with her wand. An insect in my stomach stirred and rose – something in me that I needed to purge.

The first time I ever had this feeling was when I was young, maybe five or six. We were in the supermarket, and there was a little girl of about two sitting in a trolley seat. Her mother stood beside her, reading the side of a cereal box. Looking at this small, sweet girl I felt an unbearable feeling rise up, as if her presence was a reduction agent for whatever was inside of me. It was bubbling and swelling, impossible to contain. The only way I could get rid of it was by hurting her. I wanted to hit her straight out of her trolley, but I knew that wasn’t right.

As my mother and I walked past I reached out and pinched the girl’s chubby leg. I felt her soft fatty skin between my index finger and my thumb, and I pinched it as hard as I could. It only took a second, then my mother and I were past them. The little girl’s face froze in confusion, then she screamed and started to cry. Her own stupid mother had been distracted by a box and hadn’t seen what I’d done. I didn’t turn around, just trailed my mother down the end of the aisle. My mother did turn around. She didn’t like it when I misbehaved in the supermarket and I could tell the small girl screaming annoyed her. The trapped bubbling feeling in me dissolved and I felt deeply satisfied.

When I saw Jade in the bathroom that day I wanted to push her over and hold her down on the ground and press the sole of my hand hard into her eye socket and smudge all her eye makeup off. But I didn’t.

‘Henry wants to see you in his office,’ I said. It wasn’t true but I figured Henry wasn’t someone Jade wanted to see.

She didn’t look at me, just kept touching up the ends of her eyelashes like she was on an endless quest for lash perfection.

‘Now,’ I said.

Jade glanced at me in the mirror. ‘Tell Henry that Oli and I will be there in ten minutes.’

‘He doesn’t want to see Oli, just you.’

Jade gave a loud sigh and turned around, her arms crossed over her chest.

She definitely had been crying. The rims of her eyelids were swollen and red. I wondered if the pressure from Henry was getting to her – maybe she and Oli would leave before next year. The idea irritated me. Not Jade going, but the idea of Oli going too. How could he possibly become obsessed with me if he wasn’t here?

‘Tell Henry …’ Her voice cracked and she stopped. ‘It doesn’t matter, I’ll tell him myself,’ she said. She hung her head and I saw a fresh tear roll down her cheek. Even crying, she still looked cool.

I could feel the thing in me, a giant force of energy waiting to be let out.

‘You brought this on yourself, Jade.’

‘What?’ she said.

‘The way you tease Henry – nice one day, a bitch the next. Then kissing Jim at Resort in front of him.’

I was saying the words but I knew they belonged to my mother, because it was the sort of thing she’d say about a character in one of the TV shows we watched. If a woman got followed home at night, my mother would say, Well, that girl shouldn’t have been out alone like that.

Jade crossed her arms and set her face. ‘You have no idea what’s going on here,’ she said. ‘You think you’re so smart and yet there’s so much you miss.’

‘Well, it obviously bothers you,’ I said. ‘It’s obvious you’ve been crying in the bathroom over the mess you’ve made.’

Jade shook her head. ‘Oli tells me everything,’ she said. ‘Did you know that?’

‘What?’ I stopped then. The trapped thing stopped bubbling.

She made her eyes big at me. ‘I know you two stole Henry’s drugs. Oli told me.’

I leaned back against the toilet cubicle. I was nothing to any of them. I couldn’t look at her, so I looked at the tiles. One of them was cracked and I tapped it with my toe, trying to lift the cracked piece up.

I don’t know why I said what I said next. Perhaps I was asking for guidance, for her to tell me what it meant.

‘When we have sex, Henry calls out your name.’

As soon as it was out I regretted saying it.

Jade looked shocked. She actually dropped the mascara out of her hand. It clattered onto the tile floor and rolled over towards me.

‘Fuck,’ she said. ‘Oh my god. That’s so …’

‘What?’

‘Humiliating,’ she said. She stared straight at me.

At first I thought it was her who felt humiliated, then I realised what she meant. I felt my face go bright red.

‘Fuck,’ she said again.

I had to do something then, so I kicked her mascara hard so that it rolled and bounced off the wall under the sink and ricocheted back under a toilet cubicle.

‘Why are you so angry at me?’ she said.

I glared at her.

‘It’s men who cause the problems.’ Jade shook her head. ‘You’re a fucking child.’

‘If you’re so fine with all of this then why were you crying?’ I said.

She looked at me. ‘Not that it’s any of your business, but I was crying because my nana just died.’

I didn’t believe her. ‘Right,’ I said.

‘Thanks for your sympathy. I’ll probably be away next week at her tangi, so you can work on Henry while I’m gone.’

‘What do you mean?’ I said.

‘I know you sit in there making up psychoanalytical bullshit.’

‘You should stop listening in on other people’s conversations.’

Jade shook her head. She packed up her makeup case and left the toilet. She didn’t try to get her mascara back.

I went into a cubicle and sat there for a while. Then I went back to my desk, packed my bag and left.


For a few days I watched TV and didn’t get out of my dressing gown. I told my mother I had the flu and she rang in sick for me.

Then, a few nights later, I left the house and went out walking. Before I knew it, I had walked up Mt Victoria and was outside Henry’s house. All the lights were out. The pot plant where Oli and I had found the key was where it had been the night we took Henry home. I lifted it, found the key and let myself into Henry’s house.

It was very quiet. I supposed Henry would be sound asleep.

I didn’t know why I was there. If Henry woke and found me it would look weird, I knew that. It could look like breaking and entering. Well, not breaking because I used the key, but definitely entering without an invitation. Right at that moment, I didn’t care. I was just the receptionist to them and soon I wouldn’t even be that. A feeling of tiredness suddenly washed over me and all I wanted to do was to lie down on Henry’s expensive leather sofa and sleep. I knew that if I did lie down I would fall asleep until morning and Henry would find me, and I wasn’t sure what I would say then.

As I turned to leave I heard sounds coming from down the hallway. I could definitely hear people, or two people. I tiptoed closer. A woman was panting and moaning like you’re supposed to when you’re about to orgasm, and a man was grunting back in an unattractive way. Then I heard Henry’s voice saying, Ah, Jade, oh fuck Jade, oh Christ. And then it was quiet again.

A few moments later I heard them talking. I could hear Jade’s voice, and Henry’s, but I couldn’t hear what they were saying. I left Henry’s house, putting the key back under the dumb pot plant. I walked down the hill in a daze. It was a windy night and dark purple clouds were racing over the city. Watching them made me feel like the breath was being ripped out of me.

When I got home I lay in bed feeling completely bewildered. I was so clever, yet all these things were happening around me and I hadn’t seen any of them coming.

The next day I went back to work. Jade wasn’t there. Henry said she’d gone to her nana’s tangi. He asked me to organise some flowers to be sent to the marae. I said I didn’t think that was culturally appropriate and Henry made a face and said it was an order not a request.

At 4pm Henry called me into his office. He had a very serious expression on his face, and for a moment I thought he knew that I was in his house last night listening to him and Jade have sex. But it wasn’t that.

He said that JJ&Y were making cuts and would be closing in the new year when he would be going back to England. He said he was sorry but they had to let me go. Today.

‘What?’ I said.

‘You heard me,’ he said.

He said I could stay on for three months until they closed, but if I left now he could offer me three months’ pay. He said he’d prefer it if I left quietly.

‘Who’s going to answer the phones?’ I said. ‘While you’re making cuts?’ I imagined Henry walking around with a pair of snips, cutting up whatever got in his way.

He said they’d answer their own phones and that mostly people emailed anyway.

‘I thought we were friends,’ I said.

Henry gave me a funny look.

‘Did Jade put you up to this?’

‘She’s got nothing to do with it,’ Henry said, but he took a small pause before he said it, so I knew he was lying.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘You’re getting paid. The global financial crisis hit us all hard, the writing was on the wall. It’s not just you. I’ve lost a ton of money.’

I sat in the chair across the desk from him and thought about the sad sheets in his finance folder. I’d sat here for months talking to him about psychology, regurgitating stuff he could have just looked up himself, and now he sat there looking back at me like he barely knew me.

He cleared his throat. ‘The other thing is,’ he said, ‘and please don’t take this the wrong way, but you can be, ah, quite manipulative. I don’t think you mean to be, I think you’re probably bored, but you do need to learn to be more plain-dealing with people.’

I stared at him for a good long moment. Then I said, ‘I heard your father is a lord.’

Henry sighed. ‘That’s correct.’

‘So I guess you’re going back to England to be a lord’s son and live in a castle or whatever lords do.’

‘Something like that.’

In a way, Henry was right. I didn’t care too much about the job. Apart from going to Resort on a Friday night, it was boring. But I didn’t think it was fair to call me manipulative when he was the one asking me to psychoanalyse people he wanted to have sex with.

‘You can go and do your clinical studies,’ he said. ‘You need to do more than work on reception. People will always need psychologists.’

‘Sure,’ I said. I was sick of people telling me I had a brain and I should use it when they didn’t know anything about me or my brain.

*

A while after Henry fired me I was waiting at the dentist, flicking through Hello! magazine. I liked Hello! because the articles were so obsequiously positive. About fifteen pages in there was a story about Lord von Schmitt’s son on his special day, and there were Henry and Jade staring at each other like they were in love.

The story was about their magical wedding day. Jade had showcased her original style in a stunning tea-length wedding dress with a sparkling sequin embellishment and a summer-ready green-and-white bouquet which included native flora from New Zealand, her place of birth. I noticed that her sleeves were cut to her mid-forearm so you couldn’t see her tattoos. There was a quote from Lord von Schmitt himself saying that Jade had brought a love of nature out in his son. They were planning to live in Oxfordshire on a working organic farm. Jade, formerly a designer, was using her artistic talents to create branding for the farm’s produce. Ten percent of profit from sale of the produce went to the people of a small Zambian village whose livelihoods were being wrecked by climate change-induced droughts. The philanthropist couple were working closely with farming executives from Duchy Farm, because Henry and Jade thought that Prince Charles had been a radical influence when it came to organic farming. I wondered if Oli knew about Jade and Henry. Maybe he’d always known she’d side with the money and title – and really, who wouldn’t?


The next year I got a job as an administration assistant to the enrolment office at the university. I was to help with integration, which was what they were calling it then. They heard I was good with numbers and they wanted me to design a program that would show them how to maximise student enquiries. Every few years they changed the descriptors for what I did.

I’d been in that job more or less since I was fired from JJ&Y. The only thing different was that now I managed the cascade of enquiries.

Sometimes when I thought about it, which I didn’t do too often, it felt like I’d been asleep for a very long time.








Chapter Nine


In the morning there was a text from Pablo.

I knew you’d read it.

Five million followers!

There’s a lot of people in China.

I’ll see you later?

I enjoyed last night.

He’s an entrepreneur, said Simp.

I was pouring half a cup of water into the stovetop espresso maker. It was my one indulgence. I would go without breakfast and tea, I would flush the toilet once a day, but I would not go without coffee.

‘I want a rich man,’ I said.

All day long you’d biddy biddy bum, Simp sang.

The sprout was getting defiantly bigger and the counter-top looked like it was lifting more. Dirty wine glasses and coffee cups were on the kitchen table. Why couldn’t I care about anything?

‘Why do you think he’s dangerous?’

He was strangling you.

‘That was a sex thing.’

All that stuff he said.

‘That’s just news. I should follow it more.’

To impress him? said Simp.

‘So I know what’s going on,’ I said.

He’ll see right through you. Most of it is made up.

‘Not all of it.’

I opened up my news tab. China had issued a counter-threat to Russia, telling them to get their drones out of their militarised border or they’d feel the full force of the greatest nation on earth come down on their heads like a thunderbolt.

They like a colourful statement, don’t they, said Simp.

A 1,290-hectare deer farm in north Canterbury had just sold to a Swiss investor.

What’s Switzerland ever done for us? Democracy and the fucking cuckoo clock, said Simp.

‘You stole that line,’ I said.

So? It’s a good one.

Rioting continued in Palmerston North over water and rates costs being driven up by the arrival of one thousand new wealthugee settlers; one protester had been shot and was in a critical condition in hospital. A non-violent protest was being held by iwi in the Wairarapa over former Department of Conservation land being sold by the government to overseas investors. A spokesperson called it third-wave colonisation and theft. A hikoi was being planned from Cape Reinga to Parliament to remind government of its Treaty obligations. The dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico had increased by 6,000 square kilometres. The Ministry for Primary Industries was predicting food shortages this summer due to extended droughts across the North Island, and as a result more Specials were being trained to deal with potential rioting.

‘Do you think that Palmerston North news is real or fake?’ I said.

Dunno, said Simp. But you’ve got to feel a little bit sorry for the wealthugees who end up in Palmerston North.

We sat quietly while I drank my coffee. I tried to slow down and enjoy it because it cost a bomb and imports were uncertain. I’d bought this latest bag from Brian’s GreenTrade. He gave me a small discount. I’d tried to extract it twice but it didn’t taste any good, not like tea which could go three rounds of a teabag if you knew what you were doing. By the final brew the tea was weak, but I drank it black anyway.

It’s not time to die yet, said Simp.

‘Why would you say that?’ I said. ‘Are you trying to provoke me?’

Are you trying to provoke your own death? Going out with men you’ve only just met? He could have strangled you if he liked, and you would have been perfectly happy with it.

I walked over to the bookshelf and picked out the copy of Anna Karenina that I’d had for years. I read the beginning out loud. ‘“Vengeance is mine; I will repay.” That’s a good start.’

That’s the epigraph, stupid, said Simp.

‘The epigraph is important too, stupid.’

My phone beeped. It was a text from Pete.

Speak of the fucking devil.

Meet me at Slide Coffee on Cuba in half an hour?

I’ll buy you a coffee.

What is it with you and antagonistic men? said Simp.

‘Nick wasn’t antagonistic,’ I said.

I texted back and dressed quickly. I’d have to put up with Pete complaining about something, but I could do that for a free espresso and a chance to hassle him. I put on sunblock before I put on my foundation. I wasn’t sure why I was bothering with sunblock anymore. It was unlikely I’d be around to really see the effects of ageing.

Pete was sitting in a booth down the back when I arrived.

‘You’re on time?’ he said. ‘Long black?’

‘Sure,’ I said.

He nodded across the room at the barista. Pete was an investor in Slide and came here for coffee most mornings.

‘No guns on the door here,’ I said.

He was looking freshly laundered and groomed. He would have been up since 5:30am, skipping rope and doing extreme yoga handstands before harvesting the day’s microgreens for his breakfast.

‘We’ve an open-door policy,’ he said.

I laughed. ‘You’re so open-minded, even about guns.’

A slight scowl crossed his pretty face.

‘Why am I here, Pete?’ I said.

‘I wanted to get to you before you spoke to Amy.’

‘What are you talking about, Pete?’ I smiled sweetly.

‘You know what I’m talking about. The meeting with my client at Noble Vintage last night and the way you misread the entire situation. How was your date, by the way?’

‘He has a cock like a big tree,’ I said.

Pete gave me his disgusted face and sipped his coffee. The thing about Pete was that by many people’s standards he was quite good-looking. He had an athletic-casual but groomed look, businesslike yet spontaneous (he was not spontaneous), plus a square jaw and very blue eyes. He attracted glances even now that he looked like a dad. Amy once said she liked that other women noticed him. The biggest fight Amy and I ever had was after her engagement party when I begged her not to go through with a life sentence. He won’t be true to you, I said. She swore she loved him. Which was what was wrong with making decisions based on love.

‘You want to know what I think?’ he said.

‘Not really.’

‘I think you think that this is just what you’ve been waiting for.’

He was being unusually direct but not incorrect. But I wouldn’t make it easy for him.

‘You’re going to have to unpack this a little for me, Pete,’ I said. ‘Because I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

The waitress delivered my coffee. It looked perfect in its tulip cup. I inhaled the slightly bitter caramel steam. It would probably be the best coffee I’d have this month.

‘Thanks,’ said Pete to the waitress. We both watched her walk away in her tight jeans. ‘By the way, it’s good manners to thank the staff,’ he said.

‘She’s hot,’ I said.

Pete didn’t blink.

‘Did you tell Amy about your date last night?’ I said.

‘My life is none of your business. Anyway, soon you will not be able to just drop in and tell Amy to order pizza and create havoc in my home. The sooner we get away from you the better.’

‘What makes you think I made her order pizza? And FYI, Pete, Amy and I have been best friends since we were children. So I don’t like your chances.’

‘Mine are better than yours,’ he said.

‘Did you hear the news this morning?’

He looked at me coldly.

‘Wairarapa iwi not pleased with foreign investors,’ I said. ‘Stealing land. Anything to do with where you’re going?’

‘It’s not stolen and I’m not foreign.’

‘Ah … ’ I pointed at him. ‘But you’re a coloniser all the same.’

Pete smiled unpleasantly. ‘So are you.’

I leaned over the table, closer to him. ‘Yeah, but I’m not a cunt.’

‘Yes you are.’

‘Why am I here, Pete? Apart from the free coffee?’

He looked at me with his cold blue eyes. ‘I want you not to tell Amy you saw me out with Azar last night.’

I laughed at him.

‘I’m serious,’ he said. ‘Not for the reason you presume. My meeting with her was to arrange Amy’s birthday present.’

Amy took birthdays very seriously. Even I never missed her birthday.

‘You know Amy isn’t into threesomes,’ I said.

Pete held his hand up in a stop sign. ‘In payment for my architectural design, Azar’s paying our portion on the predator fence. On the Wairarapa property.’

‘You mean the intruder fence,’ I said.

‘No, it’s a predator fence. We’re bringing in wildlife. We need to protect them.’

‘That’s very noble of you.’

‘It’ll be ready for Amy’s birthday.’

‘You’re giving her a fence for her birthday?’

‘I’m giving her a safe place inside a beautiful natural environment to live.’ Pete sighed. ‘Why can’t you just be happy for the person you call your best friend?’

It was pointless to explain to Pete why I couldn’t feel happy for Amy and her natural wildlife. He existed in an unreal world. His mirror was fully intact. He could stare into it and admire his sharp jawline and his beautiful family because that’s all he’d see reflected back at him. But Pete was one of them. Amy was one of us. She was us and she’d been tricked into having children with one of them.

‘Once her birthday’s here you can say all you like about Azar, but I’m asking you to keep your trap shut for a month,’ he said.

Even though the company was awful, the coffee was really good. I could feel my heart racing. I hadn’t eaten since that brie the night before.

‘I’m hungry,’ I said.

‘Order anything on the menu, except the bacon. I’m not paying for that.’

‘I respect pigs,’ I said. ‘Just not the human kind.’

The waitress came over and I ordered fruit and yoghurt followed by toast with three spreads.

I waved my coffee spoon at Pete. ‘This will cost you more than my breakfast.’

‘I phoned your mother this morning,’ he said.

I sat back. ‘What the fuck?’

‘She’s very grateful for the assistance I’ve offered.’

‘What assistance?’ I said. ‘You have no right to—’

‘I’ve paid your water bill for the year. Your mother was very grateful.’

‘You’re a cunt, Pete.’

‘I didn’t expect a thank-you.’ He looked away from me. ‘She sounded frail. You should take better care of her. Talk to her. In actual person.’

‘Or put her in a home for rotting old people like you have done with yours?’

‘April has dementia.’

‘Wow. You’ve made this grand gesture all so I don’t tell Amy about your sexy girlfriend who’s paying for your intruder fence?’

He looked at me directly. ‘She’s not my girlfriend.’

‘Pete, you’re protesting too much.’

He glared at me.

‘I mean, I can’t blame you. She’s like a supermodel. If a little vacuous.’

Pete cleared his throat. ‘Amy also asked me to help you out. She said you weren’t eating. You do look a bit on the skeletal side.’

‘Jesus,’ I said. Amy was the one with the eating disorder. Had Pete even noticed that?

‘By that, I take it you mean thank you.’ He stood up. ‘I’m leaving now. You can eat in peace and I’ve got to get to work.’

‘You are really fucked in the head, Pete.’

‘I stopped trying to understand you years ago,’ he said. ‘I only wish Amy had done the same.’

He turned and left. The barista said goodbye to him and the chef in the kitchen waved. They had to pretend to be friendly because he was an investor. They can’t have really felt genuinely friendly towards him.

The waitress in the tight jeans came over with my breakfast.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘It looks delicious.’

Now that the food was in front of me, I realised I was absolutely starving. I felt like I could scoop the whole tiny dish of butter into my mouth but decided to practise some self-control.

‘I’m going to need more butter,’ I said.

‘Okay,’ she said.

‘Hey, and you know that guy who was here just now? At my table?’

‘Pete?’

‘Yeah. Is he ever inappropriate to the staff here?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You know what I mean.’

The waitress stared at me for a few beats. ‘No. Pete’s a good guy. I’ll get your butter.’

She turned on her heel and walked away before I could say anything more. He was fooling the lot of them.

While I ate the fruit and yoghurt, I thought through what Pete had told me. What was this shit with the Dubai wealthugee woman and the fence? The whole thing was dodgy and probably being done off the books. I wondered briefly about how I could let his firm know that the marvellous, energetic Pete was doing dirty work on the side. I could send an anonymous note, but then Pete would know it was me, and if Azar really was doing the fence for cash Amy would be pissed off at me. I knew she wanted out of the city. God knows why. It wasn’t like she’d grown up on a farm. It’s for the children’s sake, she’d said when I asked her. They can’t be real kids in the city. That seemed strange to me: a kid is a kid, how was it more real out of the city? I thought about how different she was with her children from the way my mother had been with me. Of course it was different because there was one of me and three of them and my mother was a strange person. Amy showed them so much love and they didn’t seem to notice. They would never be able to comprehend how they were the most loved children in the world. That was the problem with privilege: it could never know itself.

Then it hit me. Amy would be gone soon. I’d have no one to talk to. No one real.

The toast I was about to eat suddenly looked stodgy on my plate, and I put the piece I was holding back down. There was a feeling below my ribcage, a constriction. All the tiny villi of the jejunum shrinking and hiding from the task of digestion because of this feeling I was having. Food couldn’t help me. I wrapped the toast up in my napkin and put it in my bag for later.

I left the café with my head down so I didn’t have to look at the waitress.

Outside, the sky was blue. There was no wind but there was a faint tang of salt on the air, and I lifted my head to look at the sky for a moment. It was spring and, sure, the weather could trick anyone with the smallest amount of self-delusion that everything would be okay.

I started the long slow walk up the hill to work. And as I walked I thought what stupid animals we were that an old blue sky could have such an effect on my mood and that my only response would be to do what I’d always done.








Chapter Ten


There was a note from Gerald on my desk. This was weird, because he could just email me.

The note, written in his immature cursive, read: Come and see me as soon as you arrive.

I walked through to his office and stood in the doorway. He was staring at his screen, asleep with his eyes open.

‘What?’ I said.

He jumped. ‘Fucking hell! Don’t just sneak up on people.’

‘I wasn’t sneaking. You’re overtired and your reflexes are very slow.’

He gave me a hurt look.

‘Well?’ I said. ‘It’s true.’

‘But why do you always—’ He stopped. ‘Just come in. Sit down.’ He reached over and pushed the door closed. He waited, and when he realised I wasn’t going to sit down he said, ‘I need to tell you some sad news.’

‘Your guinea pig?’

‘What?’

‘Nothing. It’s such a nice day out.’

He looked out his tiny window. ‘Is it?’ He always looked tired but today he looked grey. ‘I’ve been here since seven this morning.’

‘Why?’ I said.

‘There was an urgent meeting called.’

‘A 7am urgent stationery meeting?’ I said.

‘Look,’ he said. ‘I don’t have a choice.’

‘Guinea pig’s got to eat.’

‘Please will you just sit down,’ he said. ‘Please.’

The folds around Gerald’s mouth had got deeper and he looked very dehydrated. I sat down. It was easy to moisturise but so few men bothered.

He didn’t meet my eye as he spoke. ‘I’m sorry to be the one to break this to you, but we’ve had to let Brian go.’

‘What?’ I said. ‘The hell do you mean?’

‘I’m sorry but Brian’s been let go.’

‘You’ve fired him?’

‘He’s been paid out.’ Gerald was gulping like a sick fish. I knew I could make him extremely nervous if I wanted.

‘You can’t do that. Brian’s …’ I tapped Gerald’s desk. ‘He’s like your desk. He’s like …’ I stamped my foot. ‘This floor.’

‘You mean he’s part of our organisation rather than something you walk all over, don’t you?’

‘Reliable! He’s dude central of this team. You can’t just fire him.’

‘I thought you hated him.’

‘Why would you say that?’

‘You tease him all the time.’

I stood up, pointing at him. ‘You can’t do this!’

‘You’re always giving him shit!’

‘I give everyone shit.’

‘Look, I was told I had to cut someone, and it came down to productivity and relatability.’

‘Relatability! What sort of dumb critic is running this place? Cos if that’s the case then get rid of me! Get rid of Kaylee. No one can relate to her.’

‘You’re productive, you designed the whole system we use for forecasting, and unfortunately Kaylee is … liked by management. And watch your language around Brian’s constructive dismissal. There’s no getting-rid-of in this workplace. We put employees first.’

‘Since when?’

‘We’re solutioning the remainder of a gap.’

‘Did you just say that out loud?’

I could see his jaw tighten, which meant he was in stubborn mode.

I held my hands up. ‘Look, I’m a big gap, solution me! I’m not relatable.’

He ignored me. ‘Kaylee’s been moved into management. PA to the 2IC. We’ve been downsized. I can’t believe they’ve done it with open day almost here. I don’t understand what they think I can achieve with my team halved. They have this idea that you’ll design a system to process the enrolments quicker. They’re offering a pay rise for you to do just that.’

‘Brian does actual work,’ I said. ‘FYI.’

‘When he’s not trading,’ said Gerald.

‘Do you know what I did yesterday afternoon while you were asleep in the meeting room?’ I said.

Gerald had his head down. ‘I don’t want to know,’ he said.

‘I read a really long essay on glasses! The epidemic of myopia!’ I was shouting now. ‘There’s a monopoly on our frames and lenses! We pay five hundred percent more than they cost to make!’

‘Please don’t shout,’ said Gerald, patting his ears. ‘You don’t even wear glasses.’

‘That’s not the point!’ I couldn’t stop shouting because it was stopping me from hitting him.

‘I fought for an extra 5k for you,’ said Gerald. His voice was very quiet, reasonable. ‘Because I know you support your mother.’

‘What?’

‘I know you support your mother.’

‘I don’t have a mother.’

‘You do, and I know you support her because she got in touch with me a year ago when the … when the people from overseas …’

‘Wealthugees?’

‘Yes. When … that started. She was worried you’d lose your job and I assured her that you were among our most valued employees.’ Gerald smiled and looked down at his hands in his lap. ‘She was really nice to me. She said I sounded like a nice young man and she hoped I wouldn’t lose my job either.’

I sat back down in the chair. What was it with people talking to my mother behind my back?

‘You shouldn’t have done that,’ I said.

‘She phoned me,’ he said.

I sat there quietly and did a bit of mental arithmetic. With my small savings, minus the water bill for the year, if Pete wasn’t lying about paying it, we had just rates and power. I’d let the insurance lapse because what was the point? There was food, but somehow we’d get by. Amy always had tons of food lying around in her bulk bins, and when she finally moved I’d steal. My mother had the food-bank pantry. I didn’t need much anyway.

I looked at Gerald. The world would make his type extinct within a few short years. Docile Gerald. Sad, phlegmatic Gerald.

‘Do you need that?’ I said, pointing at a box on the floor that had only a couple of reams of paper in it.

‘What?’ He frowned and shook his head. ‘No.’

‘Good.’

I stood up and took out the reams and put them on his desk. I moved gently so as not to startle him. I took my swipe card out of my handbag and put it on top of the paper.

‘What are you doing?’ he said.

‘I’m leaving.’

‘But … it’s a Wednesday. You need to apply for leave.’

‘I’m quitting my job.’ I spoke calmly but with certitude so he knew I wasn’t doing it out of anger but meant it. ‘I’m not coming back, so you need to ring Brian and tell him very nicely that letting him go was a bad joke,’ I said.

Gerald’s grey face went mottled and slightly pinkish in his cheeks.

‘You can’t,’ he said. ‘You can’t do that. They won’t pay you if you just walk out.’

‘I don’t care,’ I said.

I left his office and went out to my cubicle. I kept it clinically tidy. I realised as I looked at it that I kept it so tidy you would think no one actually worked there. It was so tidy that if anyone did work there but quickly decided to leave they could just walk out. I put the box down and opened the top drawer. One lipstick, a box of tampons, a toothbrush that was far too old, and some paracetamol. I didn’t even need the box. I chucked the toothbrush and put the rest in my handbag.

Gerald stood behind my desk. ‘This is highly unprofessional,’ he said.

‘I’m of the unprofessional classes,’ I said.

‘I hope you know that this will go down on your permanent record.’

I pointed at him. ‘Violent Femmes,’ I said.

‘Are you threatening me?’ said Gerald with a serious face.

‘You just quoted the Violent Femmes,’ I said.

Gerald was confused. ‘So you’re joking? You’re not leaving?’

‘I’m definitely leaving. I’m just doing it quietly. It’s my new shtick.’

In that moment I could really feel that it was not just my shtick but my entire being. I was becoming lighter, more peaceful. My mid-bowel felt empty and relaxed, and the feeling flowed up into my chest and up my throat to my face and I couldn’t stop smiling. I felt high in an organic goat’s milk way. This would give me time to read Anna Karenina and help Amy with preserving. Maybe we could do it together and then drink vodka and sit in her courtyard under the kiwifruit vine that never fruited but was pretty. We could go back to being like we were before Pete came along, before everyone started freaking out about the wealthugees. But this would be a better version, because Amy had money and we were adults, not naive twenty-year-olds.

‘You can keep your box,’ I said. ‘I don’t actually need it.’

‘But … you need to do an exit interview,’ said Gerald. ‘You can’t just … go.’

His face was grumpy now but not yet angry, which was disappointing. Getting mad in public seemed impossible for him. Perhaps he was scared that if he got angry he’d open a door that he’d never shut again. I hoped that was the case, because if it wasn’t he was more boring than I’d imagined.

I pulled out my phone and dialled Brian’s number. ‘You’re going to tell Brian to come back,’ I said to Gerald. ‘You’re going to politely tell him you got it wrong and that he’s your most valued employee.’

‘But …’ said Gerald.

I held my finger up to shush him.

Brian answered on the second ring.

‘Brian, it’s me,’ I said.

‘You don’t need to say that,’ said Brian. ‘Your name comes up on my phone.’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Gerald wants to talk to you. It was a mistake about you being fired, because it was actually me they were firing.’

‘Is this one of your jokes?’ said Brian.

‘No!’ I said. I held the phone out to Gerald. ‘You tell him.’

Gerald took the phone reluctantly. I raised my eyebrows at him and he lifted the phone to his ear.

‘Brian, mate, she’s right. Mix-up in the paperwork. Take the day off but come in tomorrow eh?’

‘Valued employee,’ I hissed at Gerald.

‘Brian? You are a valued employee,’ said Gerald.

He had no enthusiasm in his voice. I snatched my phone back before he ruined it any more.

‘Brian? You’ve been awarded employee of the month … Yeah, I know! It’s a new initiative. Um, five-hundred-dollar bonus. Bye now!’ I hung up.

‘That was a shit performance,’ I said to Gerald.

‘I don’t have five hundred bucks for him! Why did you say that?’

‘You forced me into it,’ I said. ‘It’s your tax for being a bad manager.’

‘I’m not a bad manager. You’re a bad employee.’

Now I could see he was getting a little bit mad.

‘And how come you even have Brian’s number?’ said Gerald. ‘When you don’t like him.’

‘I like him!’ I said. ‘I buy stuff from him. Don’t you?’

‘No.’

‘You should. He’s got his own little black market. Hidden depths. Which is another reason why you need him here.’

‘I can’t believe this is happening,’ said Gerald. He touched his hand to his head.

‘You’re a manager,’ I said. ‘They train you to pivot all over this shit.’

‘What sort of stuff do you buy off him?’

‘Plant materials.’

‘I didn’t know you were into gardening.’

‘Yeah, well. Ask Brian. He can get you some. It might help you to relax.’

‘Sure, sure.’ Gerald was nodding, then he was shaking his head. ‘I can’t believe it.’

I waved my hand at him, then pointed at his stomach. ‘Stop eating those pastries,’ I said. ‘It’s bad for your blood sugars.’

That was enough for Gerald. I’d pushed it.

‘Fuck you!’

I nodded. ‘Fair enough,’ I said. ‘Goodbye, Gerald.’

I walked away before Gerald could say anything else. I wanted him to feel that his last words to me were ones he meant. I left before he started begging.

The day was still beautiful but slightly marred by a high cloud doing a slow creep in from the south. That was okay. It didn’t dent my sense of purpose, even if it lacked direction. I texted Amy as I walked.

You in?

Doing yoga

Want a visitor?

Aren’t you at work?

Not really. Coming over now

She didn’t reply, but I turned right at the corner anyway. I wanted to share my new freedom with someone.








Chapter Eleven


Amy made me coffee and we sat in her courtyard under her kiwifruit vine. I held the warm cup in my hand and looked up at the leaves unfurling themselves slowly in the sun. I was free of my job. The leaves were being trained along wires that ran in straight lines over our heads. The hope was that one day the vine might bear fruit that would drop down off those wires.

The house was quiet and peaceful – rare qualities at Amy’s. The children had gone foraging in the local native bush reserve with Belinda, Pete’s not-very-interesting stoner sister who was a garden designer. Amy and Pete paid her to take the children into nature for their lessons twice a week. Neither of them seemed to mind that she was often stoned-in-charge. Once Amy even said that Belinda’s relaxed way of dealing with the kids was good for them.

I sipped the coffee. ‘Second decent coffee I’ve had today,’ I said.

Then I remembered that the meeting with sneaky Pete had never happened. Though the fact that I couldn’t afford decent coffee probably wasn’t on top of Amy’s things to question me about right now.

‘Are you going to take Belinda with you when you go?’ I said.

Amy shook her head. ‘We’re still waiting for the fence to be finished.’ She sighed. ‘You wouldn’t believe the rules around building. Makes it stupidly expensive.’

‘Hmm,’ I said.

‘But Belinda is coming with us,’ said Amy. ‘She’ll have her own space. We need her expertise with the garden.’

‘Any space for little old me?’ I said.

Amy didn’t look at me. ‘Once we’re settled, you know … Why aren’t you at work today?’

I realised I couldn’t tell her what I’d just done. Even I didn’t believe it yet.

‘I called in sick.’

‘Oh. And you had that date last night.’

‘Yeah, it was weird.’

‘Like, how?’

‘He talked dirty in a weird way.’

Amy looked stuck between disapproving and interested. ‘Oh?’

‘Stuff about inequality.’ That wasn’t quite right, but I didn’t know how to explain that words like tipping point and consumerism had turned me on.

‘He is rich though?’ said Amy. ‘He’s not a fake?’

There’d been a news story about locals pretending to be wealthugees to boost their profiles on dating apps. Wealthugee hook-ups were a hot sub-category now.

‘Yeah. He’s rich. He’s smart.’ I didn’t know how else to describe Pablo. I didn’t really know him. And I didn’t want to get into the business of his ex being a sex blogger.

I looked up at the vines. Amy thought it probably didn’t get sunny enough for them, but Belinda said that wasn’t the case. She thought they were infertile for some reason, probably to do with atmospheric change, which seemed a vague answer even for someone who’d done half a horticulture degree. Belinda smoked a lot of pot.

‘Why are you being coy?’ said Amy.

‘I’m not being coy! He’s just a guy. I mean, he’s cool …’ I trailed off. What was he? He seemed to despise wealthugees, yet he was one.

‘Well …’ Amy sat up straighter. Her sunglasses were falling down her nose and I could see her brown eyes peeking at me. When we were young, I was jealous of her eyes. ‘Is he someone you could be with?’

‘Maybe?’

‘Don’t you want another partner?’

I knew that Amy still didn’t get why Nick and I had split, even though she never liked him. She thought our differences were nothing that couples counselling couldn’t overcome and that I was mad to try to be single the way things were going. She and Pete had done counselling, she’d told me, though she never said what for and I didn’t ask because I didn’t want to know. It was pointless, that shit. Amy just couldn’t understand that I wasn’t into the idea of partnering up the way she had.

‘I … don’t know,’ I said, playing the diplomat.

We sat in silence for a few moments. Amy inspected her fingernails. She looked unsatisfied.

‘Wouldn’t it be lovely to just fall into a pool right now?’ I said.

‘In Wellington?’

‘A heated pool.’

‘That would cost a lot,’ said Amy, screwing up her nose.

It perplexed me, how Amy worried so much about the cost of things when she could afford so much. ‘Will you have a pool in the Wairarapa? It gets hot over there.’

‘Dunno. So, are you seeing this guy again?’

‘He said tonight.’

‘That’s keen.’

‘Yeah, he’s into me. But he seems to think I care about stuff like the influx of wealthugees and politics and that. He thinks I’m not like everyone else.’

‘You’re not.’

‘Well, I’m reading Anna Karenina.’

‘Oh?’

‘I’ve only read the epigraph so far. It’s about vengeance.’

Amy stretched her arms out. ‘I wish I had time to read a book,’ she said.

Since she’d had kids she acted like she had no time to herself. It wasn’t true. When they were really little she had a part-time nanny, and now she had Belinda.

‘Look,’ she said, ‘the sauerkraut’s going to explode if I don’t get it sorted before the kids get back.’

‘No worries, I’ve got to run some errands anyway,’ I said. ‘For my mother.’

‘Oh. So you are talking?’

‘Yeah,’ I said.

‘That’s good,’ she said.

We sat there in silence for a few moments. She was trying to get me to leave, that had become clear.

‘Can I just ask you something?’ I said.

Amy looked unsteady. ‘Sure.’

‘Do I seem different?’

‘Different? Like … how?’

‘I don’t know just … different from how I was, say, three months ago.’

What I really wanted to know was whether Simp had manifested her return in me. Maybe I had something extra about me, a glow or a presence. Extra life. Maybe Amy was jealous of that.

‘A little thinner?’ said Amy. ‘Anyway, I’m pleased for you.’

She stood up and held out her hand for my coffee cup. A feeling hit me, like a bucket of cold water thrown over my head. I didn’t know what was going on.

I handed her my cup, and as she took it I felt a turning in her. Very subtle, like a leaf beginning to die, though you wouldn’t yet know it to look at it. Pete had done this. He was the one building a fence.

But I had saved her life. We were infinitely connected.

‘Do you remember?’ I said as I put on my shoes to leave. ‘That time when you overdosed and you were in the ambulance?’

Amy gave me a strange look. ‘Why are you bringing that up?’

‘I just always wondered if you remembered anything from the ambulance ride to the hospital.’

She looked away from me and over to her large window with the view over the city.

‘How could I? I was in a coma.’

‘It’s just, when we were in the ambulance your eyes flickered. You looked at me for a few seconds.’

‘Did I?’

‘I did tell you that,’ I said, ‘but you probably forgot. It’s just, I always wondered if you remembered more about being in the ambulance?’

Amy shook her head.

‘Like maybe a part of you saw something when you opened your eyes but it’s tucked away like a letter in an envelope you never opened.’

When she looked back at me she had a small strange smile on her face. ‘There are things I actively try to forget,’ she said.

That smile of hers was distant. I was nowhere near it. I knelt down and focused on my shoelaces.

We said goodbye and I began to walk home the long way. I had nowhere to be, and I’d always liked to walk indirectly when I needed to think. There was something about walking in this manner that aided my thinking. It was a matter of not looking a problem in the eye. Get the problem just so, and walk. I’d read an article years ago that proclaimed walking was a tool that many creative people used. I thought it was stupid to call walking a tool, but I was pleased to know that I could class myself as a creative person. In this instance, the problem I had to solve was Pete and his fence. When boiled down, the problem was and always had been Pete. He thought he was so clever, and perhaps he was in his limited way, but I also knew that I was cleverer.

At home I lay on the bed reading Anna Karenina. I got as far as Oblonksy going in to apologise to his wife for having an affair with their governess, and then fell asleep for a few hours. When I woke up there were three texts from Pablo.

I came in to see you. You quit your job?!?

What time shall I come over tonight?

Do you eat fish?

Stalker much? said Simp.

I typed my reply.

I’m feeling a little under the weather. Can we try tomorrow night?

He texted back five minutes later.

Sure. Are you okay? Do you need anything?

No. I’m fine

I heard my mother arriving home upstairs. This was her day at the soup kitchen, organising paltry food donations for people who were starving. The soup kitchen also served tea and water to people who had nothing in their taps. Demand always outstripped supply. Sometimes she brought cans home and left them at my door. Awful stuff like spaghetti or mushroom soup, chicken in a can.

You’re playing it cool, said Simp.

‘I’m not trying to play anything,’ I said.

Do you really think the problem is Pete?

I looked up at the dirty ceiling. ‘He’s been the problem all along.’

So kill him.

‘What?’

You know you want to.

It was true I’d sometimes imagined that Pete was dead. I would be there for Amy, as I had been when we were younger. She would have to send the kids to proper school, and we would sit under the kiwifruit vine and drink vodka shots. There would be no one between us. She would tell me all her fears. I remembered Amy’s prone body in the ambulance after she’d taken the sleeping pills, her pale face. I hadn’t been scared, even though I understood she was hovering on a threshold of no return. I’d felt that I could bring her back. All I had to do was tap her on the shoulder and she’d turn around and follow me back to the world.

The hardest thing is to know oneself, said Simp.

I picked up Anna Karenina.

‘Go away, I’m reading,’ I said.

I read all afternoon. It wasn’t a bad book but I didn’t understand why it was a book that people went on and on about. Like most books, it was quite boring in parts, so I skipped those, skim-read and skipped sections of the Levin and Kitty bits, and the farming and politics bits. Anna Karenina’s death was a bit of an anticlimax. The best person was Oblonsky. If I were to be anyone in the story it would be him. He always had a good time and didn’t let anything bother him too much.

I finished the book and went to bed late, without eating. I didn’t let myself think about Pablo or the job I no longer had or how hungry I felt. I didn’t think about Amy’s weird mood that day. I didn’t think about Gerald or Brian at work, or Pete ringing my mother. I didn’t think about Simp or why she was back, and she didn’t bother me either. When it came, my sleep was the sleep of a lobotomised person. I closed my eyes, and a thick dark blanket covered all parts of my consciousness like dirt on a dead body.


The next day passed in a blur. At four o’clock the anorexic runner appeared. She was someone I’d seen training most mornings for the last couple of years out on the athletics field. A tiny woman who could run fast. I’d never been at home in the afternoon before, so hadn’t realised she ran twice a day. The athletics field had fallen into disrepair, and other runners had stopped using it, but not her. Even after the homeless guy’s dead body was found there, she was out every morning at the same time. She’d do ten laps, then run off down the road. Sometimes I wondered if she was real. Maybe she was an avatar who’d escaped her running game. That’s how she could be so thin and keep running every day.

Pablo texted to confirm he’d be over around six. Simp didn’t speak to me all day and I didn’t speak to her.

Instead I thought about Anna Karenina, about her death. I thought it would have been a more believable story if she’d just accepted she was on the train tracks once she was down. She shouldn’t have had second thoughts when it was too late. Maybe Tolstoy was one of those people who had never personally considered suicide. Maybe he was one of those people who thought that everyone who doesn’t succeed in killing themselves is grateful; that the moment they were slipping into their drug-induced sleep, or just before the tether holding the rope broke and they fell to the ground, they’d had doubts about what they were doing. Anna’s story could have been redeemed by being one hundred percent committed to those tracks as the train came towards her. Also, it was completely unrealistic that Anna’s head was intact after the train hit her just so she could have a horrible expression on her face as a parting gesture to Vronsky. Her head totally should have been mashed, even if Vronsky was an arsehole, even in nineteenth-century fiction. I threw the book on the floor. What was the point of Tolstoy if he couldn’t let Anna die realistically?

At 5pm I got up off the sofa to check on my face.

I wiped the toothpaste specks off the mirror with a facecloth and turned on the overhead light. The line reaching up between my eyebrows was definitely developing, and the pores on my forehead seemed to be getting bigger. I’d seen this happen in women who were approaching forty and I’d always wondered at their bad fortune, never thinking it would be my own. How many dates would I need with Pablo before I could ask him to pay for some treatments? Even if I didn’t make it to forty, I wanted to move towards it with an expressionless forehead.

How will that really help you? said Simp.

‘Oh, you’ve decided to speak now, have you?’ I said.

I thought it was good for you to have a day of contemplation. You’ve thought a lot about death today.

‘It’s okay for you. You don’t have an ageing face to deal with.’

I looked closely at my eyes. I’d been rubbing them, and the whites were a bit bloodshot, the rim of my eyelids slightly inflamed.

‘That cat’s been getting in again, hasn’t it?’

I’d grown up with my mother’s cats and they were all equally awful. They made me sneeze and my eyes itch – something she put down to a milk allergy, even though taking milk out of my diet made no difference. It wasn’t until I moved out of her place upstairs that I’d stopped sneezing.

Your mother used cats as a way to get rid of you, said Simp.

‘I know.’

Why did you lie to Amy yesterday? You said you called in sick to your job.

‘What does it matter?’

All these small things you think you can ignore, they add up to a life, so they matter. Do you even know why you lied?

‘Why are you asking me that question when you know the answer?’

To get you to reflect on your feelings.

‘But I’ve been reflecting all day!’

Simp shook her head, and the light around her buzzed and flickered.

‘Stop it!’ I shouted. I added some large numbers up in my head and the flickering stopped.

There was a tiny bit of foundation left in the tube. I squeezed it out. Perhaps I wouldn’t have to buy more now I wasn’t working.

You should start with a fresh face, said Simp. You’re just layering muck there.

‘Why have you come back as a boring, nagging imaginary therapist?’

I’m a can opener. I open up your personal can of worms.

‘That’s a crap answer.’

You say that Amy is your best friend, Simp said, and yet you lie to her because you fear that she’ll disapprove of you just quitting your job like that. You’re scared about what she really thinks, and I think you can’t even begin to articulate to yourself why, after nearly fifteen years, you suddenly quit your job this morning.

I walked through to the living room and picked the copy of Anna Karenina up off the floor. Then I came back to the bathroom. I held it, the corner angled, then threw it with all my force at the mirror. The book fell into the basin but the mirror stayed where it was, fully intact and glued hard to the door of the bathroom cupboard.

‘I don’t need a can opener,’ I said quietly.

Then why am I back?

I stared at the mirror. It would need a hammer. I picked up the book and closed it, some of the pages a little wet, and took it through to the living room.

On the internet I found an image for best smoky eye on a thread called Indian Bridal. There was a style called fancy woodsy. I clicked the link for the how-to. My hands were shaking. There was no rush, I told myself, as I sat at my bedroom mirror. I followed the woman on the video slowly and methodically, pausing to get each and every step right on the twenty-two-minute clip.

When I was done, my eyes looked really good and my hands had calmed down. My technique was definitely improving. It was my psyche, after all. I was in charge here.








Chapter Twelve


At 6pm the doorbell rang. I stood in front of the mirror, smoothed my hair and checked my eyes, which were almost bridal.

Standing in the porch was a teenage girl holding a bottle of wine, a tote bag and a bunch of flowers. Several more tote bags were placed at her feet.

‘Pablo forgot the fish,’ she said. She thrust the flowers at me.

I looked at her and the flowers, taking a few seconds to click.

‘You’re …’

‘Erika,’ she said.

‘Pablo didn’t say …’

She rolled her eyes. ‘He likes surprises. He says he forgot the fish, so he’s gone back to the shop. Can you take this please?’ She held out a tote bag.

I took it and we stood there, me staring at her, her looking behind me into my house.

‘Are you going to ask me in?’ she said.

‘Oh. Are you staying for dinner?’

She bent down and picked up the four tote bags at her feet. One had what looked like a sleeping bag in it. I pointed inside. ‘Just put them down there.’

She looked at me like I was stupid. ‘I’m staying for dinner,’ she said as she stepped past me.

Complications in your romance? said Simp.

I shut the door and followed Pablo’s daughter into the living room, feeling something souring in me.

‘Put the food in the kitchen,’ I said. ‘Wait, give me that wine.’

She handed me the bottle.

‘Just the one?’ I said.

‘Are you an alcoholic?’ she said.

I shot her a look but didn’t bother answering, then I walked through to the kitchen. She followed me with the food bag. I got a glass, opened the wine and poured a large one. Then I picked up the wine and my glass, and went and sat back down on the sofa. A mood was definitely coming on. Erika followed me out and sat down in the armchair. I watched her looking around.

‘Your dad didn’t say you were coming.’

‘No,’ said Erika. ‘Can you pour me some?’

‘Aren’t you a bit young?’

‘I’m fifteen and a half,’ she said.

‘You need to be sixteen here.’

‘You need to be eighteen by law in New Zealand.’

‘Look, to be honest I don’t care,’ I said. ‘Get yourself a glass if you want one.’

Erika walked through to the kitchen.

‘Top left cupboard,’ I shouted.

I heard the squeak of the cupboard door and then the water running.

‘What are you doing?’ I shouted. ‘You can’t just run the water!’

‘Your glasses are filthy,’ she shouted back. ‘And your kitchen counter is broken.’

I didn’t reply. She came back into the room, poured herself a tiny glass of wine and sat down beside me on the sofa, sneezing three times. I moved away from her to my end of the sofa.

‘Pablo didn’t say you had a cat,’ she said.

‘Why would he? Anyway, I don’t have a cat. It just visits sometimes.’

‘I’m allergic,’ she said.

‘Me too.’

‘So why do you let a cat visit?’

I shrugged. ‘Immunotherapy.’

‘That’s crap,’ said Erika, sipping her wine. ‘Fine for some pollens in a controlled environment, but you can’t control cats. You may as well give up on that idea.’

‘That’s a tiny pour for a fifteen-year-old.’ I nodded at her glass.

‘I’m not like other fifteen-year-olds,’ she said. She was fully checking the room out now, screwing up her nose a touch. ‘Do you not care about interior design?’

I followed her gaze. She was right; it was dreary. Even I felt a bit disappointed at what I saw.

‘I’m not like other adults,’ I said.

‘You should get your counter fixed though.’ She looked me up and down. ‘You’re very thin. Do you have an eating disorder, or are you too poor to buy food?’

‘You’re very rude,’ I said.

‘Well, I’m hungry,’ she said. She reached over to the food bag and pulled out a jar of olives. She undid the lid, reached in and put one in her mouth, then she held the jar out to me.

‘Want one? They’ve got almonds in them.’

‘Sure,’ I said. I didn’t feel hungry but I wanted to show her that how I ate was a choice, not a disorder.

Erika sneezed into her elbow again. The sleeve of her coat rode up, and I saw a shiny watch on her wrist. It was gold and the edges of the face were studded with twinkly stones.

I pointed at it. ‘Is that a Rolex?’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ she said. ‘It’s a fake.’

‘I read that luxury items are a big thing in China but that it’s illegal to have the word luxury on a billboard advertisement,’ I said.

‘So you assumed I was wearing a Rolex?’

‘It was a Guardian story.’

She narrowed her eyes at me. ‘For the last six years I’ve lived in Hertfordshire, north of London, and I mainly grew up in Hong Kong, so don’t make generalisations about me.’

‘Hong Kong’s in China,’ I said.

She popped another olive in her mouth. ‘Depends who you talk to,’ she said.

‘You can get yourself in a lotta trouble with that sort of attitude in China.’

‘Yep.’

‘Is that why you’ve come here?’ I said.

She stared at me and chewed her olive.

‘I read your grandmother was a poet.’

‘You’ve done your research. Did you read her poems?’

‘I don’t read much,’ I said.

Erica frowned and looked down at the copy of Anna Karenina on the coffee table.

‘Is that out for show then? It’s a stupid book, so don’t bother reading it,’ she said. ‘Pablo acts like Russians invented the novel.’

‘They did a lot for it.’

Erika shook her head. ‘Ming dynasty had novels. And before that there was Tale of a Genji. Most Chinese would say it’s not a novel, but they’re only saying that because the writer was Japanese. If you’re looking at Europe, most people would say Cervantes, but the Europeans were always behind the Chinese when it came to innovation. The Russians were even later. The only one I really like is Chekhov.’

Uh-oh, said Simp.

I stared at Erika in silence for a while.

‘What?’ she said.

‘Are you a child genius or are you copying what adults say?’

She didn’t blink. ‘Genius,’ she said.

‘What’s your IQ?’

‘One hundred and sixty-two. If you believe that bullshit.’

‘You know your bullshit score.’

She shrugged.

‘Why Chekhov?’

‘His stories are short. He doesn’t go on and on like Tolstoy.’

I agreed with her but didn’t say anything.

We sat there sipping our wine and Erika worked her way through the jar of olives. Simp sat on the edge of the sofa beside me, watching Erika. I was pissed off that Pablo had sent his daughter, and in my mood the wine lost its flavour and just became alcohol. Of course I’d met people who had higher IQs than me – just not child ones and not for a long time. I didn’t go seeking those people out the way I had in the past, because the few I’d met had bored me. This one was not boring but she was annoying. Her fake fancy watch and her 162 points. Erika was what I could have been if my father had been a banker or an entrepreneur or whatever it was Pablo did.

You poor underprivileged child, said Simp.

I ignored her and checked my phone a few times, but nobody was trying to get hold of me.

‘He won’t text you,’ said Erika. ‘He’ll take his time so we get to know each other without his interference. Forgetting the fish was a ploy.’

I like her, said Simp.

I closed my eyes and inhaled, as if by breathing in deeply I might, when I opened my eyes, wake to my true altered reality. One in which neither this teenager nor Simp was in my flat.

I opened my eyes.

They were both still there.

‘I guess you haven’t met many people who live in dirty houses with plants growing out of their kitchen counters,’ I said.

‘Why do you say that?’

‘You’re a rich girl.’

‘Am I?’

‘Aren’t you?’

I suddenly felt really annoyed. And concerned that Pablo wasn’t as rich as he made out.

‘So are you at school here?’

‘Is this some sort of test? You’re asking a lot of questions.’

‘You’re in my house,’ I said. ‘I’m allowed to ask what I like.’

‘Is that a thing in New Zealand? Because I’ve read you’re quite passive. Which is interesting, given how violent your national sport is and your high rate of domestic violence. The article I read said that New Zealanders can have a whole conversation with their hands in their pockets.’

I gave her the stink eye. Even though she was irritating, I had to admit she had cool hair with a totally glossy surface and it flipped around in a charming way on her shoulders. Her eyes were alert when she spoke, and rimmed with a sparkly gold eyeliner, probably some cool Korean brand, and when she pushed her hair behind her ear I saw a tiny gold sleeper strung with a baby pearl. She was wearing an Abbey Road T-shirt, very wide jeans and nice trainers. Normal teen stuff. Her face was elastic and smooth like perfect pizza dough. There was no way someone like her could see the slackening that would come with age – young people just don’t think it will ever happen to them. But it will.

‘Oh it will.’

‘What will?’ said Erika.

‘What?’

‘You just randomly said, Oh it will,’ said Erika.

‘No I didn’t.’

You did, said Simp.

‘More wine?’ I said.

Erika shook her head. I topped my glass up.

‘Are you cooking anything?’ said Erika. ‘You don’t seem to be preparing dinner for guests and soon you’ll be too drunk to cook.’

‘Pablo said he’d bring food and I was expecting a guest, not guests,’ I said.

Erika rolled her eyes again and started texting.

‘Are you texting him?’

‘No, I’m texting my best friend in London, telling her about Pablo’s new girlfriend.’

‘I’m not his girlfriend.’

‘I know, I was joking.’

She threw her phone on the sofa beside her. It started beeping. She didn’t pick it up and didn’t even glance at it. She was giving me an intense stare with her watchful eyes, and I tried to look for a resemblance to Pablo in her. Maybe it was there in the way they tilted their heads before they spoke? Her alertness was like that of an animal, a dog guarding property. If I moved quickly, I fully believed she would bite.

‘Do you get jealous easily?’ said Erika.

Yes, it’s partly why she doesn’t have friends, said Simp.

‘When do you think he’ll get here?’ I said.

She looked at her fake Rolex. ‘In about twenty minutes. Once we’ve had long enough for us to know what we think of each other.’

‘Really?’

‘Many impressions will be formed in the short time we’ll spend together,’ she said.

‘Like?’

‘Do you really want to know what I think of you?’

I nodded. ‘Of course. And I’ll tell you what I think of you.’

‘I already know.’

‘You’re very presumptuous.’

‘I’m a teenager.’ She inhaled deeply. ‘You think I’m rich and spoilt. You think I’m smart but you’re unwilling to believe my IQ is 162. You think my parents probably ignored me and you’re right, but you think this was a bad thing and you’re wrong. You think I won’t like you because you’re dating my dad and that I’ll try to come between you. You think—’

‘That’s enough!’ I said. ‘Now I’ll say what I think of you.’

‘It’s more interesting if you tell me what you think I think of you.’

‘Fine,’ I said, ‘I’ll play.’ I put my wine down.

‘I think you think I’m a tiny bit trashy but also interesting. My house disgusts you and there’s no way you’d live somewhere like this, but you also think it’s a bit cool in a common way. You think I’m smart but not as smart as you are. That I’ll be a quick phase in your dad’s life, which is probably right, but you think I’ll be disappointed about that because I want money out of him. You’re correct. Who wouldn’t in this situation? But you haven’t worked out yet that I’m really not into relationships. You think I’m an alcoholic but you don’t understand that it’s because I can’t afford alcohol, so when I do get it I binge, and as soon as I have free access to it for more than a week I’m not interested in it anymore. You’re wondering what areas my mind excels in. You think most likely it’s maths, and you’re right, except you’ve underestimated my ability to analyse people’s emotional needs. You pity me because I come from a tiny country that is now being invaded by rich people such as yourself.’

You’re quite self-aware when you try, said Simp.

Erika had watched me the whole time I was speaking, and either nodded or shook her head, a half-smile on her face.

‘You missed a bit,’ she said.

‘About me or about you?’

‘About you,’ she said. ‘And about me.’

She tugged on a strand of hair and brought it round under her nose and held it there like a little moustache.

‘What?’

‘You missed the bit about me thinking you’re a few marks off being a sociopath.’

There it is! said Simp.

‘Wow,’ I said. I leaned towards Erika. ‘Did you just say I’m a sociopath?’

‘No,’ she said. ‘I said that you’re a few marks off.’

Always just off the threshold, said Simp. That’s your tragedy.

Erika’s gaze was very direct, but there was a slight smile on her face and I couldn’t tell whether she was fucking with me or what.

‘What points am I missing?’

Erika pulled back a little and scrutinised me.

‘I think you lack empathy for others,’ she said. ‘You can guess what they’ll respond to but you don’t feel for them.’

Erika’s phone was beeping, but she still wasn’t picking it up to check it. What kind of teenager doesn’t check their phone as soon as it beeps?

Her accusation wasn’t anything new to me. First time was in the doctor’s office when I was seven, then my psych professor, then Nick, but he had called me a psychopath because he thought that reading a psychology column in a weekend newspaper made him an expert even though he didn’t understand the difference between a psychopath and a sociopath. None of them – the doctor, the psych prof, Nick – none of them had actually said sociopath but they’d hinted at it. They’d given the list of identifying features, some of which might add up to a diagnosis of sociopathy. But they were wrong.

Because they didn’t know about me, said Simp. I’m the difference between you and an actual sociopath.

I was weary to the bone. All I’d eaten that day was fruit and yoghurt, and I’d now had two glasses of wine very quickly so seemed to have skipped being drunk and gone straight to being deeply tired.

‘I think I’m going to go lie down,’ I said. ‘Tell your dad to wake me when dinner’s ready.’

‘Right,’ said Erika. ‘You’d make a great rich person. You’d know exactly what to do with a butler.’

I walked through to my bedroom, shut the door and crashed onto my bed. Within a minute I was asleep.


When I woke Simp was there.

‘I’ve got a terrible headache,’ I said.

You need to eat, she said.

‘It never seems to be the right time.’

You’ve got problems.

There was a knock at my door.

That’s one of them, said Simp.

Pablo called out, ‘Are you awake now?’

I lay back down and whispered to Simp, ‘I’m asleep.’

She’s awake! Simp called out.

‘They can’t hear you, stupid.’

Pablo pushed the door open and poked his head in.

‘I heard you talking to yourself,’ he said.

He looked around my bedroom. It struck me that both he and his daughter were incredibly nosy people. But he was also attractive and I forgave him.

The light behind him cast an aura around his head. It made my head throb painfully.

‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Big day. I’ve got a dreadful headache.’

‘Yeah, as I said, I went in to your office and they told me you’d quit.’

‘They fired me. Why did you go to my office?’

‘Because I want to study Russian literature.’

His voice was impassive. I didn’t believe him. Maybe he was a stalker. Maybe that was my type.

You wish, said Simp.

‘What do you mean?’ I said.

‘I mean I want to read the Russian greats in a disciplined setting,’ said Pablo.

Part of you likes the idea of being stalked, said Simp.

‘Why?’ I said.

‘I know it’s hardly Oxford,’ said Pablo.

It would satisfy a need in you for love, said Simp. But it would not be real love.

‘But I’m fine to work with what I have here in Wellington,’ he said. ‘I met with a professor who’s willing to tutor for cash.’

‘Dodgy,’ I said. ‘But also practical.’

Pablo nodded. ‘Anyway. Erika and I have cooked dinner. It’s nearly ready.’

‘Great,’ I said. ‘I’ll just brush my hair.’

‘Do you have any chopsticks?’ he said.

‘In a box marked “Kitchen” in the spare room,’ I said.

‘Superb,’ said Pablo. He shut the door.

I collapsed back down on the bed. Nick hadn’t taken his chopsticks.

Doesn’t matter what he did or didn’t take, said Simp. You have to get up.

I knew she was right but I just wanted to lie on the bed. There was something soothing about listening to other people being busy in your house.

You like it, she said. You like the company, even if it’s creepy.

‘Why would I say I liked creepy stuff?’ I whispered.

I rolled off the bed and stood. I felt woozy and my temples were throbbing like a small violent animal was being held prisoner inside my skull. I brushed my hair and put my shoes back on, then I opened the door and walked through.

On the coffee table was a feast. Two dishes of vegetabley things in vivid colours, a bowl of noodles, and a whole fish grilled with pieces of lemon all over its body.

‘Woah!’ I said.

Erika looked up at me from her position on the sofa. ‘Your kitchen table was a mess. We thought it was best to eat out here.’

Pablo smiled at her like she’d just said something admirable.

I sat down in the armchair.

‘I’ve got the worst headache,’ I said.

‘Erika will get you an aspirin,’ said Pablo.

He started dishing up plates of food. Erika looked annoyed but got up and went through to the kitchen.

‘I didn’t know you were bringing your daughter,’ I said to Pablo.

He served the food with a smile on his face. ‘I meant to say in a text and then I got busy,’ he said.

Erika came back with two pills and a large glass of water for me.

‘You shouldn’t drink so much,’ she said.

I looked at Pablo to see if he’d tell her to be polite, but he was silent. I took the pills and started to eat.

It was delicious. I wasn’t capable of cooking such food myself. As I started to taste all the different flavours and textures in my mouth I realised how hungry I’d let myself get, and could feel my headache begin to recede. I didn’t talk or say anything, just kept eating, not fast but not stopping, because I felt like if I stopped I might not start again. It felt like a delicate balance. When had eating become such a difficult activity for me? I didn’t seem to get hungry, or I didn’t recognise it when I did. There wasn’t much to be hungry for.

I’d heard about a family in Auckland who had an avocado tree in their front yard that people kept raiding. Their front fence wasn’t high enough to keep people out, so the family sat beside it with a BB gun, taking potshots at raiders. They’d tried to sell surplus, because there were more avocados than they could eat, but their neighbours refused to buy off them because of the BB gun situation, and anyone who was seen buying from them got compost thrown at them, or beaten up. It had been a national story, and for a week or so everyone had an opinion on the Avocado Bastards until the Avocado Bastard dad chopped the avocado tree down to teach the neighbours a lesson. A few neighbours said they didn’t feel bad about it because he’d cut off his own nose to spite his face.

What bothered me about the Avocado Bastards was that I dreamed about them. In my dream their tree grew out of the gap in the sink where the baby seedling lived. It grew like the tree in Jack and the Beanstalk, splitting open the gap between the sink and the counter-top and reaching up towards the ceiling. It broke through to my mother’s apartment, and carried straight on up the middle of her living room and out of her roof. I climbed on her roof and tried to reach the avocados that were hanging there in thick bunches. Brazen avocados that no one could reach. Beneath me, my mother, years younger than she was now, tapped out Morse code, but in a relentless pattern I couldn’t understand. She’d devalued our code, or maybe she’d made her own. One I didn’t know.

Perhaps this was when I stopped eating much food. I mean, I ate but not enough. I knew it wasn’t enough.

You stopped eating properly when Nick left, said Simp. You say it’s because you hate cooking, but that’s not the real reason.

While I ate the food that Pablo and Erika had cooked, they talked to each other in a mixture of Chinese and English. Every now and then I heard words I understood – cheese, tomorrow, Dostoevsky, high-potency bee venom. They were like a normal father and daughter, and I realised as I watched them that I felt a little jealous. I’d never had a father to hang out with. He’d left when I was a baby and never expressed any interest in looking after me. Not that Mum would let him. How different would I be now if I’d had a male influence?

Very, said Simp. Though with your dad you’d probably be worse than you are now.

But part of me wondered whether, if my dad had stuck around, I would have been accepted into clinical.

Maybe, said Simp. Maybe not. Would you really want to be a psychologist?

‘This food is delicious,’ I said in an effort to get Simp to shut up or, better still, go away.

You’re funny, you know, said Simp. You act like I don’t know everything you say or think. You act like I’m not a part of you.

‘You’re not!’ I said.

Erika and Pablo looked at me.

Only when it suits you, said Simp.

‘This food is just so, so delicious I might even have some more,’ I said cheerfully, trying to mask my outburst. I leaned forward and helped myself to some more vegetables. ‘What do you even call this?’

‘Beans,’ said Erika.

‘Amazing,’ I said. ‘I actually can’t believe you cooked all this in my kitchen. My ex used to cook a lot, but it’s not exactly a cook’s kitchen.’

I was just saying words out of my mouth now. Nick used to say ‘This is not exactly a cook’s kitchen’ whenever he cooked in our kitchen. But still, he cooked. When we were first together he used to talk about plans for renovating the kitchen, including installing a special piece of square wood called a butcher’s block on a stand-alone counter. He was obsessed. I’d seen in his pics that he now had one in Woodville. A butcher’s block on which to butcher the innocent bodies of vegetables now that he was vegan.

‘You don’t need fancy kitchens to make a feast,’ said Pablo with a tone of triumph.

‘My headache is completely gone,’ I said, shovelling beans into my mouth. ‘I think I was hungry.’

‘Good,’ said Pablo. ‘Because I have something to run by you.’

‘Okay,’ I said.

Erika made a grumbling sound.

‘It’s all right,’ said Pablo, looking at her.

I felt a type of sense, a version of reality, flooding back into me as the nutrients from the food hit my bloodstream and the blood flowed through my brain. The stomach and the brain, the brain and the stomach, the chicken and the egg. Something was going on between Pablo and Erika which I wasn’t in on, and I felt I’d like to kick them out of my house, because a great feeling of contentment was washing over me and I wanted to roll around in it alone. If you want to keep the masses content, keep them fed. That’s what they said was the secret to a peaceful society, to the illusion of democracy, and they were right. The only problem with getting rid of my guests was that they’d brought all this delicious food to my house and cooked it, and I was keen on some more or at least some leftovers tomorrow. I was keen on getting more out of Pablo, because it seemed to me that there was quite a bit more to be got.

I think you’re right, said Simp. But you must be patient with this one. Let the petal float on the surface of the water.

I nodded.

‘We’re in a bind,’ said Pablo. ‘And I wondered if you could help us.’

The petal drifts, the water remains still, said Simp.

‘Go on,’ I said.

‘There’s been some distressing news about Erika’s mother, my ex-wife,’ said Pablo, sounding very calm.

I looked at Erika. She was still and her eyes were closed. She did not seem distressed either.

‘She’s been taken hostage,’ said Pablo.

‘You’re kidding me? Wait! By Russians?’ I said.

A tiny disturbance in the air as the petal begins to fall, said Simp.

‘No. By a group of rogue Chinese dissidents who are accusing her of being part of the government’s propaganda ministry and of using her blog to gain access to the personal lives of thousands of Chinese which she is sharing with the ministry.’

‘What?’ I said.

The water rises up to meet the petal, said Simp.

‘They’re not rogue,’ said Erika, her eyes still closed. ‘They’re highly organised.’

‘You can be rogue and highly organised,’ said Pablo. ‘It’s rare but it happens.’

‘Is she?’ I said. ‘Working for the government?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Pablo.

‘Yes,’ said Erika, ‘she is.’

The petal brushes the water as lightly as air brushes the skin, said Simp.

‘Her family has … standing,’ said Pablo. ‘Even though for a long time they said she brought shame on them through her work. She has such a following that they couldn’t ignore her influence in the end. It’s been highly lucrative. So it’s indeed possible she’s working for the ministry.’

‘So those rogue dissidents may have a point then,’ I said. ‘Unpleasant though it is for Erika’s mother to be held captive.’ I felt like I was reading lines from a dramatic play script. Nothing they were saying felt real.

‘I don’t care,’ said Erika.

Pablo said something to her in Chinese. She was so very still on the sofa, eyes closed. She didn’t reply to him.

The petal floats lightly on the water, remember, said Simp.

‘Her family have asked me to come back to China while they work out her release with the dissidents. It shouldn’t take long, as we’ll have appropriate help,’ said Pablo. ‘But if we both leave New Zealand so soon after arriving, it will be hard for us to get back in. I want to know if Erika can stay with you while I’m gone.’

The water rocks the petal, said Simp.

‘You’re kidding?’ I said. I couldn’t believe what he was asking me.

The petal is calm, said Simp.

‘I know you two have only just met, but Erika tells me you’ve had an interesting conversation. You have a spare room.’ Pablo nodded towards the junk room.

‘It’s filled with stuff,’ I said.

‘We can clear that out easily,’ said Pablo, waving his hand like it was nothing. ‘And you won’t have to be her childminder. Erika is very independent.’

We both looked at Erika. Her perfect gold eyeliner was completely visible with her eyes closed. I had to admire her skills.

She’s the water, said Simp. You’re the petal.

‘I assume you don’t have another job to go to,’ said Pablo. ‘Not that it matters if you do. It’s more to provide some company for her in the evenings. She doesn’t know anyone here yet. It would mean a great deal to me.’ He bowed his head a little.

I’d been hoping Pablo would just buy me things for having sex with him. But maybe I’d read this wrong. Perhaps that wasn’t what this was?

‘I will of course pay you for the inconvenience and the cost of having Erika stay with you,’ he said, like he was reading my mind.

‘Great, I was going to ask that next,’ I said. ‘How much?’

‘Two thousand a week should be a fair amount?’ he said.

I almost coughed he was so careless about it.

‘Two and a half should be fine,’ I said. ‘What about school?’

Pablo nodded easily and I thought I should have asked for three.

‘She’ll start when I get back,’ he said. ‘She has study she can do for now.’

Erika made a small noise but still her eyes were closed.

The water is stirring, said Simp.

‘Is she meditating?’ I said. ‘Or just ignoring us?’

‘Yes,’ said Pablo.

‘Two and a half a week?’

He nodded.

‘I think I can manage this,’ I said.

‘I know you can,’ he said. ‘You seem a highly capable person.’

A petal, said Simp.

‘When do you leave?’ I said.

‘Tomorrow,’ he said.

A petal that rides the wave, said Simp.

‘What!’ I said. ‘Wait a minute, when did you find this out?’

The possibility dawned on me that Pablo had been scoping me out since we’d had coffee at the university.

Duh! said Simp.

‘Just now,’ he said. ‘While you were sleeping.’

Erika’s eyelids twitched. I didn’t believe she was really meditating and I didn’t believe he’d just found this out. I couldn’t see how it would be possible for a fifteen-and-a-half-year-old to meditate through the conversation Pablo and I were having. Though she was a weird teenager. Even so, I felt strangely calm looking at her, as if her stillness was radiating out into the room, or maybe it was the effect of the meal I’d eaten. Maybe Pablo thought I was someone responsible enough to keep his daughter alive for however long he was gone and he was into me as well. Those two things would be enough to make me feel calm. Actually it didn’t matter if he wasn’t into me, because he was paying.

‘How long is this for?’ I said.

‘I’m a little uncertain at this stage,’ he said. ‘But I’m hoping two weeks maximum.’

I could do a lot with five thousand dollars. I could buy a bottle of wine for me and Amy to drink in the courtyard. I might even buy myself a coffee machine. Brian had said a while back he could get me one.

The petal surfs the wave, said Simp. You’re exceeding expectations for once in your life.

I flicked my finger at her.

‘Why does your ex’s family think you can help the process?’ I said. ‘You’re a banker.’

‘I know one of the members of the group that’s holding her captive,’ Pablo said.

‘Were you involved with them? The hostage-takers?’

He shook his head. ‘No.’

‘So how do you know them?’

‘He’s my brother,’ said Pablo.

‘Complicated. Is he in trouble?’

I looked at Erika. Perfect stillness.

‘He will be once this whole thing is over,’ said Pablo. ‘But that’s nothing new. He’s … got some strange ideas.’

Stormy water thrashes at the petal but the petal simply floats, said Simp.

‘Won’t you get in trouble? I mean with the government, if he’s your brother?’

The last thing I wanted was for Pablo to be detained and me to be stuck with Erika.

‘No,’ he said. ‘I denounced him years ago.’

‘That would make Christmases fun,’ I said.

‘We don’t celebrate Christmas,’ said Pablo.

‘Is that a Chinese thing?’ I said.

‘It’s an anti-consumerist thing.’

‘Okay,’ I said, even though it sounded like wacky bullshit to me. ‘I’ll do it.’

‘I’m deeply grateful,’ said Pablo. ‘Erika?’

She opened her eyes like she was making a master yogi move. Her focus was soft as she looked at me.

‘We’re very, very grateful,’ she said. Her face carried no expression at all.

The petal has her work cut out for her, said Simp.

I looked at Erika and wondered if I could learn how to make my face as emotionless as she was able to. It would take some work, but Pablo’s money would more than pay for a few rounds of Botox. That was one service that had come down in price since the influx of wealthugees.

‘And she studies and I’m not a nanny, just paid company?’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said Pablo.

Erika held her soft gaze and didn’t speak.

‘And she’ll move in tomorrow?’

‘Tonight,’ said Pablo. ‘My flight leaves at six in the morning.’ He looked over at my spare room. ‘I’m sorry, I know it doesn’t leave you much time to prepare. She can sleep on the sofa tonight. I’ll arrange for someone to move a bed and things over tomorrow. We’ll pay to have your belongings moved into storage.’

I’d forgotten or maybe I’d never known how useful money was when you wanted things done quickly.

‘You do work fast,’ I said.

Erika had come out of her trance and was doing stuff on her phone.

Pablo spoke to her in Chinese.

She didn’t look up from texting. ‘Tuesday,’ she replied.

‘Right,’ he said. ‘I’ll do the washing up and then I should go. I’ve got to pack.’

He stood and started to gather up the dishes.

‘No messing about,’ I said.

I stared at the coffee table, which had bits of sauce on it where our plates had sat. I realised I’d been looking forward to having sex again and felt a little aggrieved that I wouldn’t be.

As if he’d read my mind, Pablo called me into the kitchen. He was stacking dishes into tidy piles.

‘Look, I realise this is all very sudden,’ he said. ‘I don’t want you to think that I’m using you.’

‘You’re paying me,’ I said.

‘Yes, but …’ He walked up close to me with a cloth in his hand. ‘I want you to know that I’m also very attracted to you.’

‘Okay,’ I said. I liked him being near me, even with a dirty cloth and his lies. ‘Can we fuck?’

He gave me a tiny smile. ‘It’s just … Erika.’

‘Yeah,’ I said.

He touched my throat. ‘When I’m back,’ he said. Then he moved back to the sink and turned on the taps.

‘It’ll stop after a litre,’ I said.

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘That’s not much.’

‘We’re on the cheapest plan here,’ I said.

He turned to me and nodded, looking thoughtful.

I didn’t offer to help but stayed to watch his butt as he moved the dishes from the sink to the dish-tray.

I wondered if he was waiting for me to offer to do the cleaning up the way Nick used to. I didn’t know he used to wait for me to do that until we were breaking up and he shouted at me that I never offered to do the cleaning up. I told him I never needed to because he always did it. Well, I wasn’t going to start now.

I sighed. I was frustrated but also pleased that my desire hadn’t fled after one date like it usually did.

Back in the living room Erika was curled up on the sofa in a sleeping bag.

‘You came prepared,’ I said.

‘Yep,’ she said. ‘I’m a Girl Scout.’

‘Do you have them in China?’

‘No,’ she said.

‘Cool,’ I said.

‘I’ve brushed my teeth,’ she said. ‘If that’s what you were going to say next.’

‘I wasn’t. But good for you.’

‘Goodnight,’ she said.

‘Aren’t you going to say goodbye to your dad?’

‘I have.’ She closed her eyes.

I went back to the kitchen and shut the door.

‘I’m not looking after her unless you fuck me,’ I said.

Pablo turned from the sink and smiled at me. He put down the cloth and walked over to me, unzipped his pants and sat down on the dining chair. Then he gestured for me to come over. He pulled a condom out of his pocket and I sat on him and fucked him. I didn’t come and I didn’t want to, but I wanted him to. This time he did.

We sat there until his penis fell out of me.

‘Good,’ he said.

‘Is all that stuff true?’ I said. ‘About Erika’s mother?’ I sat back on his legs and looked at him so I could see his face when he answered me.

‘It’s complicated,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to bore you with the details.’

His poker face gave me nothing, so I knew he was lying. I didn’t care. I didn’t really want to know the shit in his personal life. I stood up and put my knickers on. He pulled his pants up, and then he pulled an envelope out of his back pocket.

‘This is for you,’ he said, handing me the envelope.

I could feel the wad of cash inside.

He pointed at some grocery bags on the floor. ‘There’s some cereal and stuff in there, for breakfasts.’ He came over and touched me on the arm. ‘Thanks,’ he said.

I looked down at his moisturised hand. None of this was real – we were playing each other. I didn’t know the whole game, but I knew that that was what was turning me on. The mystery and the money.

I waited in the kitchen while he got his coat and whispered goodbye to Erika who didn’t say anything in return. I waited in the kitchen until I heard the door open and then close behind him. Then I went to bed without brushing my teeth.








Chapter Thirteen


The Avocado Bastards entering my dreams was unusual. My sleep was usually the sleep of the dead. I did not dream.

You do, said Simp, you just don’t remember.

‘People say that,’ I said. ‘But in my case, it’s not true.’

I reached under my pillow and touched the envelope Pablo had given me the night before. Its bulk was satisfying. What would I buy first?

Food, said Simp. For you and that teenager. I wouldn’t want to see how she acts if you don’t treat her right.

I sat up and turned on the bedside lamp. It was 6am.

‘Fucking hell. Why am I even awake?’

It’s spring, said Simp. It’s natural to wake early.

‘There’s no such thing as natural anymore. Plastic outweighs biomass now.’

That girl is here for a reason, said Simp.

‘I know,’ I said.

More than for her father to have sex with you.

I shrugged. ‘I’m earning good money.’

You don’t want to be a fool. It might be a game but you don’t want to be taken in.

I opened the envelope and pulled out the cash. It was in hundreds. How many times in my life had I held a one-hundred-dollar note in my hand, let alone twenty-five of them?

‘Who cares?’ I said, flipping through the cash like a deck of cards. ‘Look at this. The whole world’s a fool for this.’

But you’re different, said Simp.

‘No I’m not. And you don’t understand money because you’re not a person. Most people would do what I’ve done.’

Then most people are idiots, said Simp.

I spent the next hour reading up about sociopathy. It was all stuff I’d studied years ago. The internet was littered with pop-psych articles about it, lists of films and books featuring sociopaths, lists of famous sociopaths, interviews with sociopaths. I thought about myself. Whether I’d want to be interviewed about my psychology. Most people can’t think straight when it concerns their own behaviour. They’re either too generous or too critical; their emotions get in the way of transparency. I was not emotional about myself, which made me more clear-headed when it came to self-examination. But I wouldn’t want to be interviewed.

I knew I lacked empathy, but not always. I toyed with people sometimes, like Gerald, and I lied or omitted the truth, but only slightly more frequently than other people who on average lie twice a day. I could be manipulative if I wanted to be, but quite often I couldn’t be bothered. The one factoid that irritated me was the idea of having a weak conscience. According to the stupid DCM-6, a sociopath has a weak conscience which allows them to act recklessly or aggressively even when they know that behaviour to be wrong. Nothing weighs on them. The problem is that definitions such as sociopath are blunt tools for understanding human behaviour. The measure for acts being too reckless or too aggressive is a wide one.

Take Pablo’s brother, for instance. It might be said that to hold his brother’s ex-wife hostage was an aggressive act. But. If she had been giving personal profiles to the government while telling her clients that her sex advice was confidential, then perhaps Pablo’s brother’s act was equal to his ex-wife’s? Judgement would depend on whose side the law favoured. Not Pablo’s brother, most likely, if Mo Chou was working for the government.

Bad example, said Simp. We don’t even know if any of that story is true.

‘It’s a thought experiment, it doesn’t need to be true.’

In that case, said Simp, the brother was in love with her and is getting some sort of weird revenge on Pablo for marrying her.

‘I hadn’t thought of that.’

It’s why you can be grateful I’m here, said Simp.

‘I’m not a sociopath.’

Does it matter? Do you really care if you get some label thrown at you?

Outside my room I could hear Erika moving around. Then I heard the bathroom door close and lock.

‘Oh shit, I’m busting for a wee. And now she’s in the bathroom.’

You’re going to need to organise yourself better, said Simp.

‘That’s no help, I’m gonna pee my pants.’

Just go outside, said Simp.

I ran to the front door and opened it. It was a grey morning. Grey skies, grey air, cold wind that makes you want to kill yourself. Typical of this city in springtime. No one was out on the sports field of death yet. Not even the anorexic runner. But she’d be there soon, because she always ran, on her tippy toes with her beanie pulled down over her skull bones, in all weather.

My bladder was so full that even in the wind the idea of release was far more appealing than holding on until Erika finished in the bathroom.

I walked into the middle of the small lawn out the front of our house, turned to face the northerly, pulled my pyjama pants down and squatted. It ran out of me like a tap turned full bore. Limey-yellow first piss of the day streamed down onto the grass behind me where the wind blew it, scattering my puddle. The feeling of release was total. It was more satisfying than pissing in a toilet. Perhaps this was why men went outside so much – not just because they were drunk and they could, but because it felt good. I rose up on my toes so the pee wouldn’t run onto my heels. That was one problem men didn’t have, but I was pleased I could rise onto my toes. It was a decent yoga move. I’d have to show Amy later.

I pulled my pants up and walked back to the deck. I turned around and surveyed the field again. Until about three years ago, children played cricket here in the summer and football every Saturday in the winter. When the new mayor got elected he said he’d turn the field into council housing sorely needed in the city. Surveyors came in and put pegs in the ground. Then the wealthugees started arriving and the money for social housing got forgotten along with the athletics field. One by one over a period of months the time-sensored floodlights went out. Just a single phantom light remained and occasionally sprang to life. Grass had grown up through the Astroturf and people used it as a place to dump broken household shit that was too expensive to dump properly. The defunct field became a contemporary ruin, grass and weeds growing up through the rubbish. The red track around the outside had somehow stayed immune to nature, though runners did have to contend with dog shit and other crap on the path. Dogs loved the long grass and the rubbish dump. After the dead body was found, hardly any people brought their dogs. Now that I didn’t have a job, maybe I could start looking for a dog.

As I was considering my future dog, the anorexic runner made an abrupt entrance onto the track. Skeletal yet fluid, she was a natural runner who’d taken the need to be light on her feet too far. Though I couldn’t see it from this distance, I knew her face would be pinched and determined as she pushed herself through the northerly gale. All this running was a death quest. I loved watching her, partly to see whether she’d make another round or whether she’d collapse on the recycled red-glass track, her heart prematurely stopped. Sometimes I took bets with myself. I understood my own relationship with food was not completely normal, but there was no way I’d starve myself and go running. That was lunacy. I went back inside, closing the door on the runner and the wind.

Erika was dressed and standing by the sofa. Her eyelids were painted gold again, or maybe she hadn’t taken the makeup off. I couldn’t believe she’d be able to have a wash and do makeup in that short time.

‘What were you doing?’ she said.

‘Yoga,’ I said. ‘You didn’t take long.’

‘I know about your water,’ she said. ‘I don’t understand it, because it rains all the time.’

‘No one understands that.’

Conspiracy, said Simp. Poor governance masked by lies.

‘You should get your own water tank,’ said Erika. ‘Then it would be free.’

Good idea, said Simp.

I sighed. ‘Maybe.’

‘Maybe?’ said Erika. ‘What did maybe ever do?’

Oooo! said Simp. She spiky!

I looked at Erika a while. She hadn’t taken a tone with me and she didn’t look antagonistic. She acted like an adult with their emotions removed, not like a hormonal teen.

‘Why are you up so early? You don’t start school till next week,’ I said.

‘I’ve got stuff to do,’ said Erika. ‘The movers are coming. We need to clear your spare bedroom. And we could buy a water tank. You can afford it. Wouldn’t it be good to be able to have a proper shower once in a while?’

‘Whoa there, Nelly,’ I said. ‘I need to think through any purchases very carefully. I don’t move that fast.’

Erika shrugged. ‘I do.’

She definitely has lack of empathy, said Simp. For you.

‘You should think of the future. Water restrictions will only get tighter,’ said Erika.

‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘But it’s too windy to do things today. That’s something you’ll learn about Wellington. No one does anything when it’s a northerly gale. It’s like a snow day in other countries. Everything’s cancelled. I’m going to use the bathroom now. There’s cereal in the kitchen.’

‘I know,’ said Erika. ‘I bought it.’

I glared at her. ‘Great,’ I said.

‘Great,’ she said.

‘Great,’ I said again.

Five-year-olds, said Simp.


We spent the first part of the morning moving the boxes out of the spare room. My mother was silent through all of this. She didn’t send any messages or even walk around loudly in a passive-aggressive manner, which was weird. Just before ten o’clock I saw her leave the property. She was dressed in her good coat, which meant she was up to something. Probably going to adjust her will again, though she’d already left a quarter of the value of the property to the Cats Protection League. Like it was cats who’d need protecting in the years to come. Aside from the soup kitchen and Antiques Roadshow, I had no idea what she did with her time.

At half past ten a van showed up with an enormous bed. I asked Erika what it was and she said it was a king single.

‘It’s not going to fit in the room,’ I said.

‘You don’t really want to keep all that old stuff in the room, do you?’

‘I can’t just chuck it!’ I said. Though I probably could, seeing as I hadn’t looked in the room much since Nick left.

‘Fine, store it,’ said Erika.

The movers looked from Erika to me and back to Erika. She began to direct them around the place in a bossy, clipped tone. Soon there were three men running up and down, carrying Nick’s old stuff out and bringing new stuff in, little robot men that Erika seemed to be operating on remote control. The activity made me feel giddy. I needed to get out.

‘I’m going to town,’ I said. ‘We need supplies.’

‘Yes,’ said Erika, without taking her eyes off her hard workers. ‘Get food. Proper food.’

I stood to attention and saluted her, but she didn’t respond.


As I walked down the street towards town, even with the ghastly wind blowing into me, I felt the strangeness of what was happening coalesce like a warm clot at the base of my neck. My wealthugee almost-boyfriend’s daughter was living with me but my boyfriend had disappeared. I didn’t have a job but I had a thousand dollars in my pocket and another fifteen hundred hidden in my secret hiding place. My childhood imaginary friend had come back and was acting like an unprofessional therapist with a dependency problem. My best friend was slipping away from me. Things were happening around me that I had no control over. Fate was unrolling like an old rug, ancient crumbs and dead moths falling everywhere.

I felt the destruction in me rise. I would go full fancy on the supplies. No ordinary supermarket for me in my extraordinary time. I headed towards the most pretentious gourmet supermarket in town. I didn’t really know anyone who went there, apart from Amy.

The fancy supermarket was just like any other on the outside, an unpromising cold hangar with a tin roof. But there were security guards at the door. They looked me up and down but let me through as soon as three other people had left. As well as guarding against riots, they were there to enforce strict number controls. No one wanted to buy their gourmet produce cheek by jowl. Once inside, the place was a walk-in cornucopia. It smelt different from ordinary supermarkets. People said that the owners were part of a black market, able to stock products that common stores could rarely get hold of. At the entrance, essences of coffee and freshly baked bread, smoked garlic and flaky sea salt met your nose and demanded you fill your trolley. Baskets were stacked with asparagus in three different colours, yams, coconuts, banana shallots, black garlic, chillis with unpronounceable names. There was a whole aisle dedicated to tomatoes and lettuces – cherry, cos, Roma, iceberg, heritage, rocket, bok choy, pompom, endive, radicchio. Then there were the breads of the world. And the meats of the world. All it took was money. Money could buy you edible Eden in compostable packaging.

There were stories about other parts of the world where people were queuing to get a cup of rice. Crop failures due to drought, to old and new brands of pestilence. All my life I’d seen those pictures of malnourished children in aid-funding ads, their wafer-thin wrist bones and distended stomachs. These children weren’t new stories; there were just more of them now than the world could deal with. I blocked their stories, put up stronger filters, scrolled past the ones that slipped into my stream.

Despite the wealthugee situation, the fancy supermarket was still full of food and hot mums in expensive jeans, men in casual suits, tattooed well-groomed people. Joining them now were the personal shoppers of the wealthugees, young people who’d only ever had jobs with short-term contracts, who paid two-thirds of their wages in rent and had been on SSRIs since they were nine. Their grandparents had held up education and social mobility as prizes only fifty years earlier, but now being a PA for a wealthugee family was considered a hot job. Glorified maids and butlers.

The shoppers nursed eleven-dollar coffees in bamboo keep cups. They discussed cuts of meat with the butcher, and handed over hundred-dollar bills for pieces of sirloin steak without batting an eyelid. Ten-dollar baguettes were angled into the corners of their trollies; ninety-dollar bottles of wine wrapped in tissue paper nestled below the baguettes like swaddled babies.

Eggplants, onions and oranges were a decent price, but potatoes were through the roof. It was as if a toddler had gone around pricing stock according to whether they liked it or not. All the absurdly costed items carried an unobtrusive cursive script sign below their per-kilo price tags with ridiculous food narratives. Due to potato blight and supply issues, this product is experiencing a price surge … Due to a new strain of wheat weevil, bread is now a luxury item … Due to suicidal cows, sirloin will cost you a vital organ. It made no sense but no one seemed to mind.

I decided to avoid potatoes and buy rice instead. I’d read that crops in southern China had failed last season but that rice was still cheaper than the blighted local potatoes. I wondered if Erika would eat pasta, then bought some penne because it was cheap and Erika could eat what she was given. I considered buying meat. Lamb was an okay price, but I didn’t know much about cooking it and didn’t want to learn. In the end I bought a whole chicken for forty-two dollars – organically reared by Tony in Levin, said its packaging. I’d never done it, but according to Nick who used to do it all the time, roasting a chicken was easy. I found a sixty-dollar bottle of boutique beer and wanted to stab someone in the eye with its luxury cap, so I bought it. I also bought some imported French brie for thirty-six dollars. I could have chosen the eighteen-dollar New Zealand brie, but this would be the last French brie I’d buy in my lifetime – that’s what I told myself. Bugger the cost. Is that what the other shoppers were thinking? I tried to catch the eye of one or two of them, but they were all consumed with the task in front of them. I considered stuffing a small waxed rectangle of cheddar in my inside jacket pocket but was aware that the assiduous cheese assistants hadn’t let me out of their sight.

I didn’t know what sort of meal the items I was choosing were going to add up to, but the surrounding smells and the packaging of the products held promise. I felt momentarily buoyant, held aloft by the idea that this food would improve my life.

As I moved my trolley around the other shoppers, avoiding eye contact, another feeling in me gathered mass like a storm at sea. I remembered why I never went to the fancy supermarket, even back when Nick and I were together and food wasn’t weirdly priced. What had made me come now? Was it simply that I had a thousand dollars burning a hole in my pocket? Was my conscience actually weaker than I thought? Sociopathic-shopper weak? Was a thousand dollars the threshold at which I could suppress my loathing of this place?

The problem was that I loved and loathed this place. I wanted to rip the end off a fresh baguette and rub it in salty butter. I wanted a giant wedge of runny brie on top. I wanted to eat until I felt the dough and fat forming a glutinous ball in my stomach. And then I wanted to throw it all up and start again. I was the same as all the other shoppers here, moving through the holy land of food souvenirs. Our pantries were shrines, our bodies ruined temples.

I stood stock still by the freshly-pressed-orange-juice guy. I closed my eyes, just like Erika had on my sofa last night. It was possible to meditate in any kind of setting, if you practised enough. The clouds at sea rolled in and lightning cracked.

I inhaled deeply – in and out, in and out – then I opened my mouth and screamed.

It didn’t have as much of an effect as you might think, I told Amy an hour later, as we sat at the high counter in her kitchen, drinking the sixty-dollar bottle of beer. After I’d explained to the staff about my mother’s cancer, paid for the groceries, at a total cost of $343 for twelve items, they’d bundled me into a taxi. Their embarrassment was obvious and they wanted to get rid of me as quickly as possible. I went straight to Amy’s.

‘I had my eyes closed,’ I said. ‘But when I opened them no one was looking at me. They just kept moving around me. Like nothing had happened.’

‘Really?’ said Amy.

‘Yeah. It was like I wasn’t even there. It was like when that Malaysian wealthugee got beaten up on the beach in Christchurch last year.’

‘What?’ she said.

‘No one did a thing to help him,’ I said.

‘That was a racial attack,’ she said. ‘You screaming in a supermarket is … well, it’s a bit like taking a toddler shopping.’

‘I don’t see how this beer can be so expensive,’ I said. ‘It’s quite disgusting. I wish I’d read the label, because I wouldn’t have chosen bacon flavour.’

‘It’s very weird beer,’ said Amy. ‘On brand.’

I didn’t tell Amy how much it cost and that its cost was the reason I’d bought it. It wouldn’t mean anything to her anyway. This was how she lived. I looked inside my glass at the beery bubbles. When I was young I wanted to shrink down so small I could live inside my glass of lemonade and jump from bubble to bubble like a bubble princess. Amy was a real-life bubble princess.

‘Why aren’t you at work?’ she said.

‘I quit my job.’

She widened her eyes. ‘Why?’

I told her about Pablo leaving Erika with me, and how much he was paying me, and about Erika’s extreme competence with the movers. And how my spare bedroom was now clear of all of Nick’s stuff.

‘Go back a minute, you quit your job?’ Amy looked like she thought I was crazy. ‘You do know how hard it will be to get another one, don’t you?’

This was coming from someone who hadn’t had a job for years now.

‘I have a job. Pablo’s paying me to look after Erika,’ I said.

‘Yeah, but for how long? Unemployment’s the highest it’s been in forty years. What did Gerald say?’

‘He was happy for me,’ I said.

Amy swirled her beer in her glass and didn’t reply. To argue my case would be a sign of weakness, so I left it alone. And then I noticed how extremely quiet it was in the house. Something was different.

‘Where are the kids?’ I said.

‘Pete and Belinda have taken them over the hill to watch how fence posts are dug in the ground. For educational purposes,’ said Amy. She was blushing slightly and not looking at me. ‘Belinda wanted to learn, so they decided to take the kids too.’

It was at this point that I noticed what a shambles Amy’s house was in. It was often cluttered with kid stuff and fermenting projects, but this was exceptional. There were stacks of crockery and kitchen appliances lined up on the counter-top, cookbooks, plastic tubs of Lego and Sylvanian Families. That was the one thing I had never minded doing with Stella and Kate when they were younger, playing Sylvanians with them. There was something about the tiny kitchens and food items, sofas and the VW camper van with its fold-out side I liked. Perfect lives in miniature.

My eyes stopped on the cardboard stack still flat and waiting to be made up into boxes in the corner. It all clicked. The intruder fence was being done because they were moving. My water bill had been paid as a goodbye present.

‘That’s a lot of boxes,’ I said.

‘Yeah.’ Amy sipped her beer.

‘Yeah,’ I said, eyeballing her and willing her to look back.

‘Were you going to tell me or just wait for me to turn up to your empty house next week?’ I said.

She sighed and put her beer down. ‘I haven’t known how to say it,’ she said. She looked at me then, not even apologetic. More … defiant. Rebellious.

‘Just say it,’ I said.

‘Say what?’ she said. ‘I didn’t want you to … react. Or scream or something.’

‘I’ve done that today already,’ I said. ‘Amy, I’ve known you’re moving for ages. Why couldn’t you just tell me it was soon?’

‘It’s happened very quickly.’

‘When?’ I said.

‘The movers come on Saturday.’

‘What?’

‘Have you even listened to the news? You know there’s been fresh riots in Auckland? There’s been a shooting in Palmerston North.’

‘Of course I heard.’

‘Then you know what’s happening. Pete wants the kids out of the city. I’ve wanted to be gone for a long time.’

‘Is that really what you want?’

She looked away at the detritus of the living room.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I have to get away from where I have no control. At least in the Wairarapa I’ll have a big garden. We can grow our own vegetables.’

‘Iwi are protesting over there,’ I said. ‘There’s a hikoi. It’s not going to get easier anywhere.’

‘I know,’ she said, ‘and it’s awful, but the land’s been sold. The government did it. For people to live on.’

I couldn’t believe she was saying these things. I couldn’t let her just say it.

‘Rich people,’ I said. ‘Buying stolen land.’

‘It’s not stolen!’ she said.

I shook my head at her. The Amy I’d known had been swallowed whole by Pete’s vision of survivalist utopia. He wanted to lock her behind a fence so I couldn’t get to her. Where were her own ideas? Did she even have them? Maybe she wasn’t Amy now but an appendage of her enormous family’s body – definitely not the brain, because Pete had claimed that part. I didn’t know what she was anymore. She hadn’t chosen to be less of a person, but the more kids she had, the less of her there was left.

And here I was thinking that a glass of bacon beer at one in the afternoon might bring something back. It didn’t matter if my friend moved now or next year, because in her head she’d gone already. Perhaps she wasn’t my friend anymore either.

I couldn’t just sit here carrying on our conversation as if nothing was happening to us, just like the shoppers had moved around me pretending I wasn’t there even though I’d given a loud warning sound, a very loud warning sound, that none of this was right.

‘You know what? I had the same job for fifteen years. The same shitty job in the same shitty office.’

‘Yes, but only by choice. You could do anything with your brains,’ said Amy. ‘Anything you liked.’

I put my glass down. I wondered who’d thought of putting bacon into beer? Probably a man. A man with a marketing degree. It was revolting and I could have bought four baguettes or two French cheeses instead of losing my mind in the supermarket and buying weird-man beer.

‘Now you sound like Nick,’ I said.

She took a deep breath. I tried to look at her, to really see her, because it felt like Amy I’d known since she was eight was no longer there.

‘Well, in this case Nick was right,’ she said. ‘You could have done anything and—’

‘What?’ I said.

‘We’re thirty-seven,’ she said. ‘And the world is falling apart. Our country is in this stupid situation—’

‘What does that even mean?’ I said. ‘No one actually says what things are anymore!’

‘It means that our lives will never be the same. Our children may not even get to grow up properly.’

‘I haven’t got any children.’

‘Jesus! You live as if nothing has changed. Even though everything has. You come around here telling me you quit your job because some wealthugee is paying you stupid amounts of money to look after his teenager, and all you can do is drink beer.’

‘Not very nice beer,’ I said.

‘You’re drinking it while our country is being invaded!’

‘Invaded?’ I said. ‘Is that really what you think?’

She narrowed her eyes at me. ‘What would you call it?’

‘Immigration by rich people,’ I said. ‘And they’re helping you out, aren’t they?’

‘Whatever! Immigration is organised, thought out. This is an overnight invasion.’

I laughed at her. ‘No it’s not,’ I said. ‘It’s rich people buying themselves a few more years of life in a slightly more pleasant country than their own.’

‘They’ve let more people in and done nothing about integration. Why don’t you care about this?’

‘Look, I know the whole thing is fucked,’ I said. ‘But should we just keep our country to ourselves? Their countries are either burning or in flood.’

‘We all knew this was going to happen,’ she said. ‘Rising sea levels, crop failures. They should have done something earlier to help themselves instead of forcing their way in here.’

‘No one is forcing anything.’

‘If you made a move on any of these people, they’d have you on the ground with a gun to your head in seconds,’ said Amy.

I couldn’t believe these words were actually coming out of her mouth. She was really sounding like Pete. Paranoid and conservative. If anything had been invaded it was Amy’s mind. She’d been invaded by her husband.

The atmosphere in the room had gone cool. I felt lightheaded.

‘I think you should leave,’ she said.

‘Wow,’ I said.

I stood up and picked up my groceries. I stumbled over a pile of toy cars lying in the middle of the floor and the edge of my trainer hit a large bronze vase sitting on the ground. My toe throbbed with pain and I swore. The ugly vase toppled over onto its side. Pete’s mother had given it to them for their wedding. Amy told me it had cost three thousand dollars. It was truly awful. I swung my leg back and kicked it as hard as I could. It rolled unevenly, but much faster than I thought my kick capable of, towards the front door, stopping only once it hit the side panel window.

The window made a small crackling sound like a tiny split in the surface of an icy puddle. Then the glass started to split where the vase hit. A dam released, and cracks spread up the glass like water filling the threads of a braided river. The cracks ran right to the top of the glass, but it didn’t fall. By some magic, the glass stayed where it was.

Behind me, Amy was quiet, but I could feel her breathing. It seemed to get louder as I stood still. Then she started shouting.

‘You only know how to wreck things! Get out of my house! Just get out of my fucking house!’

I didn’t turn around to look at her. I left the vase where it was and walked out the door without saying goodbye.

There were eleven items left now the beer was gone, but the bags were still heavy. I’d been going to ask Amy for a lift, but that was no longer possible. The wind seemed to be coming from all directions, blowing hard. I fought it the whole way home.








Chapter Fourteen


Alan was in my kitchen talking to Erika. Neither paid me much attention as I began to put the groceries away.

They were talking about interior wall paints. Erika had a very sweet expression on her face as if she was listening with interest to Alan describe the type of paint appropriate for a kitchen. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She had what looked like steel-capped boots on her feet and was wearing denim dungarees, like she’d put on tradesperson dress-ups.

‘Half-enamel,’ Alan said. ‘You really don’t want to use matt in a kitchen because the food splatters stick to it. Then again, you don’t want full enamel because it’s too shiny.’

Alan kept speaking in his slow, deliberate manner. I had a theory that he was a bit simple.

He sounds simple, said Simp. But don’t think he is. I think talking too much is the way he asserts himself.

He was a slight man, so she was probably right. My mother had met him at the soup kitchen years ago. He did odd jobs for them and other businesses in the same block.

‘You don’t want a shiny kitchen because it will make your eyes tired,’ he said. ‘I read that in an interiors magazine years ago. Do you know where the idea of the green room came from? That place where the actors go to do crosswords and drink tea?’

He’ll go on like this all day, won’t he? said Simp. She’ll have to stop him.

‘Where?’ said Erika, smiling brightly.

‘Well,’ said Alan. ‘In ancient times, when theatres used lime lights, the actor’s eyes would get very sore, because those lights are very blinding, and so they created these rooms backstage, painted green to help their eyes recover. It’s a very soothing colour, green.’

‘Like a forest,’ said Erika.

She’s encouraging him, said Simp.

‘Isn’t that interesting?’ said Alan. ‘Colour psychology is absolutely fascinating. These things you don’t notice, they have an impact on you.’

‘Alan?’ I said, attempting to put a stop to this. ‘Why are you here?’

‘Oh hello, dear. Here, let me put that rice away for you. What else have you got in there? Cheese? I love cheese! I’ve come to help install the water tanks. Young Erika told me you’re having them delivered this afternoon. It’s just so sensible. I’ve been telling your mother you should get a tank. And now you’ll have two.’

‘It’ll be here any minute,’ said Erika, looking at her phone. Her sweetness soured when she looked up at me.

‘It’s a very practical and useful thing to do, have a water tank installed,’ said Alan. ‘Though your mother tells me your friend’s husband paid the water rates for the year, which is a very generous act, isn’t it? Just when you think the world is getting worse, someone does you an act of kindness.’

‘The world is getting worse, Alan,’ I said. ‘And it wasn’t an act of kindness.’

‘But we must hold on to hope! Back in my day we just ran water out of the taps whenever we liked. There was so much water we never thought about it. These days you get your hand slapped if you keep the tap running while you brush your teeth.’

‘Who slaps your hand, Alan?’ I said.

‘Figuratively speaking,’ he said. ‘I mean we live in an irredeemably pluvial country …’

Pluvial, said Simp.

Alan went on and on about water while I carefully put the chicken in the fridge and the brie on the counter. I wanted to eat it at the point it was running away from me. There was an ex-prime minister who once described New Zealand as an irredeemably pluvial country and got shit for it for years. In general, New Zealanders didn’t like Latinate words when Anglo-Saxon ones would do. Perhaps Alan was trying to impress Erika.

‘… Running through the sprinkler like it was Christmas,’ said Alan.

He’s a cartoon, said Simp.

The doorbell rang.

‘That’ll be Brian,’ said Erika. She left the kitchen.

‘Brian?’ I followed her out. ‘Brian who?’

Erika opened the door, and there was Brian from work, standing in front of two enormous green water cylinders. He was panting from effort.

‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Delivery!’

‘What are you doing here?’ I said.

‘Delivering your tanks,’ he said. ‘One hundred and twenty litres each these babies hold. Where do you want them? It’s a great decision.’

‘I don’t want them,’ I said.

‘Leave them on the grass,’ said Erika. ‘Where are the attachments?’

‘In the tanks,’ he said.

I followed them out onto the deck, where Brian rolled one of the tanks to a stop. ‘Why are you delivering these, Brian?’

Brian looked at me and pointed at Erika.

‘Erika? Why is he delivering these?’ I said.

Erika opened the lid of the tank and looked inside.

‘It’s his job,’ she said, her voice echoing.

‘That’s right,’ said Brian cheerfully. ‘I sell them.’

‘Yeah, but how … why did she buy them off you?’

‘Because you need them,’ said Erika.

‘Cash delivery,’ said Brian, holding out his hand. ‘That’s one hundred and eighty dollars you won’t regret. Mate’s rates for you. Normally cost you two-eighty for both.’ He tapped the tank. ‘Solid as, these tanks.’

‘She’s paying,’ I said, pointing at Erika.

‘I don’t have any more cash,’ said Erika. ‘Take it out of the payment Pablo gave you.’

‘No. I didn’t even order these,’ I said.

‘Just pay him,’ said Erika. ‘I’ll pay you back later.’

‘Like I said, you won’t regret it. I won’t sell any other tank now,’ said Brian.

‘Shouldn’t you be at work, Brian?’ I said.

‘I quit,’ he said, smiling.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I quit.’

‘Me too,’ he said. ‘I realised that I didn’t want to be there, I was happier trading stuff. So this is going to be my full-time business now.’

He was more proud and upright in his body than I’d seen him before. Happy, I supposed. It was weird.

‘What’d Gerald say? I bet he was pissed.’

‘Gerald’s really shown me his true colours,’ said Brian. ‘And I didn’t like them, so I quit. He fired me, then asked me back a few hours later. He says all this stuff about meaningful work and helping young people realise their dreams. He’s just a sleepy hamster in a wheel.’ Brian looked at his watch. ‘Can you pay me now? I’ve got other deliveries due. Water-tank orders went nuts last night after that rioting news. Lucky for me.’

I stood back and did a double-take. Brian had definitely shown moments of assertiveness at work, but nothing like this. Even so, I didn’t want to use the money Pablo had given me to pay Brian.

‘Just pay him!’ said Erika sternly.

I turned around and I went back to the kitchen to get my bag. Alan was running his finger along the counter-top gap.

‘Don’t touch that,’ I said.

‘This sink needs replacing,’ said Alan.

‘Well, that’s obvious,’ I said.

Alan’s finger poked the seedling. ‘This is interesting,’ he said. ‘It could be one of two things.’

I leapt over and batted his hand away. ‘I said don’t touch it!’

Whoa, said Simp.

Alan stepped back from the counter, a hangdog look on his pathetic face.

‘Don’t touch the plant. Please.’

‘Is everything all right, dear?’ he said quietly. ‘Your mother says you’ve been talking to yourself a lot.’

‘Louise has been watching a lot of Antiques Roadshow,’ I said.

He smiled. ‘Yes, we both like that show. It’s the dream, isn’t it? To find an old painting or vase or teapot worth thousands just sitting there in your own attic.’ Alan gave a chuckle like he’d just found one himself.

‘Yep, it’s the dream,’ I said.

‘We both like Erika,’ he said.

‘Who?’

‘Your mother and me.’

That was it. I’d had enough of his ‘we’ and his thinking out loud.

‘Please leave my kitchen,’ I said. ‘The water tanks are on the deck and I believe you need to install them.’

‘It’s good that you’ve let her in,’ he said. ‘In her hour of need. It’s good for you both.’ He stood in the kitchen doorway and circled his open palm at me. ‘I know you try to hide it, but you’re a good person underneath it all.’

He left the kitchen and I pulled three fifty-dollar notes out of the secret compartment in my handbag. Brian wouldn’t get more from me than that. I knew from his trading at work how much he inflated his prices. I could hear the three of them, Brian, Erika and Alan, out on my deck discussing downpipes. I didn’t know what the hell was going on in my house, but it was like they’d all decided to act like I wasn’t here.

You’re as here as that sprout, said Simp.

‘It’s a seedling now,’ I said.

Against all odds, said Simp.

It was definitely growing. I bent over and inspected it. It looked healthy, vital, as if it were being fed by some essential minerals contained within the metal of the basin and the fibres of the particle board. Maybe it was a new breed of plant, an evolved species that would take control of the world and force humans to finally understand their obsolescence.

Plants are already highly evolved, said Simp. Without them, no oxygen. Plants run the world.

‘What’s actually going on?’ I said. ‘Right now?’

You think your life is a riderless horse.

‘It is.’

It’s not.

Brian’s head appeared at the kitchen door.

‘Have you got that money?’ he said. ‘I’ve got other deliveries waiting.’

I like this guy, said Simp. He’s strong.

I handed him the notes.

‘That’s not the right amount,’ he said.

‘It’s all I’ve got,’ I said.

He squinted at me. ‘I was already giving you mate’s rates.’

I put on a sad face. He sighed and pulled out his wallet. It held wads of twenties to which he added the cash I’d just given him.

I pointed at his wallet. ‘You’re doing okay.’

Brian closed his wallet and put it in his back pocket. ‘Remember last year when everyone said that cash was on its way out? It’s all I deal in now. None of the wealthugees want to use cards or phone payments or anything other than cash.’

‘Why not?’ I said.

‘They’re immigrants. Even if they are rich ones. Anyway, I’ll be back later with the cables. Erika knows a lot about IT. For a sixteen-year-old.’

‘She’s fifteen and what cables are you talking about?’ I said. ‘I’m not paying you for anything else. I’ve already got enough cables.’

He was walking away from me, waving his hand over his shoulder. ‘It’s all sorted. See you later!’

Brian ran down the stairs off the deck like a fit twenty-five-year-old, not the slightly overweight thirty-something he was. It was like he’d swallowed a magic pill and had an overnight transformation. The end-of-times suited him.

Alan was up a ladder on the deck sawing into a downpipe while Erika hammered pieces of wood together on the lawn.

‘What the hell?’ I said.

‘We’re making a special base unit for the tanks,’ said Erika. ‘Pass the saw.’

‘I don’t want tanks on the deck,’ I said.

‘That’s what your mother said,’ Erika and Alan said in unison. They looked at each other and laughed like an odd couple in a sitcom.

‘Don’t worry, dear,’ said Alan. ‘They’re not going on the deck – far too heavy. They’re going on the lawn.’

‘I don’t want them on the lawn either,’ I said, looking at the small patch of grass. ‘And I’m not like my mother.’

‘Spanner,’ said Erika, holding out her hand.

Alan passed her a spanner.

‘Oh, for Christ’s sake,’ I said. ‘I’m going to roast a chicken.’

I walked back inside and shut the door, leaving Erika and Alan behind me.


I spent an hour reading about roasting chicken. I thought the cooking would take all afternoon, but the internet assured me it was only an hour and a half max. In the end I chose a recipe where you rub the chicken in butter and salt. The picture showed a golden-brown result. I was annoyed at myself for not buying a few potatoes, even though they were overpriced. Roast potatoes would have been better use of the money than bacon beer.

What induced you? said Simp.

‘Didn’t read the label.’

Vanity! she said.

‘Amy hates me.’

Hate’s a strong word.

‘She’s changed, I know that.’

Or have you?

Erika came into the kitchen. ‘That’s done, all we need now is rain,’ she said. She looked around. ‘I’m starving. What’s for dinner?’

She got a bowl, tipped a large pile of cereal into it, followed by milk. The ease with which she fed herself impressed me.

‘I’m roasting a chicken tonight,’ I said.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Is that New Zealand food?’

I nodded. ‘But I’m doing it with rice. The potatoes were …’ I shook my head.

Erika pointed her finger at me. ‘There was a story in your news today about how growers are inflating prices. There’s no potato blight here.’

‘Whatever,’ I said.

‘Don’t you care?’ said Erika.

‘Yes,’ I said, to shut her up.

‘I thought roasts were English food.’

‘They are.’

‘Well, I want to eat the food of your culture.’

‘If that’s the case I’ll stuff a sheep’s stomach with its brains,’ I said.

‘What?’

‘Haggis,’ I said. ‘My great-grandparents were Scottish.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘Your mother told me.’

‘What? When did you do all this talking to my mother?’

‘When you were out,’ she said. ‘Right, I’ve got to set up the proxies. You’ve got basically no decent firewall protection here, you’re too vulnerable.’

‘To what?’ I said.

‘I’d like to eat some indigenous food too,’ said Erika. ‘A hangi. Do you think we could do that?’

‘Do I look like I could dig a food pit? Why are you saying I’m vulnerable?’

‘It’s your national cuisine,’ said Erika. ‘Don’t you eat it?’

‘Oh my god, that’s like saying all Chinese eat dumplings.’

‘They do,’ she said, and left the kitchen.

I followed her.

‘No. I don’t think that’s correct.’

I walked behind her to her room.

‘Don’t tell me what Chinese people eat when you’ve not even been to China,’ she said. ‘And did you buy any dumplings? While you were out?’

‘No.’

‘I told you to.’

‘No you didn’t. And you can’t just order me around. By the way, how did you get Brian’s contact?’

‘Off a site,’ she said. ‘He sells water tanks and cabling. We could always make some dumplings if you bought the right ingredients.’

‘I don’t like cooking.’

You can’t cook, said Simp. Not properly.

Erika sat on her bed, which was already made up with sheets and a duvet. She had a laptop open in front of her and her bowl of cereal balanced precariously in front of the laptop.

‘Everyone likes dumplings,’ she said.

‘Nice duvet,’ I said. I looked around. She’d also set up a single bookshelf with three books on it, two in Chinese and a collected Chekhov. There was a small suitcase on the floor, lid open. The few clothes in the suitcase were neatly rolled. I’d read about that – it was efficient and your clothes didn’t crease as badly. There was a small desk with a potted fern on it very much like the ones Gerald had bought all of us at work. In fact, identical to the work ferns. Her room looked like she’d been there for a few weeks, not a few hours.

‘When did you buy all this stuff?’ I said.

‘Oh, Pablo …’ She waved her hand around. ‘Dad ordered it ages ago. Before we moved.’

‘But it’s weird you got Brian’s contact. Did you know I used to work with him?’

‘Yeah, he told me when I told him the address. He said you were his ex-work colleague and that he sold you stuff.’ She held up her fingers for inverted commas. ‘Microgreens.’

I ignored her comment. ‘Hmm. Lots of people sell water tanks, not just Brian.’ I gave her a look to let her know I was on to her. I didn’t know what for, but I knew that everything had gone a bit strange in the last twenty-four hours. Brian was only a part of it.

‘He has a rating of ninety-eight percent,’ she said. ‘Top trader in your local area.’

‘And that’s why you bought new cables off him too?’

‘Exactly.’ She looked up from her laptop and gave me a bright, empty smile. There was lots to hide behind the pretty face she presented. She looked so young and sweet. But I knew she wasn’t.

I pointed at the plant on her shelf. ‘Where did you get that from?’

‘Brian gave it to me,’ she said. ‘For free when he found out I’d just moved in. He’s a nice guy. I can see why he’s got a good rating.’

It was Brian’s pot plant from work then.

Stalker, said Simp. Like her dad.

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Why don’t you want me to buy stuff off him if he’s your friend?’ said Erika.

I didn’t have a reason I could state, apart from that this fifteen-year-old and her father had practically taken over my life in under twenty-four hours.

‘Brian’s my friend,’ I said. It was lame but it was all I could come up with.

‘Actually, he said you were work colleagues but not friends because you’d told him once that it would be unprofessional for colleagues to be friends,’ said Erika.

‘Brian told you that?’

‘Aha.’ She nodded and spooned more cereal into her mouth.

‘Anything else he reported about me?’

‘He said you were good at looking like you were working …’ Some cereal fell out of her mouth onto her duvet as she talked and she brushed it off onto the floor. ‘He said you designed a really smart program to do your work for you and most of the day you read articles on the internet and hassled him.’

‘Brian was jealous that I created that program,’ I said.

She was chewing, and her hands were racing over her keyboard like a demon. I stood there looking at her, but she kept typing.

‘I’m vulnerable, eh? To what?’

She still didn’t look up. ‘To surveillance and tracking,’ she said.

‘My data or your data?’ I said. ‘Because I don’t care about my data.’

Erika looked up at me. ‘Everyone should care about their data.’

‘Not if they’re not guilty.’

‘That’s a good little comrade,’ said Erika. ‘Tech companies own your data and they know what you’re going to do before you do it because you never bothered to read the fine print. Your ignorance feeds their behaviour.’

Ho ho, said Simp.

‘Are you a dissident too?’ I said. ‘Like your uncle? Is that why you’re doing this?’

She made a loud dismissive noise.

‘No way. I love my country. I pledge allegiance first and foremost to China and the King of England.’ Erika held her hand over her heart.

‘You can’t do both.’

‘I can do what I want as a dual citizen.’

I scowled. ‘You’ve taken a lot of liberties today.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘I’ve seen how you’re set up here. Anyone could know where you are and what you’re doing at any given time. It’s really insecure. I don’t understand why someone who can design forecasting systems wouldn’t make a really tight firewall for themselves.’

She’s right, said Simp.

‘I’ve got nothing to hide,’ I said.

No. You’re lazy, said Simp.

‘I asked your mum. She was into it,’ said Erika.

‘Don’t bring her into this,’ I said. ‘She’s a paranoid conspiracy theorist.’

‘She lives in half your house and owns all of it, so she should get a say,’ said Erika. ‘You don’t want people to say you weren’t looking after her right.’

Ha! said Simp. Your mum really ran a number on her.

‘Who would say that?’

Erika shrugged. ‘People say all sorts.’

‘Yeah, well, did my mother tell you I pay for everything? When you were having your little chats?’

‘No,’ said Erika.

‘My mother would have no idea what you were talking about anyway,’ I said. ‘She would have no idea what she was agreeing to. You’re basically using a defenceless old woman to do what you want.’

Erika rolled her eyes. ‘Your mum knows a lot more about data surveillance than you give her credit for. She knows more than most people. What I’m doing will make your data way more secure.’

I watched her for a moment as she typed and frowned, nodded and spooned cereal into her mouth.

‘You should talk to her,’ said Erika without looking up. ‘Your mum.’

I left her to her typing and went to my bedroom and lay down on the bed. Everything that girl said and did went too far. Erika was spinning me round and round in circles like a toy.

But water tanks are a good idea, said Simp. You could have a bath!

‘What’s she doing here?’ I said.

She’s upsetting the order of our life, said Simp.

‘My life,’ I said. ‘Not yours!’

I am you and you are me, said Simp. We are one.

I closed my eyes and listened for movement, some clue as to what was going on. The flat was very quiet. I couldn’t even hear my mother moving around upstairs. She hadn’t messaged me once all day. But I knew she was there, because I could feel her thinking.








Chapter Fifteen


While the chicken was roasting I sat on the deck, looking at the new water tanks and the athletics field, regretting that I hadn’t also bought strong alcohol at the fancy supermarket. Over on the field, the last working spotlight had decided to turn on, even though the sun was still up. No one was out. The edge in Amy’s voice echoed in my mind. It was like she hated me.

Then, as if summoned by my observation, the anorexic runner appeared on the track like a sick rabbit from magician’s hat. It was hard to believe her legs held her, such straggly sticks poked into running shoes. Mind you, there wasn’t much above her legs to carry around.

What I did next came as a surprise. I mean, it was something I’d thought about doing, but I’d never done it because even I knew it was weird. Something in the day had loosened a boundary in me. Mine had always been further out than most people’s, but I did have one.

I got up and walked off the deck, out my front gate and crossed the road to the field. I waited for the runner to complete her round and reach the street end of the track again. Then, waving to show I wasn’t crazy or a rapist’s accomplice, I started jogging alongside her. Her pace was surprisingly quick for someone so starved, but I suppose she had lightness on her side.

‘Hi,’ I said, as I joined her.

She kept going and didn’t say anything, didn’t even look at me. Didn’t even acknowledge my presence. She was very focused. As if I wasn’t there.

‘I see you jogging all the time,’ I said. ‘I live across the way.’ I pointed over my shoulder.

She kept her gaze ahead as we moved along.

‘I see you jogging a lot,’ I said. ‘And I’ve always wondered: why?’

We ran on in silence but I could feel something shift in her concentration – not an acknowledgement of me as such but a flicker of attention away from running. She was light on her front foot, while I could hear my heels doff doff doff on the ground. I was the bear, she the gazelle. I tried to move my weight around on my feet. It all felt very uncomfortable.

‘I’m running,’ she said.

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Same.’

‘You just called it jogging.’

‘Aha.’

‘It’s different.’

‘Oh!’

‘Also, I run alone.’

‘Yeah! Loneliness and the long-distance runner.’

‘I’m a mid-distance runner.’

‘I’ll only manage one round. You’re quite fast.’

‘This is slow.’

She picked up her pace a little and I picked up mine, even though I knew it would be impossible to keep going.

‘That’s better,’ I said.

‘Still slow. But I’ve already been out this morning.’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘I saw you.’

I was panting and I really wanted to stop. There was something weird going on in my right calf muscle, though we’d only done one short length of the track. We turned the corner.

‘Why do you run twice in one day?’

She was silent again, though her breathing was definitely louder and more defensive-sounding.

‘I’m harmless,’ I said. I wanted to let her know. It’s best to be open about these things, especially with people who have weird disorders. They read the world differently.

‘I know,’ she said.

‘Really?’ I said.

‘I can tell.’

‘I’m not scary?’

‘Do you want to scare me?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I just …’

I was about to say, I just wanted to run beside you to see if you were real, but I knew how that sounded.

‘You’re unfit,’ she said.

‘How long does it take to get fit?’

She glanced at me and then back to the distance in front of her.

‘Nine months for starters, maybe longer.’

Her analysis sank in like an extra weight in the heels of my trainers. We approached the corner of the shorter length. I watched her preparing, then leaning her body as she sped around the corner. It was if she could harness some gravitational pull, unavailable to me, to suck her into the northerly. I’d watched her from my deck many times but hadn’t accounted for her skill and technique. It was evident now I was beside her, or rather, behind her.

My chest felt like it might burst and my thighs were like lead. Also, there was a clicky thing going on in my right ankle now, below my sore calf muscle. Still, I pushed myself on. I would bloody well run all the way back to the street, even if I fell down and couldn’t walk at the end of it. She barely seemed to be panting or even breathing that much. I made an angry noise as a fresh gust blasted us.

‘Greet it like a friend,’ she said.

‘I hate … wind.’ I puffed out the words.

‘So greet it.’

I tried to smile but even that hurt.

‘Why … do you … do this?’

Full sentences, speaking out loud … it was too much effort for my lungs. Beside me she looked as fresh as ever, practically bouncing from one foot to the next. How could she? In her condition? But I didn’t let myself stop. We cornered into the long length.

‘I’m running away,’ she said. ‘From people like you.’

‘Cos you’re … anorexic?’ I said.

‘Fuck you,’ she said, and sped away from me.

I had nothing left, and catching her up was not an option, even if I hadn’t just run three lengths. She sped away from me as if the wind was behind her, not thrashing her from the side. I slowed down but I did not stop until I’d made it to the end of the long length.

When I hit the street end, I had to bend over and put my hands on my knees for a minute or two. I felt like I’d vomit. But I also felt pleased. I’d run a lap.

When I’d gathered myself enough to check, the anorexic runner was halfway round the next long length. She didn’t look back at me.

I limped back across the road and into my gate. My calf was spasming and I’d done something weird to my shoulder. But I’d run. I’d done something! And she was a real person.

I was walking up to my deck when I heard her. I turned, and there she was standing on the road, shouting up at me, her hands on her bony hips.

‘For your information I have an asymptomatic thyroid issue and I can’t retain weight!’

She was quite angry. Fair enough. But I also knew she was lying. I knew about anorexics and their fictions about health, having studied them for a brief period of time. The runner wasn’t even puffing or that red in the face, and even if she was asymptomatic someone who was that thin with thyroid problems should have been more tired.

‘And you’re rude! It’s none of your business why I run or why I’m so thin.’

‘I know,’ I shouted back.

‘You have a problem,’ she shouted, pointing at her head.

‘At least my problem is curable!’

‘Okay!’ I shouted back. I didn’t point out that her problem was also in her head.

I waved goodbye because it’s been my policy for a while not to argue with angry people. It’s a dead-end street.

I opened the door. The smell of roast chicken hit my nose. Erika was on the sofa, reading a book. She looked up at me.

‘Have you been jogging?’ she said.

I glared at her. ‘Running, actually.’

‘Who were you yelling at?’

‘My running friend,’ I said.

‘Oh, I thought you didn’t make friends,’ she said.

‘Brian doesn’t know everything about everyone.’

I went and checked on the chicken. It looked the right colour, brown and crispy on top. I felt inordinately pleased with myself. I put some rice on to boil, then went through to the bathroom.


I had a wash in the sink, then carefully checked my forehead line in the mirror. My face was red and puffy from running. The line was definitely deeper but it was no longer stressing me out. I could afford Botox probably in the next week or two.

All you’ve eaten today is cereal, said Simp.

‘And bacon beer.’

Your ribs are showing. A few more weeks and you’ll look like that runner. Aren’t you hungry?

‘I don’t notice it anymore. It’s like I harness the fear in the air and use it for fuel.’

You’re a hypocrite, said Simp. You can’t see what’s before your eyes.

I shrugged. ‘What’s Erika up to, do you think?’

Something suspicious. Tomorrow, if she goes out, you should follow her.

I nodded, and took my phone from my pocket. The screen was empty. Amy hadn’t messaged. I checked our thread. She’d been offline the whole time. Maybe I should message her.

Should you? said Simp. Who started this?

‘I don’t know.’

You don’t?

I went through to my bedroom to dress. I could hear Erika laughing and talking in the kitchen. Someone else was there too, answering her. Brian. In my kitchen.

‘Fucking hell,’ I said.

Yep, said Simp.

I got dressed quickly.

‘She’s taking over my life! She’s invading me!’

She’s a child, said Simp. You can beat her.

I stormed through to my kitchen. At my table, sipping beer as though this was a weekly occurrence, was Brian. Erika was beside him, and they were looking at her laptop and laughing hysterically at goats that sound like humans.

‘Have you seen this one?’ said Erika.

‘Everyone’s seen that,’ I said. ‘It’s ancient.’

‘It’s still good,’ said Brian.

‘I turned off the rice and chicken,’ said Erika. ‘So it didn’t burn. Brian’s going to stay for dinner.’

I looked at him. ‘Why are you here?’

‘Told you!’ said Brian to Erika. ‘You owe me ten bucks.’

Erika gave me her fake sweet smile like a lady in a stain-remover advertisement.

‘Brian said you wouldn’t like it if he stayed for dinner and I said you would. Anyway, that chicken is really big and we won’t be able to eat it all between us.’

‘And I brought beer!’ Brian lifted up a tote bag and some bottles crashed together. ‘I made it myself.’

‘What does it taste like? Cos I’m not drinking any weird shit.’

‘Just try it,’ he said. He poured me a small bit.

It actually tasted okay. I held my glass out for more.

Brian looked at me, smiling, then topped up my glass. ‘Erika said you went running today,’ he said.

He likes you, said Simp.

‘What?’ I said. ‘No.’

‘I told Erika that in the whole time we worked together you never went to the gym or anything,’ said Brian.

He seems nice, said Simp. Observant. And he’s earning.

‘You don’t know me, Brian.’

He held his hands up, innocent. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘You’re an enigma.’

I gave him a look.

‘Isn’t that a good thing? To be enigmatic? Mysterious?’ he said.

A loud rhythmic knock on the door interrupted us. I knew who knocked like that – Alan.

‘What the fuck?’ I said.

‘Alan!’ said Erika. ‘And your mum!’

She is on fire, said Simp.

‘Oh no,’ I said. ‘No you don’t.’

‘She said she loves roast chicken and, anyway, I invited them,’ said Erika.

‘Whose house is this?’ I said. ‘You are a guest here, Erika! Guests don’t invite other guests.’

‘She invited me,’ said Brian. ‘But I can go if you like.’

‘No,’ Erika and I said together. I needed Brian there as a buffer between me and my mother.

I was wrong when I said you could beat her, said Simp. She is going to burn you to the ground.

Alan knocked again. None of us moved.

Erika sighed dramatically. ‘I’ll get the door,’ she said.

My mother! I hadn’t sat at a table with her in four years.

You don’t have to talk to her, said Simp.

‘So you don’t want me to go?’ said Brian, turning to me. ‘Really?’

I shook my head. I was feeling very hot. The backs of my hands felt damp and I wiped them on my thighs.

‘Have some more beer,’ said Brian.

I held my glass out and watched him tip in the beer. In that moment I appreciated his steady pour. There was something calming about it. He nodded at me when it was done, as if he understood.

Out in the living room I could hear Erika offering to take their coats. My mother, I knew, would keep hers on and complain about the cold even though she knew damn well that heating my flat was a luxury I saved for the coldest nights. I busied myself at the stovetop, lifting the lid off the rice, which looked perfect, and looking at the chicken, which looked good too, though I wasn’t sure what it was supposed to look like.

‘How do you know a chicken’s done?’ I said to Brian.

‘Cut the joint between the leg and the breast,’ said my mother from the doorway. ‘The juice should run clear, not pink. If it’s pink it’s not cooked.’

I turned to look at her. Pete was right. Even her voice sounded thinner somehow. She was wearing her old fur coat, a fake leopardskin that puffed out around her and made the body inside it look frailer. She had a walking stick with her. That would be for hitting things and banging the floor to alert me that she was sending me a message, not something she genuinely needed. Her eyes were still steely and quick. I saw her size up the room and the people in it, the plant growing out of the kitchen sink.

Brian stood up and said, ‘Hello, I’m Brian.’

My mother regarded him coolly and nodded her head. Alan came into view behind her shoulder.

‘Hi Brian,’ said Alan.

‘Hello Alan,’ said Brian.

‘I do love a roast chicken,’ said Alan. He pulled a chair out for my mother who sat down theatrically, as if all this was an effort. Erika came in with her desk chair and the stool from my room.

‘Extra chairs,’ she said. ‘We need them.’

‘Did you go into my room?’ I said. ‘For that stool?’

‘Don’t worry, I didn’t take any money from your hiding place.’

I made a growling sound.

‘Do you want a beer?’ said Brian to my mother and Alan.

My mother screwed up her face. ‘Ladies don’t drink beer,’ she said. ‘Do you have any wine?’

Ladies! said Simp.

Erika looked at me.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Do you know how much wine costs now?’

‘I’m very happy with beer,’ said Alan.

‘You’re not a lady,’ said my mother.

I put the chicken and rice on the table, and Erika got out the plates and cutlery. I could feel resentment like sewage running through me. I didn’t want to eat with all these people. I wanted to eat more chicken than necessary and lie on the sofa regretting it after. I wanted to stuff it in my face and not have to talk to anyone while I did it. My body was starting to stiffen up from the run. My mother was at my kitchen table. Brian, Erika and Alan were talking about the water tanks, and my mother was staring at me. This was something she’d always done when we were in the same room. She’d stare at me even when I was reading a book or watching TV. Perhaps she thought she was working me out.

‘I see you’ve cut your hair,’ said my mother.

I nodded.

What a bitch, said Simp.

‘Hmm,’ said my mother. ‘Where are the vegetables?’

I hadn’t thought of that. I hadn’t thought past chicken and rice, which seemed enough effort.

‘When Nick lived here she never cooked,’ said my mother to Alan. ‘He did all the cooking. Isn’t that funny!’

‘I don’t cook either,’ said Brian.

Was he trying to suck up to me or my mother?

‘You must have some peas in the freezer,’ said my mother.

Erika shook her head. ‘All she has in the freezer is ice and some very old ice cream.’

Whose side is she on? said Simp. Organised people have ice in their freezer.

‘I know,’ I said.

My mother looked at me and shook her head. ‘Alan,’ she said. ‘Pop upstairs, would you, and get the peas from my freezer.’

Alan jumped up from the table. A foot soldier in my mother’s army on a quest for the balanced plate.

My mother spoke to Erika. ‘I tried to teach her how to cook.’

Erika nodded sympathetically. ‘I’m going to teach her how to make dumplings.’

I waved my arms around. ‘I’m here!’ I said.

‘Awful things,’ said my mother. ‘Slimy.’

‘You just haven’t had good ones then,’ said Erika.

I looked at Erika who was dishing out rice onto people’s plates with her calm expression. If she had been talking to my mother already, there was no way she couldn’t have noted her inherent racism. Even if my mother liked her, she would have dropped a racist comment about Asians by now.

‘So you two met earlier today?’ I said.

‘Erika visited first thing to introduce herself, which is more than I got from you. She explained about the water tanks and the new cables,’ said my mother.

‘Neither of which we need,’ I said.

‘Then I went out for a while,’ said my mother. ‘And when I came back, Alan and Erika had installed the water tanks!’

‘Amazing,’ I said.

‘Then I saw something I could not believe – I saw you running! Around the track with that woman who wins all those mountain races. Really! She was a lot faster than you, but it’s good to see you trying for once. I thought you’d lost your competitive spirit – but perhaps I’m wrong. You only did one lap. You’ll need to do more than that if you want to make a difference.’

‘I don’t want to make a difference,’ I said.

Oh, for Christ’s sake, said Simp.

My mother turned to Erika. ‘Do you worry about surveillance in your country, Erika? What with your socialcredit system and facial recognition?’

My mother often changed the subject without warning. She was abrupt and contradictory. She would act like your racist aunty from the suburbs, then she’d drop some line about how the rise of the ultra-right in politics since the turn of the century was driven by those who had the most to lose under their rule.

But Erika didn’t bat an eyelash.

‘I mostly grew up just outside of London,’ she said. ‘But I did a bit of schooling in Hong Kong as it became part of China again.’

‘Yes,’ said Alan. ‘Hong Kong used to be an SAR.’

Listen to him, said Simp. He thinks he’s at a pub quiz.

‘I spent some time there,’ said Brian casually.

‘Really? When?’ I said.

Listen, don’t speak! said Simp. Study the undertone of the conversation. You are a detective in your own life.

‘A few years ago, when I started trading. Met some suppliers.’

See? said Simp. He’s shady too. You’re surrounded by shadowy operators.

I sat back in my chair and looked at him. It was hard to believe he’d stayed in Enrolments for so long.

‘So you’re really making a go at trading?’ I said.

What did I just say! said Simp. You’re no help to yourself.

‘Yep,’ said Brian. ‘The influx of wealthugees has really forced my hand. I know some people think it’s bad for the country, and maybe it is in the short term while we adjust. But it’s good for my business.’

My mother shook her head. ‘I think it’s a shocking state of affairs,’ she said. ‘We can’t afford potatoes. We have to eat rice.’

‘It’s a shame you don’t have any microgreens here,’ said Erika. She looked hard at me, then turned to my mother. ‘What’s wrong with rice?’ she said.

Alan walked in holding up a bag of frozen peas.

‘Put a pot on, dear,’ said my mother.

Erika and I both stood up.

‘It’ll only take one of you,’ said my mother. ‘Peas are not rocket science.’

Erika sat back down and smiled her fake smile at me. ‘So what’s wrong with rice?’ she said again.

‘Nothing!’ snapped my mother. ‘I just don’t want to eat it at every meal. Tell me, have you heard from your father?’

The question was aimed at Erika, but my mind fled to the letter I’d received three years ago when Nick was still here. It was from my father, who was dying. Melanoma that had metastasised. He was planning on killing himself, he said, and wanted to apologise for never having been there for me. My one regret in life, etc. Though by the time he got to the end of his letter there seemed to be plenty of other regrets. I should never have married your mother … I have no money to leave you … My career in electromagnetics has been marred by lack of government funding and the tiny population of our country … I have not made the difference I would like to have made … Please don’t spend your life on your knees like I did … Love, your Father. I didn’t understand why he sent me this letter. It was mostly about him.

He was a bad egg, your dad, said Simp. A terrible communicator. A useless man. A hopeless father.

‘Pablo will just be getting into Beijing now,’ said Erika. ‘I’ll text him later.’

My mother shook her head. ‘Deserting you like this,’ she said. ‘Fathers! But we know all about desertion in this house.’

‘I’m fine,’ said Erika.

She was cutting the chicken up into pieces, bones and all, and handing it out to everyone.

‘That’s not really how you carve a chicken,’ said my mother. ‘Is it, Alan?’ She gestured at him to take over the carving of the chicken, but he didn’t move.

‘It looks delicious,’ said Alan. ‘Thank you.’

‘This is how Chinese people cut up chicken,’ said Erika.

‘Yes, but we’re not Chinese,’ said my mother.

I waited for Erika’s face to darken, but it didn’t. ‘Just try it,’ she said with her practised calm. ‘It will taste the same.’

‘So what are you going to do now you don’t have a job?’ Brian said, looking at me.

‘Charge people for dinner at my house,’ I said.

‘Yes, Erika told me you left your job,’ said my mother. She turned to the table to make an announcement. ‘You know, she could have been a rich psychologist by now.’

‘I need some help with orders,’ said Brian. ‘I could give you a few days’ work.’

‘But she settled,’ said my mother. ‘Lost her competitive edge.’

Here she goes, said Simp.

My mother took a judgemental bite of her chicken and went quiet.

I watched her as she chewed her food, even though I knew it was self-punishment. The way she chewed had annoyed me since I was a teenager. The action of her jaw as she masticated the food, the small noises the cud and saliva of her mouth made as she ground it between her teeth. It was an entirely unpleasant activity for me to sit beside her while she ate. I could see a fleck of snot in the small cave of her left nostril.

‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘But thank you for your offer, Brian.’

‘You see,’ said my mother. ‘No ambition.’

Pretend she isn’t here, said Simp.

‘You wouldn’t have to deal with people,’ said Brian. ‘I know you don’t like doing that. It’s a funny thing – I’ve discovered I’m a people person.’ He sat up a bit taller in his chair. ‘My customers expect to see me. It’s part of the sale, the contact with me. So, I need someone to organise orders, which you could do while listening to podcasts. I know you like to do that while you work.’

‘Brian,’ I said. ‘You may be happy buying and selling things and talking to people, but I could never be happy doing that. I don’t see the point. It’s just another treadmill. It’s your own, but still a treadmill.’

‘Oh,’ said Brian, his eyes down on his plate.

That’s not nice, said Simp. You have hurt Brian’s feelings.

I closed my eyes against the lot of them, and tried to eat some chicken and rice. My stomach was churning and I didn’t know if I could swallow any of it. Brian’s feelings were far too exposed. The peas were boiling on the stove, giving off a faint minty steam. I didn’t understand how they got the steam from frozen peas to smell like that, because they never tasted of mint. It was always an unfulfilled promise.

‘The peas are ready,’ said my mother.

I stood up and tipped the boiling water off the peas and put them into a bowl.

‘Thank you. I love peas,’ said Brian, as I put the bowl on the table.

He likes you! said Simp. He’s so ready to forgive you even when you’re being awful.

‘Whatever,’ I said.

Alan glanced at me. ‘As do I,’ he said to Brian, nodding theatrically and leaning forward to smell the steam coming off the bowl. ‘Mmm, peas,’ he said.

They were deranged, the lot of them! Sitting around my table like they’d been invited. Acting normal when none of this was normal. It was a takeover.

My mother put her knife and fork down and placed her hands on the table. She inhaled, filling her whole chest with air, and deeply exhaled. She closed her eyes and started speaking.

‘I can see that you are interested in my daughter, Brian. So let me tell you something about her. When she was small, she was brilliant. She could read by the time she was three. Not Russian novels, like you, Erika, but ordinary, useful books – cookbooks and appliance manuals, National Geographic. She would spend hours reading my 1974 copy of Larousse Gastronomique. She fixated on the sugar section. Most especially on a recipe for making a whole candied pineapple.’

Everyone at the table had their eyes on my mother as they chewed. I did not. I looked down at my food. There was a small piece of golden chicken skin. It disgusted me. I did not want to hear the story of the pineapple. But nothing would stop my mother.

‘She would ask me constantly if we could make a candied pineapple. Could we ourselves make a candied pineapple? When would we? Every day she went on about the pineapple. After a few weeks I gave in and bought what was actually a lovely little pineapple from one of the Indian sellers in Newtown.’

I watched as Alan folded a piece of chicken skin onto his fork and put it in his mouth. He saw me watching and smiled, his lips oily with fat. I looked down at my plate again.

‘Now, the way to candy a fruit is not difficult, but it is a process. It is not a thing to be hurried. You boil a syrup of water and sugar, and tip it over a whole skinned pineapple. Then you leave it to soak overnight. The next day you tip off the syrup and add another lot of sugar, bring that to boil, then tip it over the pineapple to soak again overnight. You do this for five nights. It uses a lot of sugar. I don’t know why such a recipe was invented. It looks pretty but very fake. It’s not something you would ever want to eat.’

My mother’s eyes were closed as if she were translating scripture to her congregation. Brian made a tiny burping noise and said, ‘Excuse me.’ Then he burped again. My mother continued.

‘My daughter didn’t really have any friends at this stage. She’d been at school for half a year and she’d not yet brought anyone home to play. I worried for her. At kindergarten she’d had a phase of biting any children who didn’t play the way she wanted them to. Normal stuff children go through. She had an imaginary friend, Simp.’

It’s me! said Simp.

‘Ha,’ said Erika.

‘That’s interesting,’ said Brian.

‘Of course I ignored the imaginary friend, because that is what I’d read a parent should do.’

Rude, said Simp.

‘The idea was that the imaginary friend would go as soon as the child began school and started to make real friends. But this is not what happened. My daughter never brought any children home after school, nor was she invited to any of her classmates’ houses. I understood she was unusual but I did not see her as an extreme case. It was obvious she was smart enough to make friends and I knew she was stubborn.

‘Then one day she brought home a little friend, Amy. You wouldn’t know it to look at her today, because she’s very successful, but back then Amy was a chubby wee thing with braids sticking out at the sides of her head. I could see the minute I met her that she was just like my own child, one that got picked last for games. Though in Amy you could see a desire to be liked, which my daughter lacked. Still, it surprised me that she’d brought Amy home. I wondered if she’d felt sorry for her. Perhaps this was all she could manage in terms of making friends. Well, it was a start.’

I looked at Erika. She had stopped chewing and was looking at my mother with a hard stare. Brian too, had stopped chewing and was just watching my mother. It was like they thought the story worth hearing.

‘Well, I gave the two of them some afternoon tea and they sat at the table looking at the candied pineapple. My daughter explained to Amy about the process of turning a fresh pineapple into a candied one. She told her all about the amount of sugar and the repetition of soaking the fruit, and when she’d finished Amy asked if they would be allowed to eat it, and my daughter said, No, never. She said it was art and that art wasn’t something you eat. I laughed at that. I don’t know where she got that idea from. Amy said that she would eat art if it was a sweet pineapple. My daughter seemed pleased with this answer, because she asked me if we might slice into the pineapple. I was surprised but also relieved. That damned pineapple. It attracted fruit flies and I had to keep it covered with a cake net.

‘I sliced into it and gave the girls a piece each. They ate it and said it was delicious, like eating pineapple-flavoured sweets. They asked for a second piece and I gave them that too and then said, No more. There was so much sugar in it, I didn’t feel they should eat it. Especially with Amy being larger than most little girls, I thought I should model the moderation that was obviously lacking in her own home.

‘Then the girls went upstairs to play. I don’t know where I was. Outside gardening, perhaps.’

‘Then what happened?’ said Brian. He was listening intently to the tiresome story.

My mother glanced at him impatiently. She did not like to be interrupted. I felt Erika’s gaze on me, but I lowered my eyes to Alan’s chicken skin, which was rapidly disappearing off his plate. I felt nauseous.

‘When I came back inside I saw that the whole pineapple had gone from under the cake net. There was a trail of crystallised sugar on the table and the kitchen floor, so I knew the girls had taken it. I went upstairs to ask them what they were doing with the pineapple, and that’s when I found my daughter and Amy in the bedroom.

‘My daughter was shouting Faster! Faster! at her little friend, as if the wee girl was a racing horse she’d taken bets on. And Amy was in a frenzy, stuffing a large half of the cut pineapple into her mouth. An eating competition, they told me later. There were pieces of pineapple all over the carpet, and I saw my daughter pick up some of those and stuff them into Amy’s mouth. Neither of them had seen I was there. Amy’s face was going bright red, her cheeks bulging with sugary pineapple. And there was my daughter, telling her to go faster, eat more.

‘I shouted at them to stop. Amy looked horrified, but my daughter calmly told me that Amy wanted to do it. I asked Amy if that was true, and she said yes. Well, she may have wanted to eat more, but the speed eating, that wasn’t her idea. I told them both off, even though I knew who was responsible. I made them pick up the pineapple and put it in the rubbish.

‘As they were picking up the pieces, Amy said she didn’t feel well. I rushed her to the bathroom but she didn’t make it. She vomited all over her front and the carpet in the hallway. It made a huge mess. I had to call her mother and ask her to come and collect her. I watched as they drove away. I saw Amy’s mother reach over and slap her on the cheek.’

My mother paused as she shook her head. As if she’d never hit a child. Everyone at the table was staring at her and chewing. But people will stop and stare at anyone who’ll tell a story, even a boring one.

‘Children get up to all sorts of things,’ said Alan.

‘I’m not finished yet,’ said my mother. ‘You see, the next year, after our house had burned down, two doctors advised me to put my daughter on medication to help with her behaviour, but I knew that wasn’t the answer.’

‘Your house burned down?’ said Brian.

‘That’s what I said,’ my mother answered curtly.

‘How?’ said Brian, unperturbed.

‘Faulty wiring,’ said my mother. ‘You see, I’d found out that my daughter was a genius when I had her IQ tested, and for the first time I began to understand why she might act the way she did. Why she wasn’t making friends so easily. Why she would invite a girl who was bullied by her own mother to her home and make her eat until she vomited. The people who did the testing said that such children were easily bored and that the school system was not made for them. I had seen that long before they said she was exceptional.

‘From then on, I gave her all the opportunities I possibly could. Extra maths classes, a strange man who tutored brilliant children in philosophy for a few months – I stayed to watch those classes because I didn’t trust him. Gymnastics for flexibility. There were some weeks I couldn’t afford to eat much, but I did it because I wanted to honour her gift. She gained university entrance a year early but stayed on an extra year to be with her friend Amy. I was immensely proud.’

‘Gosh, you are clever,’ said Alan as he loaded the last of his chicken skin onto his fork.

‘Amy stayed friends with you?’ said Erika.

I nodded.

‘Wow,’ said Erika.

‘So,’ said my mother to Brian. ‘You should know who you’re dealing with. It’s only fair.’

Brian nodded. ‘I know she’s clever,’ he said.

Faulty wiring, said Simp. Is that what she tells people?

‘Yes, but it’s what you do with it, isn’t it?’ said my mother.

The table went uncomfortably quiet.

‘I’d like to see a picture of that pineapple,’ said Alan.

Erika screwed up her face and moved her food around on her plate.

I thought I might throw up. I put my fork on the edge of my plate. None of these people belonged in my house.

The table talk turned to Brian’s business, the sale of water tanks and miniature greenhouses and blah blah blah. I wasn’t listening to them. Nausea rose up and loomed over me. They talked on and on. When I finally looked up, Erika was giving me a curious look, as if she was trying to work me out.

‘I think people need a home,’ said Alan.

In regards to what was unclear. I hadn’t been listening.

‘Not in our country,’ said my mother. ‘This situation has created an even wider gap between the haves and the have-nots, not to mention how angry the Maoris are getting about what they’re calling second-wave colonisation. All these Saudis and Asians and Italians and god knows who else have arrived overnight.’

‘They have nowhere else to go,’ said Alan.

‘Well, for once I think the Maoris have a point,’ said my mother. ‘This is too many people for our country far too quickly. These are grave problems.’

‘You don’t use the definite article or plural when you say Māori now, Mum,’ I said. ‘That’s colonial language.’

Yeah, said Simp.

‘I’ll use whatever article I like,’ said my mother. ‘It’s just like you to avoid the point I’m making.’

‘Gosh, this chicken is delicious,’ said Alan. ‘What did you put on it?’

‘I’m Māori, said Brian. ‘My mother’s grandfather was Kāi Tahu. The family tried to hide it for years. I’m just starting to learn about it.’

‘You don’t look it,’ said my mother.

‘Why did they hide it?’ said Alan.

‘I guess it made life easier for them, you know, back then,’ said Brian.

‘They were pragmatists,’ said my mother.

Erika’s gaze was moving between me and my mother. She was wearing her meditation look. ‘It’s not pragmatism, it’s a response to racism,’ she said.

I looked down at my plate. Piles of rice and peas and chicken. It disgusted me.

‘Sorry, I’m not feeling well,’ I said.

The kitchen went quiet as I stood up. I could hear the hum of the fridge. I left the room and went through to my bedroom. I climbed into bed and pulled the covers over my head. I could feel a buzzing inside my body. I could hear the four of them talking, plates being scraped and cutlery clattering. If you couldn’t hear what they were saying, it might have sounded like an ordinary group talking about current events, the world as it pertained to them. My mother had never been a particularly welcoming or warm person to others, including her own daughter.

The light had faded outside. A wave of fatigue pulled me under and I slept.


In my sleep their voices became sounds made underwater – garbled and haemorrhaging, as if their words were made of water, gushing out of their mouths and filling the space around them. But now their voices came from outside, because the kitchen was empty. I saw myself in my dream pushing the door to the kitchen closed, stopping their watery talk from leaking in. Simp was with me and we were alone in the kitchen. It was Simp as she was when we were children.

The sprout was growing, and Simp and I were sentry to it. We could see how its tiny cotyledons were reaching for light, real leaves following behind, using their green to turn the air’s carbon dioxide into sugar for food. It would do what it needed to, but only if we were there to stop it drowning in the watery talk. Then Simp started to sing to the plant.

Who shall have a fishy on a little dishy

Who shall have a fishy when the boat comes in

Dance to your daddy, my little laddy

Sing to your mammy

When the boat comes in.

The sprout leaned towards the light and grew.

*

A gentle knock on my door woke me. It was dark outside. I must have been asleep a while.

I heard Brian clearing his throat.

‘Ah, it’s Brian,’ he said from behind the door.

‘What?’ I said.

‘Um, if you did want some work, I could really do with the extra help.’

The fishy song swam round and round my head, and I wished for Simp as she had been.

‘You can text me,’ said Brian. ‘If you like.’

I heard him shuffle his feet a little behind the door.

‘Thanks for dinner,’ he said. ‘It was nice. I mean the food.

I’m sorry you don’t feel well …’ He paused. ‘Well, bye now.’

I listened to him say goodbye quietly to Erika. The front door opened and I heard his footfall on the steps down off the deck.

That was the song your mother used to sing to you, said Simp.

‘I know,’ I said.

The door to my room opened and Erika came in. She had a bowl in her hands and held it out to me.

‘You should finish your meal,’ she said.

I turned on my side, away from her.

‘Are you sulking?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘It looks like you are.’

I sat up. ‘I’m not. See?’

‘Eat your food then,’ she said, handing me the bowl.

She’d transformed the meal from a roast into something far better-looking.

‘I stir-fried it,’ she said. ‘And added some chilli. Not much. Soy sauce. Quite plain, but it’s a better meal now. New Zealand roast chicken’s boring to me.’

I ate some, and she was right. It was a better meal now.

‘My mother had this thing about MSG when I was growing up,’ I said. ‘It put me off soy sauce for years, but I love it. Nick barely cooked with it.’

‘Your mum is racist,’ said Erika. ‘Anyway, MSG is in lots of foods – UHT milk, baby formulas. Parmesan cheese has natural glutamates. Westerners act like Chinese are trying to poison them with MSG when really Chinese cuisine is the best in the world.’

‘I know she’s racist,’ I said. I spooned some more food into my mouth. ‘This is really delicious.’

Erika nodded. ‘She’s also internalised all the prejudices. No wonder you are the way you are. Growing up with her. That speech at the table was … awful but very revealing. She really can’t see how you’re a product of her weird mind. That kind of self-delusion is next level.’ She paused and looked around the room. ‘But I like Alan.’

‘Are you really fifteen? Because you don’t talk like a teenager.’

‘Lots of teenagers talk like me.’

‘I don’t think so,’ I said.

‘I read a lot.’ She shrugged. ‘And anyway, things are different now. Teenagers are different. You lived through a long period of complacency. Your world wasn’t being threatened by total extinction.’

‘That’s not my fault,’ I said.

‘You see,’ she said. ‘No one wants to take the blame. But we’re past that point – we don’t have time for it.’

Listen, said Simp. She’s trying to tell you something.

I thought about Amy and what she’d said to me. Your life. According to her and my mother, I’d wasted it.

You’re not listening, said Simp.

‘Why did you make Amy eat the pineapple?’ said Erika.

I was silent a moment.

You know it, said Simp. Just say it.

‘I didn’t want to eat the pineapple,’ I said, ‘and I let her talk me into it.’

‘Okay, but you didn’t even defend yourself when your mother was saying all that stuff about you.’

I closed my eyes. ‘You shouldn’t have invited her for dinner,’ I said.

‘Maybe, maybe not,’ said Erika. ‘But you should have defended yourself.’

She’s right, said Simp.

I shrugged.

‘Still, it was interesting,’ said Erika. ‘I learnt a lot about your family.’

‘Have you heard from your dad?’ I asked.

For the briefest moment her face went blank, then quickly cleared to her calm, meditative state.

‘Yes.’

‘And? Is your mum still a hostage?’

She gave a sharp nod. ‘Negotiations are ongoing.’

‘But is your mum okay?’

‘I guess so.’

‘You don’t seem so worried,’ I said.

‘Would you be worried if it was your mother?’

I looked at her and she looked back at me. It was uneasy, but there was an understanding between us. I knew she was lying, and I was pretty sure she knew I knew.

‘Goodnight,’ she said. She turned and left the room.

‘Night,’ I called out behind her.

I finished the food Erika had brought me, then sat in the dark with Simp until the house went quiet and we fell asleep.








Chapter Sixteen


I woke early. Outside, the birds were going hard with their morning chatter, and I lay there blinking and remembering my mother’s face as she told the story of the candied pineapple. There was a tremor about her jaw that I’d not seen before, and while I wouldn’t go so far as to call her frail, she seemed reduced. But she would cling, Stalin-like, to her meanness while the marrow dissolved in her bones.

Inside you feel just as hollow, said Simp. And just as powerful because of it.

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ I said.

Yes you do, said Simp. It’s time to start letting yourself burn.

Erika’s alarm went off at 7am. I heard her rise and go into the bathroom and fill the basin.

‘What’s she up so early for?’ I said.

You need to find out, said Simp.

I got out of bed and snuck around getting dressed. Then I climbed back into bed.

I could hear Erika doing something in the kitchen, then she left the house, not pausing outside my door as she passed it. I could tell she was trying to leave quietly. So as to not alert me to her leaving.

‘I’m going to follow her,’ I said.

I know, said Simp.

As soon as my front door shut, I got out of bed and tied my trainers up tight for stability in case of a need to run and duck. I pulled the door quietly closed behind me so my mother wouldn’t hear.


A few people were heading down the hill towards the bus stop. Erika was four lampposts ahead of me, fashionable backpack and oversized brightly coloured headphones on, dark hair swaying in its tight, tidy ponytail. She was the picture of a teenage future. Vitality sprang from her body with every step she took. Even from a distance with my sunglasses on, her unusualness shone and startled. Weren’t teenagers supposed to mope and dawdle? It wasn’t even eight o’clock in the morning. This strange, well-informed teen who came from two different countries and who knew the history of patriarchy and colonisation, who installed water tanks and ultra-secure firewalls, cooked and got along with people of all generations, even racist ones like my mother, could not be representative of her age and time.

My legs and hips ached from my workout yesterday and I could feel a blister forming on my little toe. Erika was a stark reminder that I wasn’t vital or young. I touched my back pocket to check I’d remembered my phone. Amy hadn’t texted yet to apologise.

At the end of the street Erika didn’t turn left as I’d expected, but right, to head towards Newtown. She stopped in at a café I never went to, and came out a few minutes later with a coffee. Then she continued to the end of the street and entered the giant building that houses the national drama school.

When I was young, this was considered hallowed ground for those who were pursuing a career in performance. Many of New Zealand’s acting and dancing greats, famous people the rest of the world had never heard of, had trained here. It wasn’t a place I’d thought about a great deal in the last few years, even though it was just down the road from me and I passed it every time I went to Newtown. People who dreamed of becoming famous had more platforms available to them than ever before in the history of celebrity. Who formally trained for anything anymore? Didn’t they just watch online tutorials, upload videos of themselves doing stupid songs and dances and wait to be discovered?

The security guard was looking at his phone and didn’t glance up as I walked by. Inside, the lobby was quiet, but I could hear loud music pumping from the auditorium, so I snuck in through one of the huge doors. The auditorium was teeming with the fabulous young. It was like the hottest club in town had moved premises and was running an early-morning meeting. They were all arranged in lines on yoga mats, filling the enormous hall. I scanned the room for Erika and soon found her in the fifth row from the back, in between a six-foot-five drag queen in a blonde wig and a small woman with a dark bob.

At the head of the group on a makeshift stage, shouting instructions through a headpiece, was a woman with grey curls pulled tightly back behind a headband. She would have been the oldest person in the room, but her body was incredible. Her eighties leotard showed off her ripped arms. She wore tiny shorts that ballooned around her hips before ending in cuffs at her mid-thigh, like jodhpurs with their legs cut off. Her legs were strong and sturdy. She wore white tennis socks pulled up. She shouted instructions and affirmations to the rows like a preacher in a charismatic church.

‘Run your left hand from your right wrist to your right armpit,’ she shouted. ‘Squat to the left! Knee above ankle! You are love!’

She made the oversized gestures of a traffic controller as she directed the class into correct positions. The rows tilted left, knees above ankles, their left hands performing love to their right armpits.

‘Hold it and breathe! Feel the stretch! Expand your consciousness into the outer tips of your fingers! Extend the neck. Who’s that knocking on the crown of your head?’

‘Keisha!’ called the class in unison.

She beamed her magnetic spiritualism at them. ‘Now move right!’ she called, and they all tilted right. ‘Armpit to fingertip, knee over ankle! The whole body is alive in this shape! Who do we love?’

‘Cliff!’ shouted the class.

‘That’s right! Now mountain pose! Centred weight, find stillness, now let it all go and hang.’

The whole class flopped forward. Most of them touched their feet.

‘On the ground, legs crossed, open your heart to …’

‘Thomasin!’ shouted the class.

They sat down and brought their hands together at their hearts, praying to New Zealand acting deities.

‘If they are not yet closed, close your eyes,’ said the instructor. ‘Feel connected with the earth because it is through the earth each of us is connected. Nurture those connections. Love yourself and each other.’ She paused. ‘Breathe in.’

The room breathed in.

‘Breathe out,’ said the instructor.

The room breathed out.

‘Repeat in your mind the Friday mantra – do only what you love,’ said the instructor. ‘Namaste,’ she said.

‘Namaste,’ said the class.

Slowly they started peeling themselves off the floor. No one spoke – but you could feel a quiet intensity. I kept my eyes on Erika, who was nodding at the woman with the dark bob as they moved towards the far exit of the auditorium. People started filing out in both directions, and I ducked and pushed past a few of them, trying to strike a balance between getting closer to Erika and hiding from her. Spying was harder than TV shows made it look.

In the few seconds it took to move behind a small group, I lost sight of her. I stood still, scanning the far side of the room, and a dark ponytail just like Erika’s bobbed out the door. I knocked through some young people in identical Adidas tracksuits who grumbled at me for pushing, but I kept going, at a half-jog now, to follow her out of the auditorium.

There were people everywhere in the lobby, some heading to classes, some standing around talking. The air was dense with excitement, a hum like wires over a substation. It felt as if violence or dance could break out at any moment. The loud voices, the clothes, the gestures, the intense competition for attention – I could see how intoxicating it was, but it left me feeling exhausted. I had no idea how these people coped if this is what it was like every day. And I couldn’t see Erika anywhere.

The scent of fresh coffee hit my nostrils and I spotted a coffee cart over by the far wall of the lobby. There was still no sign of Erika. I decided that spying could wait. There was a hundy note in my pocket and I needed coffee.

A young woman was ahead of me in the queue. She was looking at her phone, which was playing a loud video, and she was laughing as though the rest of the room also needed to hear how funny the video was. I frowned at her and stood waiting my turn. The barista, a woman with short cropped hair and arms covered in tattoos, ushered me forward with one hand while she frothed milk with another and asked me what I wanted.

I gave her my order.

‘Five dollars please,’ she said.

‘What? I haven’t paid five dollars for a coffee in two years.’

‘Yeah, we do subsidised coffee,’ the barista said. ‘One of those Hollywood investors who bought property over the hill has a kid here. When he heard what the acting students were paying for their coffee, he took pity on them. Private charity. The wealthugees aren’t all bad. Keep me in a job.’ She looked me up and down as she frothed the milk. ‘You’re not an acting student, are you?’

I shook my head.

‘Didn’t think so.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You don’t look like someone who wants any attention.’ She laughed as she poured the milk into a cup. Her face cooled as she handed the coffee to the student, who continued to snigger and look at their phone.

‘You’re welcome,’ said the barista as the student walked away. ‘That’s a good thing by the way,’ she said to me. ‘These kids and their egos.’ She leaned forward, lowering her voice. ‘Are you one of the vegan activists?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I thought you looked like one of them,’ she said. ‘But I heard your group had been banned from training here.’

‘I’m with a different group,’ I said. ‘Action through inaction, it’s a pacifist thing.’

She nodded approvingly. ‘Cool,’ she said. ‘I really admire what you’re doing. I’d quite like to join.’

‘You should,’ I said.

She turned to make my coffee. ‘So does your group do martial arts too?’ she said.

I gave her a look.

‘I’m only asking because I always thought it would be cool to learn. I thought it was kinda funny when that student got punched. I have to serve them all day long and sometimes I want to punch them too. There’s no point to what they do, eh?’

She sighed and tipped hot milk out of a silver jug into a basin, then tipped more milk out of a plastic bottle back into the jug.

‘To be honest, I think most jobs are just ways for people to fill in time. We grow up believing we have to earn money, and more money and more money, but what if we stopped doing that? Like, loads of us? I’d rather work in a garden and eat what I grow and barter stuff I can’t eat. You know what I mean?’

‘How would you drink coffee then?’ I said.

‘I’d go without. I’d grow my own pot and tobacco, make my own gin.’

‘But what about droughts?’ I said. ‘What about floods? What about rats and rabbits, snails and aphids, wealthugees?’

She shrugged. ‘I’d get a dog. A big one.’

‘Right.’

‘There’s just so much we don’t need in this world,’ she said. ‘Like – this.’ She nodded at the coffee in the paper cup and the jug she was holding. ‘And – this crap,’ she said, looking at the lobby. ‘How many of these people are actually going to get jobs acting? They pay thousands a year to be here but hardly any of them will get work. They know the odds, but they’re sold on the business of dreams. It’s such a waste. Even if they do get famous, do they think that will actually make them happy?’

Something made me turn around. Across the other side of the lobby, Erika stood staring right at me. She flicked her business ponytail and moved up the wide stairs. Like she was asking me to follow her.

‘There you go,’ said the barista, putting my coffee on the counter.

I tossed my hundy at her, picked up my cup and turned back to Erika. She was disappearing up the stairs.

‘I don’t know if I’ve got change for that,’ said the barista.

‘I’ll come back,’ I shouted as I moved away.

Behind me the barista called out, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. I made my way quickly through the thinning crowd.


At the top of the stairs, students were peeling off a wide hallway into separate classrooms. I saw Erika’s ponytail at the end of the corridor. She looked back but didn’t catch my eye as she opened a door and went in.

I waited for the students to disperse. A few latecomers ran up the stairs and into rooms. Then it was silent. The students had been sucked into a vacuum. Every now and then a dull murmur leaked out from the classrooms.

This peace was in stark contrast to the noise of the last twenty minutes. I closed my eyes and listened. It was like stepping off a crowded city street into a church. Commerce and cars, advertisements and bicycles, people chewing on processed snacks as they rushed between meetings – it all fell away. I didn’t believe in God but I did believe in silence, and many times I’d left my office to walk up the road to the church. Not to pray, but to be left alone. Once, I’d fallen asleep on a pew.

I opened my eyes. The brief action of pausing and shutting out my surrounds had energised me. I sipped my coffee and felt a centring of my attention, an alertness that felt appropriate to my task. Relaxed but razor sharp.

Slowly, I started to walk along the corridor, peering into each of the tiny windows at rooms full of students training to pretend to be other people. In one room they were sitting on the floor gazing up at a woman pacing in front of them, talking. In the next, students sat on chairs arranged in one long line. They had their palms held together and raised above their heads as if in a tortured variation of prayer. I stopped looking. On one hand, I could see that these were people comfortable enough in their bodies to look ridiculous in public. On the other hand, they were just ridiculous.

What was Erika doing here?

At the end of the corridor I reached the room she’d gone into. I peered through the window.

In the frame was Erika. Side-on to me, her knees bent into an elegant squat, her feet hip-width apart, her hands raised in front of her in some sort of martial arts practice. There was something bird-like about her posture – a shag on a rocky shore drying its wings in the sun. Then she turned, slowly, as if running her hands through water, pivoting on the balls of her feet. An instructor or a fellow student, maybe the woman she’d left the auditorium with, was guiding her, or perhaps just copying the movements, I couldn’t tell. They were not synchronised. Erika was a few beats ahead. I thought about what the barista had said. Were they vegan activists practising martial arts? Is this what Erika was? But she’d eaten chicken and fish at my house, so she couldn’t be for animals, not in a radical way. Through the window frame the movements Erika and the other woman made looked slow and gentle, beautiful even, as if they were elegant water birds.

I looked down at my coffee cup. I could feel the brew cooling in my hand. It was a waste of money and I’d left my change behind. What was I even doing here?

When I looked up again, Erika as the water bird had flown. She’d become a machine.

She sprang abruptly towards the other woman, her right hand whacking into the woman’s abdomen like a meat tenderiser into a steak.

It was a spectacularly simple and effective move. The woman collapsed in half, all the air gone out of her.

With her left hand, Erika pulled the woman’s arm behind her back, twisting her body around as she stretched the woman’s little finger away from her palm in an unnatural angle. The movements were fast and sharp but looked completely natural to Erika. I could see her lips moving but could not hear what she was saying. Perhaps she was taking instructions from the woman, ascertaining the correct level of pain to inflict, perfecting the move of whatever it was they were practising. I’d never done any martial arts. Nick had a brief flirtation with it after watching Kung Fu Panda 2, something I teased him relentlessly about until he gave up.

Through the frame, I watched the woman fall to the ground and Erika take her neck and rip it sharply to the right as if she were wrenching the neck of a live chicken. The woman lay on the ground.

Erika stood up, her lips moving, still talking to the woman.

I wanted to clap for her. The whole manoeuvre had taken only a few seconds – it was elegant and clean, like a scene from a film played by a talented stunt actor.

Erika knelt down beside the woman and whispered something in her ear. The woman didn’t react. I watched as Erika opened the woman’s backpack, took out a small notebook and stuffed it into her own backpack.

A cool prickling feeling started up at the base of my skull and rolled over my scalp like tiny needles. I blinked. Erika was preparing to leave the room and the woman on the ground was still not moving.

I ran, but I knew I wouldn’t make it to the stairs in time. So I ran to the class where the students had been torture praying. I swung the door open and quickly shut it behind me. I pressed my body against the inside wall next to the door so that when Erika walked past she wouldn’t see me.

The prickling on my scalp was still going, and it was sending hot bad shivers into my body, like when you lie in bed listening to the rain, knowing your roof leaks. I stood there inhaling and exhaling, waiting to calm down.

‘Excuse me,’ said a voice from outside my head. ‘What are you doing here?’

I opened my eyes. I didn’t know I’d had them closed. A man with very curly hair pulled into a ponytail was peering at me. He looked familiar. Behind him the class, still seated on chairs, their hands no longer in prayer, were staring at me.

‘Oh, hi,’ I said. ‘I must be in the wrong class. Aerobics?’

I don’t know why I said aerobics. There was something about the man’s hair that made me think aerobics.

The man narrowed his eyes at me. I knew him from somewhere.

‘Who does aerobics!’ he shouted at me.

I didn’t know how to answer him.

Then someone behind him in the class cleared their throat and said in a tentative voice, ‘I think Latisha is trying to get that going, but I’m not sure it’s started yet.’

Curly-hair man had a pointy chin and he thrust it at me. ‘La-ti-sha,’ he said, emphasising the last syllable.

He swivelled round to face the class. ‘WHO DOES AEROBICS?’ he shouted at them, enunciating each word in a melodramatic way.

It was a trick question. His tone carried a very real threat, and the class were dead silent, waiting to be told or to understand what the real question was.

Then he turned quickly on his feet, back to me, pointing not only his chin but his whole arm and finger.

‘Get out of my class!’ he shouted. ‘Get out of my class!’

It clicked. He’d had a year-long role on Shortland Street. I’m sure he played a bad doctor who traded a woman’s kidneys.

‘Were you the—’

‘Get out!’

I stood at the tiny window and looked out. It was impossible to tell if Erika was in the hallway or not. I opened the door slowly and peered out. It was empty.

There was a final ‘Out!’ from the bad doctor, and I shut the door behind me.

I walked down the hall to the stairs. My legs were shaking but I felt light, energised, almost high. My cup of coffee was still in my hand. It was lukewarm now, more like a thin coffee milkshake – disgusting. With each step down I felt a fizzing in my belly. Not rage and not fear but … a strange excitement. Because of what I’d just witnessed. What exactly had I just witnessed? Erika’s face as she stuffed the woman’s notebook into her pack was so calm.

At the bottom of the stairwell, the lobby was empty. I went over to the coffee cart to collect my change.

‘Oh, I’m glad you came back,’ said the barista. ‘Your flatmate took your change.’

‘What?’ I said.

‘Yay high.’ The barista held her hand up to indicate height. ‘Dark hair, Asian with an English accent? She said she’d see you at home.’ She saw my confused face. ‘Oh my god, she wasn’t your flatmate, was she?’ She hit her palm to her face at what she’d just done. ‘I’m so sorry, I just gave your change away. I don’t know why I believed her. She told me you told her to collect it and I just believed her … because how would she know?’

I should have been annoyed but all I really wanted to do was to get away.

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I’ll come and get a free coffee off you soon.’ I wasn’t going to hassle her for her dumb mistake.

She looked relieved. ‘Yes, please do,’ she said.

I started walking away. I needed to be alone.

The barista was calling out her relief behind me. ‘What’s your name! I’ll write you out a free coffee card! You can have a free muffin on a Wednesday!’

I ignored her and left the building.


I didn’t go home the direct way. I walked up the hill away from Newtown, away from the drama school. I left the footpath and climbed up into the bush. Urban bush, but enough to pretend you’re lost for an hour or so. The bush was mainly pines and I’d never liked pine trees. They were depressing.


I clambered up the track cut for dog walkers, then off it. I did not want to be disturbed by anyone. I sat facing away from the track, leaning against a large tree trunk. The light coming through the canopy was filtered and soft.


Erika had killed that woman. I knew from the way the woman’s body lay on the ground, from the way Erika had wrung her neck – decisive, workmanlike, final. What was strange was I didn’t feel surprised that Erika had done that; nor did I feel shocked the way I thought I might having witnessed murder. Watching it happen through a window maybe made it like watching a death on a screen. How would I have reacted if I had been in the room? If I could smell the sweat of the killer? Or the fear of the victim?


I heard sirens in the distance. The hospital was close and ambulances were always coming and going, but maybe they were police sirens. Coming to inspect a murder scene.


Birds landed around me, digging through the leaves for insects, talking to each other as they worked. They didn’t look like they ever thought about what they did; they just did it with unquestioning purpose. I sat there for a long while, watching them go about their bird business.








Chapter Seventeen


It was midday by the time I got home. I let myself in quietly.

The murderer’s in the kitchen, said Simp as I closed the front door.

‘Hi!’ Erika’s voice rang out. ‘You want some lunch?’

I took off my sunglasses. Inside the house felt cooler and darker than the gully I’d sat in all morning. I shivered.

That’s some house guest, said Simp.

I shrugged.

You don’t care?

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

I walked through to the kitchen. Erika was at the table with bowls arranged in front of her. She was folding small balls of meat inside pastry.

‘Dumplings!’ she said. ‘You can learn. Wash your hands.’

She’s going to feed you up and kill you, said Simp. Like Gretel.

I looked at Erika as she pinched the top of a small parcel with her forefinger and thumb. I wanted a clue in her expression, something to tell me what I’d witnessed. Something to tell me that the woman at the drama school wasn’t really dead, maybe just in a coma, and that making dumplings was a normal activity for fifteen-year-olds on a Friday afternoon.

How did she know you left your change at the coffee place? said Simp.

I knew that nothing about the past week had been normal. Simp returning. My date with Pablo. My sudden resignation. Pablo leaving Erika with me. The fight with Amy. My mother telling everyone about the pineapple. These were signs too obscure for me to understand. It was as if all the people I knew were in on some plan I hadn’t been told about. But I didn’t see myself as a target. Perhaps no one ever does, except those who love to be victims. Why would Erika want to teach me how to make dumplings only to kill me later?

‘I’ve noticed you talk to yourself a lot,’ said Erika.

Gretel, said Simp.

‘I guess,’ I said. ‘Doesn’t everyone?’

I went over to the sink and washed my hands. The sprout smiled up at me. It was in the way. For a while now I had had to bend a little at the hips so as not to squash it when I wanted to use the sink.

‘I know you don’t want to kill that thing,’ said Erika. ‘But you should put it in a pot if you want it to grow.’

I hadn’t thought of that. I never did gardening, didn’t really know anything about it. What would I do with the sprout after I put it in a pot? I’d forget it and it would die. It wouldn’t die if I left it where it was.

‘Nah,’ I said.

‘But it will grow in a pot,’ said Erika.

What would she know about helping things live? said Simp.

I was silent.

‘It’s your house.’ Erika held her oily hands in the air.

‘Yeah, it is,’ I said.

I sat down at the kitchen table and watched her dexterous fingers fold dumplings quickly, like it was something she’d been doing for years.

‘What flavour?’ I said.

‘Chicken and chives,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know if you ate pork.’

I wonder if she wrung the chicken’s neck? said Simp.

‘I respect the pig,’ I said. ‘Do you respect the pig?’

‘I like pigs,’ she said, laughing. ‘Pork grocers in China use Peppa Pig in their advertisements because it’s so cute.’

‘But do you think pigs have rights?’ I tried to be casual about my interrogation.

‘Like animal rights?’ She gave a thoughtful pause. ‘I think we should be kind to most living creatures,’ she said.

Bit rich, said Simp.

‘Most?’ I said

Erika nodded.

‘But you still eat meat?’ I said. ‘And you don’t see any contradiction in your stance?’

She gave me her meditative look, still calm but also sharp. She wasn’t someone to miss a beat.

‘People are full of contradictions,’ said Erika. ‘It’s the human condition.’

That’s true, said Simp.

‘Are you sure you’re fifteen and a half?’

She gave me a wry look. ‘Are you sure you’re thirty-seven?’ she said.

‘How do you know my age?’

‘Pablo.’

You never told him how old you are, said Simp. You haven’t told a man your age since you turned thirty.

‘No, I didn’t tell him,’ I said. ‘Just like I never told him my mother lived above me, yet you knew that too.’

‘That was easy to figure out,’ she said. ‘Your Morse-code boxes. I just followed the cabling! Very weird but also kinda cool.’

‘And what about Brian? I suppose you just coincidentally found him too, on the internet.’

Yeah! said Simp. Say it!

‘What do you mean?’ said Erika.

I had my hands on my hips now, no holding back. ‘Where’s my change, Erika? I gave that barista a hundred dollars and I want my change.’

You’re very disappointing, said Simp.

‘I put it on your dresser,’ said Erika.

‘Don’t go into my bedroom.’

It was a redundant thing to say. She’d already infiltrated my entire life.

‘What were you doing at the acting school today anyway?’ said Erika. She sounded amused, like someone cajoling conversation out of me.

‘Buying coffee,’ I said. ‘What were you doing?’

‘Some tasks.’

‘How did you know I left my change with the barista?’ I said.

Erika looked briefly up at the ceiling, then back down at her hands which were shiny with oil. She inspected the ball of meat in her palms and continued rolling it into a tidy circle.

‘Your phone,’ she said. ‘GPS and a microphone.’

‘You tapped my phone?’

‘You followed me.’

‘Are you going to kill me too?’

She put the meat in the pastry and pinched the top closed, making three neat indentations in the edge.

‘Not if you don’t give me reason to.’

‘Why are you following me on my phone? Why are you in my house?’

Erika looked at me with her wide smile. ‘We’re having a good time aren’t we?’

‘No. And taping people’s private conversations may be legal in your country but it isn’t in mine,’ I said.

She shrugged. ‘I have good intent.’

‘What?’

She pointed at the dumplings. ‘We need to cook these. Has your non-stick frypan got a lid?’

I watched her opening the kitchen cupboards.

‘Above me,’ I said, pointing behind my head. Erika moved towards me, indicating for me to step aside, but I didn’t move. I folded my arms. ‘I’ll get it. But first you are going to tell me what is going on here.’

That’s more like it, said Simp.

Erika stood before me and closed her eyes. Maybe she was stretching out her calf muscles, or maybe she was meditating a little. She was silent a moment, then opened her eyes. She was looking directly at me as she spoke.

‘All right. Here’s what I know. There are two kinds of people – the good and the selfish. Most of us think we’re good, but we don’t get pushed to do much with it if our lives are comfortable. Beyond doing stuff for our families or letting a stranger in ahead of us in a queue … nice stuff, but … most of us have a basic understanding of just how screwed the systems we live in are. We can see it all around us, people who go without basic things and a few people who own enough stuff for ten households. Economies built on activities that harm us and the water we drink, the air we breathe. But what can we do? We all see it but we do nothing. We’re powerless in these systems we help uphold. Things have gone very wrong because we’re too afraid, too stuck in how we do things, to see how we might do it differently. So it’s easy for selfish people to just walk in and trash the places we live in, trash our lives. Look at what your own government has allowed. Do you know how many millions of refugees there are in the world? How is it your government has ended up only with the rich ones? People who could have stayed in their own countries and helped change lives for many people, and instead they’ve run away to your country. They’ve saved themselves and allowed many others to die.’

‘But we can’t save everyone,’ I said.

‘I know,’ she said. ‘But what they’ve done is immoral.’

‘Are you an anarchist?’

She shook her head. ‘It’s not that simple.’

‘That woman I saw this morning … You killed her, didn’t you?’

Erika nodded. ‘She was a rotten egg. She was going to have me killed.’

‘Why would she do that?’

‘Because she wants to live a nice life, I guess.’

‘Everybody wants to live a nice life. It’s not a crime!’ I said.

‘Sure,’ said Erika. ‘But only a few people can afford to now.’

‘Why was she going to have you killed?’

‘To stop me killing a man.’

There was something so plain and certain about how she said it. I totally believed her.

‘And what’s this man done?’ I said.

‘He’s bought land that your government stole and he’s making it into a nice place for wealthugees to live.’

‘And he deserves to die for that?’

‘He also owns mines in Australia that have ruined the land around them and thousands of years of Aboriginal history to boot. Plus two in Congo where children as young as six work. Many get sick and die. Of course he’d deny that. But he is not a good person.’

‘So you kill him because he’s not a good person, and then what?’

‘People will see that they can’t just make problems in other countries, then come and make new ones here. That people can’t ruin the land anymore. We send a message: this is not a game, this is life and death. Governments don’t work anymore. They don’t deal quickly enough with problems. We’re not letting these people or these governments control us anymore. He’s not the only target.’

Erika’s face was resolute.

‘We?’ I said.

‘The group I work for.’

‘You’re too young to work for anyone,’ I said.

Erika shrugged. ‘Life is work, otherwise it’s meaningless.’

She’s right, said Simp.

‘But that’s … violent. That’s like you playing god. A tiny teenage god.’

There was a trace of a smile on her face. ‘I never said I was non-violent.’

‘Pablo’s not your dad, is he?’

Erika’s expression moved slightly.

‘No. My dad’s dead. And Pablo and I look nothing like each other. Did you not notice that?’

She was right. They didn’t. Now she said it, I felt I’d known it all along.

‘So that bullshit story about your mother being held hostage? I couldn’t find anything about it online.’

‘Of course it’s not online,’ she said.

‘And is Pablo really rescuing her? Is she really China’s top sex blogger?’

Erika gave a sigh and nodded.

She’s crazy, said Simp. This whole thing is crazy.

‘Who is Pablo then?’ I said.

‘He’s my trainer.’

I stared at her. ‘What’s he training you to do?’

‘Kill people,’ said Erika.

‘Does he kill people too?’

She pulled her poker face. ‘That’s none of your business,’ she said.

Told you! said Simp. Danger, danger!

I thought of the way Pablo had held his hand round my throat. He’d known the exact pressure to use. He’d been lying about the pacifism.

‘So you’re an assassin?’

‘I don’t like that name. People associate it with video games.’ She looked around the kitchen. ‘Most of the time I make dumplings and hack sites and watch movies like everyone else. I don’t even play video games much. Anyway, I haven’t finished training yet.’

‘From assassin school?’

She laughed. ‘It’s not a school. It’s not the army or anything like that. We’re different. We have a system. We don’t prolong death, or cause unnecessary pain or suffering to others. Ethical killing. Expedient violence.’

I thought of the speed at which she had killed the woman on the ground this morning. Wham-bam, dead. It was expedient but was it ethical? Was there a team of fifteen-year-old genius girls with very good eye makeup running around the world, killing people?

‘You know what?’ I said. ‘For the first time since I’ve met you, you sound like a teenager. Like a stupid fifteen-year-old debater with no actual life experience arguing for the idea that killing people can be ethically good.’

‘History is basically people killing each other,’ said Erika. ‘And debating is for people who want to waste time arguing stupid points. It’s for politicians.’

‘Okay, now you don’t sound like a fifteen-year-old,’ I said. ‘But you are a fifteen-year-old!’ I was shouting now. ‘How can you be a half-trained assassin?’

‘If things were different maybe I’d be a normal teenager. But nothing’s normal now.’

‘Are you even fifteen?’

‘Yes. My birthday’s in January. I’m a Capricorn. Slow, plodding and ambitious.’

‘I don’t believe that shit,’ I said. ‘And you’re not slow.’

Erika cocked her head at me. ‘We’re all part of one biological system.’

‘Whatever.’

‘Your mum believes.’

‘Yeah, part of the reason I don’t!’

Erika stared at me with her calm sharp eyes. ‘You and your mother have something wrong with your relationship.’

My face was hot but I tried to hold her gaze.

The killer speaks the truth, said Simp.

‘You know nothing about me and my life,’ I said.

I think you might be wrong there, said Simp. I think she knows everything.

Erika lowered her head slightly. ‘I know it’s wrong because my mother treated me like yours does – out of jealousy.’

‘Why?’

‘Because she knew I was smarter than she was. I’m lucky because I had my father and then my trainer.’

‘His name isn’t Pablo, is it?’

‘No, Pablo was my father’s name.’

I felt so envious of her just being able to say it. Though I knew it all too. I’d studied psychology and literature for a reason. I just didn’t like to say any of it out loud.

‘So, can you get the lid and the pan down from the cupboard now?’ said Erika. ‘I’m starving. I want to cook my dumplings.’

I turned around and opened the cupboard. I was very aware of her standing behind me. She could make a quick move and within the next second she’d have me down on the ground, wringing my neck or sticking a kitchen knife in my heart. The lid was stuck at the back of the cupboard. I stood on tiptoes and reached in. The cupboard was sticky and smelt of old herbs and mustard, a smell that placed me right back in dreary childhood. I handed her the pan and lid.

‘I just don’t want my neck cracked like you did with that woman this morning,’ I said.

Erika laughed. ‘I wouldn’t feel so sorry for that traitor.’

That does not sound ethical, said Simp. That sounds like revenge.

‘What’s to stop me from ringing the police to tell them what I saw?’ I said.

‘Nothing. If that’s what you want to do,’ said Erika.

She moved over to me. She was holding the frypan lid like a shield in front of her. It was the only thing between her and me. I could see her electric-blue eyeshadow. The blending was perfect.

‘But you don’t want to do that, do you?’ said Erika.

She looked so young and moderate. I could see why she would make a good assassin. I stared at the way she’d worked the electric blue into a powder blue, then cream to the brow bone. I wondered if she’d coach me.

‘You don’t look like a killer,’ I said.

‘It’s why I’m good at what I do,’ said Erika. ‘To anyone who looks at me here I’m just a rich Chinese girl with a nice English accent. Meek and pretty, therefore safe.’

‘Why me?’

Erika put the pan on the stovetop, turned on the gas. She put some oil in the pan and started to place the dumplings in gently, one by one. The pan started to sizzle.

‘You were identified as a safe person by my organisation.’ She spoke slowly and carefully, watching her dumplings the whole time.

‘Is that what they told you to say? Cos it sounds like bullshit.’

Erika shook her head. ‘No, it’s why I’m here. We knew you would either be sympathetic to the cause or you wouldn’t care and you’d take payment for it. Which is exactly what you’ve done.’

‘In that case, I want more money. I thought I was being paid to be a nanny.’

Erika laughed.

‘I’m not joking,’ I said. ‘You killing that woman this morning. That’s your work? You get paid for that and you’re still a minor. So yeah, I want a better hourly rate if I’m helping.’

‘I’m not paid,’ said Erika. ‘That’s not how we work. This is just work that needs to be done. I’m taken care of.’ She lifted up her wrist and smiled at me. ‘I wear a fake Rolex.’

‘So how many of you are there, here in New Zealand?’

‘Just me,’ said Erika. ‘We’re a lean team. Safer that way.’

I didn’t know whether to believe her or not.

Erika poured water from the kettle into the pan. It roared as the water hit the oil, then settled to simmer. She put the lid on.

‘So, on this scale of yours, where do I sit? Good or selfish?’

She tilted her head and squinted at me as though she were trying to decide if my shirt suited me or not.

‘Tricky to say. You act like you’re sleepwalking half the time.’

I glared at her.

‘Look at yourself!’ she said. ‘You’re thirty-seven and you live at home. You talk to yourself. You lie. You worked in a dumb job for years but you have an IQ of 159! Not that those IQ tests should count for much – they’re a narrow measurement for human intelligence. I mean look at you … How come you live like this?’

I followed Erika’s gaze around the room, a cell really, with peeling paint and mould spots in the corners.

‘You’re a very judgemental young person,’ I said.

‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘But I’m not wasting my life. I’m not sitting around while the few remaining forests burn and all the people who could help save them die from starvation or run away to your country to hide.’

‘Meanwhile you bug my phone and listen in on all my conversations!’

‘There are things I needed to know to carry out this operation safely.’

You did burn a house down, said Simp.

I wondered if Erika knew about the house.

She lifted the lid on the pan and put the silicon fish slice under each dumpling. I hated that fish slice. Nick had bought it.

‘This is a crap fish slice,’ she said. ‘Thin metal is better. Anyway, the dumplings are ready.’

Carefully, she lifted each dumpling out of the pan and onto a plate. That steady confidence and the quiet power about her. I could see it clearly for what it was now – there was no heat or anger, but she could kill me in under a minute. It was a deep, clear pool of focus and certainty, ruthlessness for sure. Someone smart and twisted must have recognised what she could be and tended to her as she grew. She was like one of those gymnasts that get trained from the age of five in Russia, who live away from home for years, honing their growing bodies into perfect athletic machines.

We sat at the table. Erika poured some dark sauce into a dish, and set out chopsticks and plates. The dumplings looked perfect. When I bit into one, it exploded heat and savoury into my mouth.

‘Dip it in the vinegar,’ said Erika.

‘You could open a dumpling shop,’ I said. ‘These are so good and it would be a non-violent way to make a living.’

Erika screwed up her face. ‘Did you hear anything I said? We are not living in peaceful times. No one can make a living anymore. Not you, not me, not even Brian.’

‘Yet Brian’s wallet is full of cash,’ I said.

‘It won’t last,’ said Erika. ‘Nothing will get better without blood spilt.’ She looked up from her plate at me, questioning. Her lips were oily from the dumplings.

‘What?’ I said. ‘Don’t you drag me into this.’ I pointed my chopstick at her. ‘I’m just doing my job. I’m an assassin’s nanny.’

‘You’re so casual about it when it’s a matter of your country’s future. A chance to right something gone wrong. But maybe that doesn’t interest you?’

‘Not really,’ I said.

‘So you’re lazy and selfish,’ she said.

Harsh, said Simp. But …

‘You should care, because it involves your friend,’ said Erika.

‘What?’ I said. ‘What are talking about?’

You only have one friend, said Simp.

It hit me then. Amy’s escape route. Except there was no escaping now.

‘It’s Amy’s land you’re talking about?’

Erika nodded. ‘When you went to that restaurant with Pablo, remember you saw that woman who was sitting at the bar with your friend Pete?’

‘Pete’s not my friend. Do you mean the woman with the amazing hair? She’s a baddy?’

Erika shut her eyes and sighed out her nose. ‘It’s not so simple.’ She spoke like she was talking to a child. ‘She’s part of the group financing the purchase of the forest. They say only an acre here and there, nothing to speak of, but it’s more than that. It’s been in the news, but I know you don’t follow that stuff.’

‘I do, actually, and I did hear about that.’

‘So, that group is led by Philip Alexander, my target. The man who thinks he can buy anything. Your government made a bad decision. You don’t let people like him buy your land.’

‘Our country was in debt,’ I said. ‘The last pandemic just about ruined us.’

‘Not this way,’ said Erika.

‘So you’re going to kill him. And the woman with the great hair? Her too?’

Erika sat back in her chair. ‘That’s a wig,’ she said.

‘What!’ I said. ‘She told me she washed her hair in goat’s milk!’

‘What do you think? She’s a woman who will help men like this to buy forests and turn them into private parks for rich people. Of course she will lie about her wig.’

I wondered if Amy knew anything about what had gone on with their land. I couldn’t believe she would want a part of something like this. Even if she did want to get out of the city and raise her children with plants and animals. She was implicated.

‘I mean I’ve never really liked Pete, but I just don’t know whether Amy would do this,’ I said.

‘I don’t know anything about your friend,’ Erika said. ‘But her husband is an architect at the Eden II Venture. He’ll know about the people involved, so I guess he looks away.’

‘He thinks he’s keeping his family safe,’ I said. ‘That’s what he told me.’

‘Nowhere is safe,’ said Erika.

‘But it’s been sold,’ I said. ‘Even if it’s wrong, you can’t change that.’

‘Stolen land has been sold. Sold, bought … it’s a mess. My job is to kill that man so they can’t continue. Send a clear message to buyers, to wealthugees. They cannot just move to a forest and pretend none of this is happening. There is nowhere to run to. Everyone needs to look after each other. That’s how we make life acceptable.’

I picked up my phone. There were three texts from Brian and none from Amy.

‘You’re not to say anything to your friend. For her own safety.’ Erika gave me a cool, hard look.

‘What would happen if I did?’ I said.

‘You wouldn’t get paid.’

I nodded. Money I understood.

‘And then I would kill you,’ said Erika.








Chapter Eighteen


That afternoon, while Wairarapa Maori stood sentry on forest land that the government sold off to a beautiful woman in a wig, while the teenager I was being paid to look after planned a powerful man’s murder, while my best friend finished packing up her house, while my mother watched a repeat of Antiques Roadshow from the late nineties and lamented the loss of value on a Royal Doulton tea service I’d ruined by breaking the milk jug, I slept.

I did not dream of anything but I woke with a startle, disturbed by an intrusive feeling. It was the same feeling I’d had the day I sat outside my old professor’s house after delivering the dog turd to her letterbox. Why did I do that? It was petty, something a child might do if dared to by a group of other children, and I knew it. I was their top student. If I wanted I could have done something much worse, more destructive and vengeful. But the turd was fitting. It was how they’d made me feel when they’d told me I wasn’t mature enough for their clinical psych programme. It was blunt symbolism and it stank, and I knew my psych professor would know it was me. I’d never been someone who would make it on charm or social skills, or because I was someone other people wanted to be around. I’d made my place at university because I was smart, smarter than most of the students. And that wasn’t enough. So what was?

And that’s what startled me awake that afternoon – the same sense of emptiness I’d felt when I learned I didn’t have a place at clinical. I was in a cold, hard space where ideas of fairness or hard work or smarts didn’t exist. My intelligence was just a calculator, pieces of code and circuit wiring made out of meat. And there was a piece missing.

It’s why you made me when you were young, said Simp. I’m what fills the chasm. It’s a very strange way to go about it, but I suppose it was easier than doing it alone. Other people write novels or climb mountains.

I looked through her out the window and over the field. The mounds of detritus were being lit by beams of afternoon light.

‘Is she right? To kill people like that man?’

Since when have you ever worried about what’s right?

‘I have this feeling in me. Like when I was young and I wanted to hurt things.’

It’s the killer in you, said Simp. You squash it down but it never goes away. You’re afraid of it. You’ve always been afraid. Your intelligence is a form of beauty. It meant you never had to try too hard or take any risks.

The anorexic runner appeared as a small figure circling the rubbish in the frame of my window. I watched her take the first corner. She looked tired.

Go and join her, said Simp.


She wasn’t pleased to see me. When she saw me running towards her, she started shaking her head. But I knew she wouldn’t leave yet. She had eight more laps to do.

‘I told you to leave me alone,’ she said.

‘Are those new tights?’ I said.

Her legs were coated in silver lycra like tiny pistons.

‘My sponsor sends me training gear,’ she said.

‘My mother said you’re one of the top mountain runners in the world,’ I said.

‘I was,’ she said in a flat voice.

She seemed to be running more slowly, not picking up her pace the way she had when I’d joined her the previous day.

‘I have a friend who says there’s no point to things like running races right now. You know, while the world’s falling apart.’

‘You have a friend?’ she said.

‘I’m more her nanny. But what do you think? Should we be holding the Olympics while the world is falling apart?’

‘Why are you asking me this question while I’m training for an international race?’

She had a point, but I couldn’t just come right out with my real question. Even I knew that wasn’t how conversation worked. If you want a real answer, you’ve got to breach the embankment a person holds around themselves. Use subterfuge, flattery. Smoke and mirrors. Have the hilt in your hand ready to poke.

‘You’re dependable,’ I said. ‘I can rely on you. Every day, even in the worst weather, you’re out here running. You’re an elemental force, like the rain.’

‘How?’

‘If I go out in the rain I’ll get wet. I know things are still working, as much as they ever do, because I see you out my window.’

She turned towards me with a sad smile. ‘Thanks, I think?’

I felt very puffed, like I’d been smoking, but we both kept running.

‘So what are we supposed to do?’ she said. ‘Stop everything?’

‘My friend thinks we should change how we do everything,’ I said.

‘Well, tell your friend to send the memo, because no one else knows how to do that. So we just keep on going.’

‘But what if we didn’t keep on going?’

‘What? We just stop what we’re doing because of the state of things?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I think my friend would say that.’

‘Like just stop?’ she said again.

‘Yeah.’

And then she stopped. She did what I’d watched and waited for her to do – but not because she was having a heart attack. Her legs puttered to a standstill; she bent over, her hands on her knees. After a few heaving breaths, she tipped forward, rolled over and lay down. Her tiny runner’s body was prone on the red track. I hadn’t thought her capable of such a surprising act.

My heart was still pounding, so I lay down too. It felt good.

After a while she said, ‘It’s a nice afternoon. Soon it’ll be summer.’

‘Will this upset your schedule?’ I said. ‘Don’t you have some fitness plan to keep to?’

She didn’t speak. Her hand was resting on her heart. Lying down, I could see her bony ribcage and her hip bones jutting out under her T-shirt.

‘I’m just so sick of it,’ she said. ‘I’m not getting any fitter or faster. I’m still good because I was born good. But what’s the point?’

‘Yeah, I’ve often wondered that. I was born good too, but I’ve never pursued it.’

‘It’s hard to run when you don’t see the point,’ she said. ‘And I really fucking hate my coach. He was the one who wanted me to lose weight. I never had a problem with it before him.’

‘What a cunt.’

‘Yeah.’

I waited for a moment. Then I said, ‘Can I ask you a question?’

‘Okay.’

‘If you could kill your coach, would you?’

‘No!’ she said. ‘He’s an arsehole but I wouldn’t kill him.’

‘But what if it wasn’t just your running he’d ruined. What if he’d ruined other people’s too? Like he was the Stalin of running? As well as a paedophile.’

‘My coach isn’t a paedophile.’

‘It’s a thought experiment.’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘I’d have to live with my guilt at taking another life and I’d get put in jail, so still no.’

‘Yes, but you’d know you’d stopped a bunch of people from being hurt. And you wouldn’t get caught.’

She sniffed. ‘You know, I think you’re one of the strangest people I’ve met in a long time. Not that I meet too many people. I’m generally too busy training or sleeping.’

‘Okay, but what’s your answer?’

‘Maybe,’ she said.

‘This is a yes or no question.’

She closed her eyes a moment and then started nodding. ‘Yes. Sure.’

I lifted my head and bounced it up and down gently. ‘These tracks are kind of soft,’ I said.

‘This whole thing needs ripping up,’ she said. ‘But the council’s got no money for tracks anymore. I don’t understand it. There’s so many people here now, they could ask someone rich to sponsor a new track. Surely they’re getting taxes off these people.’

‘They’re lying to us about money.’

‘Everyone knows it,’ she said. ‘But money’s so mysterious to most people that they get away with it. Sometimes I wonder if lying and corruption is just the natural end point of all things.’

Her cynicism surprised me. It had always seemed to me that you’d need to be a very positive person to run round and round a track.

‘So what were you training for?’ I said.

‘Peru. It’s a mountain race. But I’ve just decided I’m not going. I’m too sick. I know it and my coach knows it, but he’ll just push me until I fall over.’

‘Tell him you fell over today.’

‘You pushed me.’

‘You can say that, I don’t mind.’

‘But like you said, I’m the weather, I’m dependable. So maybe I should go to Peru. Maybe I’ll die in Peru from exhaustion.’

‘It wasn’t a good analogy,’ I said. ‘No one can depend on the weather these days. But, you know, do what you want.’

‘I don’t want to go,’ she said.

‘Then don’t. I don’t do anything I don’t want to.’

‘Lucky you,’ she said. She sniffed and sat up. ‘I’m getting cold. I should go home.’

I got to my feet. ‘Hey, you should come and meet my mother sometime. She lives in the flat above me. She’s a fan. She’d like to meet you. She admires people who do stuff with their lives.’

‘Is she weird like you?’

‘Worse,’ I said. ‘But she’ll be nice to you. She likes to help people with problems.’

I held my hand out and gestured for her to take it. She gave me her bony hands and I helped her get to her feet.

‘Good luck with everything,’ I said.

‘That ran out a while ago,’ she said.

She turned and walked away.








Chapter Nineteen


‘I’m in,’ I told Erika when I walked back in the door.

She was lying on the sofa, watching Dawson’s Creek. It looked ancient – Katie Holmes was practically a baby when they made it. She had so much ahead of her and yet it was all over.

Erika looked at me. ‘You’ve been running again?’

‘I’m definitely getting fitter. I feel different,’ I said.

You’ve killed that runner’s dream, said Simp.

‘You walked,’ said Erika, pointing her finger at me. ‘I saw you.’

But she had your measure, said Simp. She hates herself as much as you do.

‘Will everyone stop judging everything I do!’

‘Stop lying, and maybe I will,’ said Erika. She pointed the remote at the TV. Pacey was at the school prom night, close dancing with Joey. ‘Have you ever watched this show? It’s funny. There’s something wrong with how they look. Maybe it’s cos they’re white, but they look too old to play these kids.’

‘Whatever,’ I said. ‘I’m in!’

‘In what?’ said Erika.

‘The plan. To kill the bad man.’

Erika put down the remote and turned to me. ‘You are not part of that.’

‘Yes I am,’ I said. ‘I was identified as a … useful person?’

Ha! said Simp.

‘A safe person,’ said Erika.

‘Yeah,’ I said.

‘Safe is very different from useful in my world,’ said Erika.

‘I could be useful,’ I said. ‘And I want to help.’

‘But you can’t help. You don’t have training,’ said Erika.

‘But you said yourself, I don’t have feelings about people. You said I was borderline sociopathic. Anyone can fire a gun.’

‘There’s a place for you,’ said Erika, ‘but you’re not firing a gun.’

‘But I won’t care if I kill anyone.’

‘No,’ said Erika again.

‘It’s just that … I think this is something I could do, could be good at.’

‘This is not something for you to do so you feel better about yourself.’

It’s my mom’s bracelet, said Joey. I know, said Pacey. How do you know? said Joey.

‘But there’s something you can do,’ said Erika.

‘Yep! What?’

‘You can drive me over the hill.’

‘Oh,’ I said, shaking my head, ‘I can’t drive.’

‘You don’t have a licence?’

‘No, and I also never learned how to drive.’

‘Information said you could drive a car.’

‘Well, information is wrong.’ I pointed at her. ‘Also, maybe information said I was safe and useful. Aside from the fact I can’t drive. Maybe you skim-read my profile page too quickly.’

Erika exhaled loudly. She turned away from me and put the volume up on the TV.

Pacey was holding Joey close. You said, Look, Pacey, I just found my mother’s bracelet this morning so why don’t you just cut me some slack.

Erika was right, it was a ridiculous show based on a Western dream.

‘Look Erika,’ I said, mimicking Joey, ‘I just found my mother’s bracelet so why don’t you cut me some slack.’

There was a blur of movement. Pacey and Joey went out of sight, and I was down on the ground, struggling to breathe. Erika’s forearm was over my throat, blocking off air, her knee digging hard into the pit of my stomach. I hadn’t had any time to react.

Death grip, said Simp. She is quick.

‘This is not a game,’ said Erika.

Her eyes went sharky as she pressed harder on my throat. I felt pressure in my face, like my head was a balloon she could pop. I wanted to nod that I understood, but I couldn’t move.

‘You do what I tell you or I will kill you, okay? You are the person nobody cares about in the movie if they die. You will not get in the way of my work. You hear?’

I made a small assenting noise. She released her arm so I could breathe again. Her bony teenage knee still pressed on my stomach, ruining the whole digestive process my body was going through from the dumplings.

‘Not everything is a joke,’ said Erika.

Beneath her knee, my stomach gurgled.

On TV Joey said, You remember that? Pacey said, I remember everything.

I thought, Pacey, you’re a stalker in sheep’s clothing. Remembering every little thing about Joey. Like Erika stalking my life. And Simp.

All the things you refuse to remember, said Simp. I know them all.

‘I’m going to shit myself if you don’t let me go,’ I said. My voice was mangled from Erika’s hand on my throat.

She looked at me with disgust and released her knee.

I did a broken run to the loo. The dumplings evacuated my body in a stream of liquid. It stank of sulphur and fear.

She really had you there, said Simp. It must be a technique, right? Diarrhoea gut poke?

I felt sweaty and cold, reduced to core functions. I slumped on the toilet. Breathing, shitting, cells dying, my blood sluggish in my veins. I held up my hand. It was pale and shaky. I was so exhausted by that single liquid shit that even my skin had temporarily stopped regenerating.

Drama queen, said Simp. You’ll be fine in an hour.

I walked quietly back to my room. Erika was still watching Dawson’s Creek.

I remembered when it first came on TV in the late nineties. There was a tagline that went along with trailers for the show, a quote from a viewer. It said: Is Dawson’s Creek relevant? Yes! I think so — Brittany, Mum of 2. Relevant as a wristwatch on a pig.

I remember everything, said Pacey.

Everything you refuse to, said Simp.

‘Can your mum drive?’ Erika called out as I went.

‘Not anymore,’ I said. ‘She had her licence taken off her.’

‘You people,’ said Erika, ‘are useless.’


At 5pm I woke. Erika was standing over my bed.

‘Fucking hell!’ I said.

‘You snore,’ she said.

‘You’re a real creep,’ I said.

‘You need to wake up,’ she said. ‘We need to get this thing moving.’

‘What?’

‘At some point the police will get here and they’ll want to talk to you about why you were at the drama school this morning. Do you want to talk to the police?’

‘But it’s you they’ll be interested in.’

Erika pointed at me. ‘You followed me, and you talked to that drama teacher and the barista. They will both talk to the police about you being an unusual person about the place.’

‘I am not unusual. And I’m innocent.’

Erika snorted. ‘You are deeply unusual. But … if that’s how you want to play it.’ She looked around my room. ‘It’s not like you’ve got much to lose.’

‘Hang on a minute here,’ I said. ‘You saw me. You knew I was there, following you. You wanted me to see what you were doing.’

Erika tapped her cheek with her index finger. ‘That’s true, and why would that be?’

I rolled over in bed, away from her. I spoke into the covers. ‘You and your … Pablo, whoever he is … you’re all just using me.’

There was silence for a while. I couldn’t hear anything with the covers over my ears, though I could feel my guts rumbling. Then I felt her lightly sit down on the end of my bed, so I pulled my legs away under the covers, ready to jump away in case she was about to kill me.

There’s nothing you could do to protect yourself from her, said Simp.

‘Look,’ said Erika. ‘You’re right. But people use each other all the time. You know that.’

I drew the covers away from my face and stared at her. She was looking down at her hands.

‘I get the feeling you’re not exactly against what I’m doing,’ she said.

I shook my head.

‘Then ring Brian. Tell him we need him to drive us over the hill.’

‘What! Brian?’

‘Yes, Brian,’ she said. ‘He’s the most practical out of all the people you know.’

‘I can’t just tell him to drop everything … he’ll want to know why! I can’t just say, Come with us so Erika the half-trained child assassin can kill some people.’

She held up a finger. ‘One person, not people. Tell him you can pay him three hundred and he can stay on if he wants. He’ll do it, he likes cash. He likes you.’ She gave me her sweet smile and winked.

‘Don’t you have people who can drive you?’ I said. ‘What sort of operation is this?’

‘I have you, I have Brian. Tell him that you’d love him to come, that you’d love his company. Also, we’ve got to go upstairs and tell your mother she’s coming.’

I sat up. ‘Uh-uh. No way. You saw what happened when we ate together.’

‘Sure. But I don’t trust her,’ said Erika. ‘If the police come, they’ll ask her questions and she’s a liability.’

She always has been, said Simp.

‘Tell her we’re going to visit your friend in her luxury house for a few days. We can’t risk leaving her here. It could ruin the whole plan.’

‘You think my own mother would dob me in?’

‘Not you. Me! And you connect to me, so you are a person of interest.’

‘But wouldn’t our absence be a big red flag to the police? Like, there’s been this murder and we’ve all disappeared?’

Why are you even explaining all this to her? said Simp.

Erika waved her hand. ‘We just need a bit of time. My people are working on this. It will all be cleared up. Your mum just needs to come away with us for a few days.’

‘A few days! With my mother? Also, you said you didn’t have people. That it was just you.’

‘Look, you wanted to help? This is helping. This is doing something with your brains for once.’

‘Why do I feel manipulated then?’

‘Because you’re stubborn,’ said Erika.

She’s right about that, said Simp. Even if she is manipulating you.

‘There’s a reception for buyers on Tuesday,’ Erika said, ‘and Philip Alexander will be there to address them.’

‘And that’s when you’re going to kill him.’

Erika nodded. ‘And I need you to help me get in. This is more than useful or safe – this is helping.’

‘I want more money,’ I said. ‘You’re implicating me.’

She was smiling at me but it wasn’t sympathetic. It was cold and unforgiving. I understood I didn’t have a choice.

‘If money will help you,’ she said. ‘Those forest fires they can’t put out in Brazil, California, Australia. The Russian drones over the Chinese border. They shot them down, by the way. That’s not looking good. No one knows how to stop. Everyone’s always updating, then taking classes to learn meditation, paying stupid money for the last French wine. People running from their lives, then wondering where their lives went. People just running when there’s nowhere to go. Money won’t help.’

That girl is a truth machine, said Simp.

‘Okay but I still want more money,’ I said.

Erika nodded.

‘Are you a clone?’ I said. ‘Like an engineered perfect human killing machine?’

‘Don’t believe the hype,’ she said. ‘Those things don’t exist yet. I’m just a rebellious teenager, according to my mother.’ She threw my phone at me. ‘Ring Brian.’

‘Are you still bugging my phone?’ I said.

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to die because you make a dumb mistake.’

I looked at the screen. No texts or calls from Amy still.

‘And don’t contact your friend,’ said Erika. ‘If she rings you, don’t answer.’

‘I know how to lie,’ I said. ‘I can tell her some bullshit.’

‘You’re not as good at that as you think you are,’ said Erika.


It was actually really easy to get Brian to come with us. I told him about the cash. I also said I wanted him to come.

‘Really?’ he said.

I didn’t even have to go to four hundred.

‘I know you’re really busy,’ I said.

‘Yeah, things have been nuts,’ he said. ‘Just today I was thinking I need a break.’

We agreed he’d be over in the morning, after he’d sorted out some orders, then I hung up.

‘Well, that was easy,’ I said.

She probably set this up with him days ago, said Simp.

My mother was a different story.

‘We’re going upstairs to talk to her,’ Erika said.

‘I’m not doing that,’ I said, and started to Morse-code.

‘Then I will pin you down and give you diarrhoea again,’ said Erika.

She is cold and cruel, and probably a clone, said Simp.


I hadn’t been in my mother’s part of the house for ten years.

Alan met us at the door. ‘Gosh, what a surprise,’ he said. ‘Two days in a row!’ His eyes were wide. ‘Come in, come in.’

Inside it smelt of cleaning products, casserole and potpourri. The smells of my childhood. Everything was neat and straight, not a cushion out of place. I always felt like I was going back in time at my mother’s house.

Alan led us through to the dining room which was really part of the lounge. The centrepiece of the room was an enormous television. A triptych pastel print of a sunset over a beach hung on the wall above a picture of me, at seventeen, holding my school cup for Dux.

‘Hmm,’ said Erika, inspecting the photo. ‘Interesting haircut. What’s that thing on top of your head?’

‘It was the nineties,’ I said.

My mother was sitting at the table, holding a cup of tea.

‘Goodness!’ she said. ‘What have I done to deserve this honour?’

‘Tea?’ said Alan.

‘Not for—’

Erika cut me off. ‘Tea would be lovely,’ she said.

My mother looked from Erika to me and back to Erika. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘Sit down then?’

We pulled chairs out from the table and sat down. Erika put her hands in her lap and looked at me sweetly. I felt a sneeze welling up.

‘Is the cat—’

‘I saw you out on the track today,’ said my mother. ‘With that mountain runner. Then I saw you both lie down.’

I sneezed.

‘The cat’s outside, she hardly comes in anymore,’ said my mother. ‘You won’t get fit lying down.’

‘There’s still fur around,’ I said, sniffing.

My mother reached over and handed me a tissue box. ‘I don’t understand how you can be allergic when you grew up with them,’ she said. ‘I’ve done a lot of research about allergies, and it’s not how they work.’

‘The fact remains: I’m allergic to cats,’ I said.

My mother looked at Erika. ‘Nick liked Ginger. He was very kind to cats.’

‘Nick sounds nice,’ Erika said.

‘What?’ I said.

‘Hmm,’ said my mother. ‘Nice isn’t something that works out very well in this family.’

Alan came back carrying cups. He poured the tea and put it in front of me and Erika. ‘Lovely strong tea,’ he said.

‘He’s nice,’ said Erika, pointing her thumb at Alan.

‘I can’t recall when you were last here,’ said my mother. ‘Oh yes I can! Weren’t you last here when you made me throw away my treasured memorabilia?’

‘We had Christmas lunch together six years ago. And a lot of what you call memorabilia was rubbish,’ I said.

‘They were pathways to memory,’ said my mother. ‘Symbols of experience. You’d throw the Elgin Marbles away if you could.’

‘That’s a terrible example,’ I said.

‘Nothing means anything to you.’ She set her face to grim defiance. ‘But, we’re past all that.’

‘Did you go into the soup kitchen today?’ I said.

My mother shook her head.

‘It’s very sad,’ said Alan. ‘They’re not sure they’ll be able to continue with how things are going. They can’t afford their water bill, and they’ve had fewer donations and more demand for food. By the way, it’s just so good you put those tanks in, Erika. It’s going to rain in the next few days.’

Erika didn’t reply, but as I lifted my cup her foot hit me under the table and some tea slopped out.

‘Oh!’ said my mother, who looked at Alan, who stood up and announced he’d get a cloth. ‘What’s wrong with your hand?’

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘The thing is, Erika and I are going to visit Amy at her new house and we wondered if you wanted to come.’ It sounded like bullshit, even to me, but my mother didn’t seem to notice.

‘Yes!’ said Erika brightly. ‘A mini holiday!’

‘Well,’ said my mother. ‘That’s … gosh. When are you going?’

‘Tomorrow,’ I said.

‘Goodness!’ said my mother. ‘A holiday tomorrow?’

‘It’s a spontaneous decision,’ said Erika. ‘I have this friend of a friend with a new luxury glamping site in the Wairarapa. She’s invited us and said we could bring an extra person. She needs some people to review it.’

I looked at Erika. This shit just poured out her mouth effortlessly. She blinked and smiled at my mother and me.

‘I’ve read about this clamping,’ said my mother. ‘It sounds like puffed-up camping.’

‘Yes, that’s exactly what it is,’ said Erika.

Alan came back in with a cloth. ‘What’s that?’ he said.

‘We’ve invited Louise to come glamping with us,’ said Erika.

My mother was frowning.

‘You’d like it, Louise,’ said Erika.

‘Oh, I don’t think so,’ said my mother.

I took a sip of tea and raised my eyebrows at Erika. See her get around this one.

‘How’s your stomach?’ Erika asked me.

‘Fine,’ I said.

‘What’s wrong with your stomach?’ said my mother. ‘You are looking very thin. I don’t think you eat right.’

‘No one does, Mum. We just really hoped you would come. It’s not like you’ve got much on.’

Erika kicked me under the table again.

‘I mean, maybe a break would be good? Especially with the food bank …’ I was just speaking mindless words now. I didn’t want to think about what I was saying.

‘Well, you know, Louise, you’re not back on duty at the food bank until next week,’ said Alan. ‘And who knows what will happen then. When was the last time you got away with your daughter?’

My mother sighed. This was a woman who never did anything for fun. Neither did I. It was not in our genes.

‘No,’ she said, pulling her mouth down and looking out the window. Subject closed.

We sat in silence and I looked at her. Sometimes when I looked at my mother I had a feeling of being pushed and pulled over a line between familiarity and utter strangeness. How could she be so known and yet foreign to me?

‘I’ve been wondering,’ I said. ‘For quite a while I’ve been wondering if you found out how Dad killed himself?’

The three of us had gone to the funeral – me, Mum and Alan. It was a tiny gathering at a funeral home. A few old scientists, my father’s neighbour and us. Neither my mother nor I spoke, nor did we cry.

‘Gosh,’ said Alan quietly.

‘You could have sent me that message by Morse,’ said my mother. ‘Why did you need to come up here to ask that?’

I looked out the window over at the athletics field. The light was blinking madly. On off on off on. It was a harsh blue strobe over a dump of appliances and weeds.

‘We came up to ask if you wanted to come away with us and I just thought to ask,’ I said. ‘You know, in person.’

My mother looked at Erika. ‘Pentobarbital,’ she said. ‘From China, apparently.’

‘Resourceful,’ said Erika.

My mother sighed. ‘I’m very tired,’ she said. ‘And I don’t want to go away. Alan, could you pull the curtains please?’

I looked out at the light again as Alan stood up. After the body was found in the field, the council had said they were going to clear away all the crap, but they hadn’t.

‘No one is ever going to fix that light,’ said my mother and I at exactly the same time.

Erika and Alan stared at us. At the back door I could hear Ginger meowing, waiting to be let in.








Chapter Twenty


On the day I turned seven, after the children my mother invited to my birthday party had left, she came upstairs to my bedroom to have a serious talk with me.

She sat on the end of my bed, her legs crossed, the toe of her patent pump tapping the air. She cleared her throat and said this was serious, there were facts I must face.

I could see the fine cords of muscle in her neck pulled taut. At some point she pushed her hair behind her ear. Cake icing was attached to a few strands. It was unusual for my mother to spill food on herself. She wore makeup every day, even on a picnic at the beach, even on a Sunday.

Her voice was clipped, matter-of-fact. ‘If you’re not polite, if you don’t learn to be welcoming to people,’ she said, ‘you will never have allies, and that is a hard way to live.’

What would she know? said Simp.

Out the window, the last child was being driven away. Her name was Emma. She was looking up at our house from the back seat of her car. I could see her lips moving as she talked to her mother, then she screwed up her face and poked her tongue out at me.

Simp and I poked our tongues back at her.

Emma had stolen the liquorice whiskers off my cat birthday cake while my mother was upstairs pleading with me to come down and blow out the candles. I didn’t see the point. The only reason those children had come was because my mother had phoned their mothers to ask why they hadn’t replied to the invitations she’d delivered. In the end three children came: Emma, Smelly Kelly and a boy no one ever wanted to hold hands with in folk dancing because he had warts on his fingers. When I finally came down, one set of whiskers was gone. The perpetrator did not even attempt to hide her crime as she chewed. My mother told her off, so she went to sit in the porch until her mother came to collect her. While my mother tried to get her to come back inside, I took the other set of whiskers, the chocolate-pebble eyes and peppermint-leaf ears upstairs to my room. I did not stay to watch the others eat cake or say goodbye and thank you for coming. I wished they’d never come.

‘I don’t understand why you are so rude to these children,’ my mother said. ‘What have they ever done to you? Would it hurt you to play along with them every now and then?’ She glared at me, not really wanting an answer.

I knew better than to try and provide one. Those children wanted me to swap the biscuit my mother gave me in my lunch for the items they offered, and their offerings were inferior. Only a fool or someone wanting to curry favour would swap. I’d stopped talking to them. They were babies anyway, fighting over who the leader would be, who was most popular, what game they should play. I wasn’t interested in being a part of their stupid groups. They disliked me for my rejection of their rules and hierarchies.

Simp was always waiting for me when I got home from school. She never argued or made me swap dolls, and she always stuck up for me. She let me be the princess and the orphan. Every time.

‘I put on a party for you,’ said my mother, her toe wildly kicking the air. ‘And you spent the whole time up in your room. Well, my girl, you have got another think coming. That is the last birthday party you have. And you see these?’ She gestured at the colouring book and felt-tip pens, the knucklebones and the copy of the Lion Children’s Bible Emma had given me – obviously a book she had rejected herself. A leftover from a church fair. The book had a picture of a young woman with a handkerchief covering her hair, looking out into the desert where a lion stood. I didn’t know what it meant. ‘I’m throwing away all these presents because you don’t deserve them,’ said my mother.

Scribble on her face! said Simp.

This would not do. My own black felt-tip had run out of ink and I was pleased to have a replacement. I was also looking forward to reading my own copy of the Bible, a book I found bewildering whenever I tried to read my mother’s King James Version. If she wanted, my mother could take the colouring-in book and the knucklebones, both boring to me, but not the reject Bible and the felt-tips.

‘That’s not fair!’ I said.

I knew I was whining and defying her anger, which never went well.

She raised her hand and brought it down hard against my cheek. A loud slap and a bad vibration into my temple and jawline. I lifted my own hand to touch my face. She glowered at me, still angry and perhaps ready to slap me again if I spoke. Instead she shook her head and stood up, gathered my birthday presents in her arms, and left my room, slamming the door behind her.

Scribble scribble and shut her up! said Simp.

I lay down on my bed, my stinging cheek pressed into my pillow. I had no tears. I was not a child who cried and I didn’t understand why the other children at school did so much of it over the smallest things.

I hate her, said Simp.

‘Me too,’ I said.

We need to do something. To let her know.

I nodded.

I could feel that need in me too, buzzing like a trapped bee against a window. I lay on my bed and waited for my mother to come and apologise to me. To return my presents. I could hear her downstairs in the kitchen, banging crockery and cutlery around. Then I heard the television turn on and the music that accompanied the six o’clock news.

Slowly I opened the door and crept along the hall to her room. The pale carpet was soft under my feet. I knew to avoid the places where the joins in the floor creaked. Beside her bed was a small cabinet where she kept her special things. I opened the drawer. An old love letter from my father, a book of psalms, her morning cigarettes.

The phone on top of the dresser rang – an alarm going off on an intruder. But I was a dab hand at listening in, and I hovered over the handle, waiting to pounce the moment she lifted the receiver downstairs. If you timed it just so, the click of the second receiver lifting was imperceptible. I waited, breath held, to see if she knew I’d joined the call and told me to put the phone down, but she mustn’t have heard.

It was Mr Grindling on the other end. He was the man who ran the Four Square at the bottom of the hill. His wife had died two years earlier of a brain tumour. Other mothers would shake their heads and say, What a tragic loss. Recently we’d done a lot of shopping at the Four Square, even though my mother had always complained about how they added an extra ten or fifteen cents to what you’d pay at the supermarket. Mr Grindling had come around for coffee a few weeks ago and she had called him Nigel.

My mother explained the party to him. ‘Disastrous, Nigel. Disastrous.’

‘That’s a pity,’ said Mr Grindling.

‘I just don’t know what to do,’ my mother said. ‘Why can’t she be like the other children and just get along?’

‘Oh, Louise,’ he said. ‘She’s only seven.’

‘But it’s always been like this,’ said my mother. ‘Sometimes I fear I …’ She stopped speaking.

I could hear them both breathing. Mr Grindling was obviously still at work, because I heard the shop’s entrance buzzer ring.

‘Oh, you’ve got a customer,’ said my mother.

‘No, it’s just Gary, he takes an age to remember what he’s come in for. Never writes a list. What were you saying?’

I heard my mother take a deep breath. ‘I don’t understand her and sometimes I think I don’t like her.’

‘There, there, Louise,’ said Mr Grindling in his Nigel voice. Just like he’d said it when I dropped my ice cream on the ground outside his shop last week. There, there. My mother had cleaned it up and told me off for not paying attention. Then Mr Grindling had stepped out from behind the counter and come outside, holding a fresh cone. He’d beckoned to me and I’d gone over. Oh Nigel, my mother had said, you really don’t have to, she needs to learn consequences. He said, Oh shush, Louise, and bent down to give me the cone, his back to my mother while he whispered in my ear, There, there, what a brave girl you are, not even crying. As he whispered he stuck his tongue into the small cup of my ear and licked it like it was an ice cream. It was wriggly and wet. I stepped away from his hot tongue, but I did it carefully so as not to lose the second cone.

I listened to the rest of their phone conversation. He said he’d come around that evening. He had a small gift for me. My mother told him it was unnecessary and I was to have no more gifts until I’d apologised. ‘I took the presents off her and I’ve told her I’ll throw them away,’ she said to Mr Grindling.

‘You’re just mad,’ he said. ‘By bedtime she’ll have said sorry and you’ll be back to normal.’

I waited until they’d said goodbye and hung up before I replaced the receiver.

In my mother’s top drawer there was a matchbook. It advertised the James Cook Hotel, which had a fancy buffet that Mr Grindling had taken my mother to a few weeks earlier. When she got home I heard her tell the babysitter that she’d had Italian bread with sun-dried tomatoes. It was very European, and Nigel had treated her like a lady. They’d sat in the bar area drinking cocktails before they ate their dinner. My mother’s cocktail was called Sex on the Beach.

Light it, said Simp.

I pulled one of matchsticks off the tab and ran its red tip along the black band at the bottom of the book. Nothing, not even a spark.

You’ve got to press harder, said Simp. And do it faster.

I did what she said, and the match flared alive. I held it firmly between my thumb and forefinger and watched it burn down. The heat hit my skin and I blew the match out.

Again, said Simp.

We lit another one, and another.

I was transfixed by the brief blue gas bursting into red flame at the tip of the match, and when it stopped and the light went out I wanted more.

The book of pissarms, said Simp. They’ll burn better.

I pulled out my mother’s psalm book, opened it and tugged on a page of the fine rice paper. It came away so easily. We lit it and watched as it burned, wrinkled, frizzled and dropped onto the carpet.

More! said Simp. Burn them!

I ripped and lit, ripped and lit. Page after blue red black page fell in an ashy pile onto my mother’s carpet. Inside I was popping and fizzing like sherbet on the tongue. I was a lit fuse. Part of me was flying around the room in dizzy circles like Tinkerbell, while the other half of me crouched by my mother’s bed and lit spark after spark.

The pages in the book of psalms were half gone when the fire caught. Flame touched my mother’s pink quilted bedspread. Highly flammable polyester is what they called it afterwards. I’d never seen flame twist and run like that. Over the bed, along the wall, up the curtain. I was watching so intently I didn’t notice my sleeve was on fire until I felt the heat melting my fluffy dressing gown onto my arm. Then I heard my mother beside me, screaming. She was coughing and I could see how the room was filling with smoke. She screamed and pulled the gown off me and dragged me out of the burning bedroom. We tumbled down the stairs and out of the house. From the street we watched as smoke poured from the open windows in the top storey, and by the time the firefighters arrived with their blaring engines the house was definitely ablaze.

We stood with a group of neighbours who gathered on the street and watched the firefighters spray water over our house. We stayed the night at the McKenzies’ next door, and in the morning the house was a charred box with a burnt roof.

Simp was gone.

I knew she wasn’t dead, because she wasn’t real. Simp was a sprite who could neither live nor die. I imagined she’d gone up with the dancing part of myself, riding the bright heat of a flame. Perhaps she went so high she forgot about me. I called her once or twice, but she didn’t come. After a while I just accepted she was gone.








Chapter Twenty-one


At 11:30, as we were finishing packing to leave, my mother knocked on the door with no warning. She gestured impatiently for me to let her in.

‘Close the door!’ she said as she pushed her way past me and into the house. ‘Do you still have a deadlock?’

‘Um …’

‘Use it! Lock the door!’

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘What’s all the fuss?’

Erika came out from the kitchen, a spoon in her hand. ‘Oh, hi Louise,’ she said.

‘Have you girls heard the news?’ said my mother, her face pale and nervous.

‘We’ve been packing. Brian will be here any minute.’

‘Who’s Brian?’ she said.

‘You had dinner with him the other night.’

‘Where?’

‘Here!’

‘Oh! You mean the one with the premature balding?’

‘He shaves his head.’

‘Why? Why do men do that? They should just accept their genetics.’

‘Maybe he just likes his head shaved?’

My mother waved her hand at this irrelevance. ‘Stop distracting me! There has been very serious news. A woman has been murdered. Just down the road from here. At the drama school. And the killer has not been apprehended.’

‘Oh!’ I said, looking at Erika. ‘Had you heard about that?’

‘Is that close by?’ said Erika, gazing between me and my mother with her wide innocence.

‘Five minutes away! I understand coming from England and China that this may be an everyday occurrence for you, but this is very unusual for New Zealand. Our own lives may well be in danger.’

‘Well …’ I said. ‘I don’t feel too worried. I mean, it’s one dead person. Not exactly a serial-killer situation.’

Erika had a look of mild concern on her face. A tiny furrow in her brow.

My mother made a frustrated noise. ‘That’s just like you. Your casual approach to everything will be the death of me. Literally.’

‘Mum! There was a dead body across the road for a week before it was found!’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘But he was homeless.’

‘What’s that got to do with—’

‘Louise may have a point though,’ said Erika, interrupting me. ‘We don’t know what sort of danger we’re in.’

‘Exactly!’ said my mother. ‘That’s what I was coming to tell you.’

‘In which case you may want to change your mind and come on our trip with us?’ said Erika.

My mother raised her chin. ‘In fact,’ she said, ‘that’s what I wanted talk to you about. Quite aside from the murder in our own neighbourhood, I am very interested in seeing Amy’s house.’ She turned to face Erika. ‘She has an excellent eye for interior design.’

‘Great!’ said Erika brightly.

‘Also, I think it quite appropriate that I come along, despite the lack of planning by you girls. I have known Amy since she was a child. My guidance was important to her and I have no desire to be alone when there’s a killer on the loose.’

‘So,’ I said, ‘you’re going to come?’

‘Yes,’ said my mother. ‘Alan is pulling my bag down from the attic as we speak.’ She clapped her hands together. ‘A girls’ road trip!’

‘And Brian,’ I said. ‘He’s not a—’

‘Oh! But he’s just coming as a driver, isn’t he?’ said my mother.

‘He’s also a person,’ I said. ‘On this trip with us.’

‘But mostly a driver,’ said Erika.

‘Yes, that’s wonderful,’ said my mother. ‘I’ll go and help Alan with what he needs to pack for me.’

‘Very good, Louise,’ said Erika. ‘You go pack quickly. We need to leave in an hour.’

‘An hour!’ said my mother. ‘I’ll need more than that to pull things together, but don’t worry, we’ll get away today. I have no desire to linger in the area. Don’t open any windows and for heaven’s sake don’t leave the door unlocked!’

Erika looked at me with a slight scowl, like I should step in at this point. ‘We do need to get away very soon, Louise,’ she said.

‘I’ll try my best,’ said my mother.

I knew that meant we’d be here most of the afternoon.

‘Right,’ said my mother. She turned around to leave. ‘Oh, yes – would one of you girls mind walking me back upstairs? I didn’t feel safe out there.’

‘Erika can do that while I finish packing some tins,’ I said.

‘Thank you, Erika,’ said my mother, putting her hand on Erika’s arm. She looked at me. ‘I don’t want any soup though. Unless it’s mushroom. I can’t stomach any more tomato soup from a tin.’

Erika opened the door and escorted my mother out.

‘You know,’ I heard my mother say as they walked down the porch steps, ‘I feel so much safer now I’m leaving town with you girls.’








Chapter Twenty-two


I don’t understand, said Simp, why your mother needs to be here.

These were the first words she’d said to me since we’d left Wellington. No one else was talking either, though already we were climbing the steep and narrow road over to the Wairarapa. Brian had arrived at two in the afternoon and fallen asleep on my sofa while he waited. In the end Erika had helped my mother decide what to take, relenting on the hairdryer, which everyone could see was a battle she wouldn’t win. I’d told Simp she had to come because I didn’t know if I’d make it back. She told me I was a drama queen. ‘Takes one to know one,’ I said. But here she was in the van with us.

I was sitting in the front seat next to Brian. My mother sat directly behind us, with Alan, who had decided he’d like to come as well even though no one had invited him. Erika was in the very back row, surrounded by piles of camping gear. She was tapping away on her phone, presumably planning murder. My own phone had been missing since the night before. I’d asked Erika if she’d seen it and she told me she’d taken it. When I started to complain she made her serious face at me and told me she couldn’t have me fucking things up.

Outside, the day was starting to turn but it wouldn’t be dark until close to nine.

‘I can’t stop yawning,’ said Brian.

‘I’ve noticed,’ I said.

‘Are you quite safe to drive, Brian?’ said my mother.

‘I’m fine thanks, Louise. I just don’t normally sleep in the day and I’ve been working full time and running my business.’

‘How industrious.’

‘Brian’s business is doing very well actually,’ I said.

‘You took that corner very quickly, Brian,’ said my mother.

‘Yes, sorry about that, Louise!’ said Brian. But he didn’t slow down any.

My mother frowned. ‘I do wish to arrive in one piece.’

‘You will,’ said Brian.

‘Brian is an excellent driver,’ I said.

‘What’s with all the compliments?’ said Brian.

‘Yes, I wondered that. My daughter doesn’t compliment people.’

‘I love compliments,’ said Alan. ‘At my age you don’t meet them so often.’

We were quiet again and I looked out the window at the deep forested valleys. People could disappear forever in that bush. In the past, when the road was even narrower, cars would sometimes run off the road and go over into the ravines. I used to think it would be a terrible way to die, but that was when I was scared of dying.

You still are, said Simp.

I frowned at her.

‘So, any regrets?’ said Brian, breaking into my vision of the van sailing through the air.

‘What?’

‘You know, leaving work.’

‘No,’ I said.

‘What are you going to do?’ he said. ‘For a living?’

‘I’m … undecided.’

‘She always has been,’ said my mother.

‘That’s not a bad thing,’ said Brian. ‘I mean, our country has changed so much in the last few years. The jobs we used to do don’t make sense.’

‘Did they ever?’ I said.

‘For a time,’ said Brian. ‘But I don’t think most people want to live like that anymore – just turn up and do this bland job for some company. I mean, who were we serving in that job? That’s the question we’ve got to ask. Who is this for?’

‘People need to make money to live,’ I said. ‘Most people don’t get to ask that question.’

‘I just think we’ve got to look at how we live very differently,’ said Brian. ‘You know, given the seriousness of where we’re at.’

‘But look at yourself,’ I said. ‘You’re creaming it, selling all that shit.’

He glanced over at me. ‘It’s not shit and that’s not my end goal. I’m putting money aside and I’ll be done with this in a few months.’

‘Oh. What then?’

‘Then I’m going walking.’

I looked at the seatbelt stretched over his small paunch. ‘Walking?’ I said.

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I want to live really simply. I know this group up the coast who’re setting up a piece of land that’ll be self-sustaining. They’ve said I can join them. But before I do that, I’m going to go walking in the bush. As a way of shedding my old self.’

‘That sounds very spiritual,’ said Alan. ‘Very aware. A move towards the age of peace.’

‘The age of peace?’ said Erika. ‘What’s that?’

‘I read a book about it,’ said Alan. ‘It is a time when people are in harmony with the land, when there is no fighting.’

‘Sounds like marketing to me,’ said Erika.

‘I want to believe that it is possible,’ said Alan.

‘You can’t just believe a thing is possible for it to be real,’ said Erika.

‘I’m a Buddhist,’ said Alan. ‘I meditate. I live within my means. And I disagree with what you’re saying.’

‘You eat chicken,’ said Erika.

‘Some Buddhists eat meat,’ said Alan.

‘No one’s perfect,’ said my mother.

‘How does your way of living bring about your age of peace though?’ said Erika.

‘If all people meditated,’ said Alan, ‘it would help, it would bring peace into individuals’ lives and their exchanges, and it would help ease so much of the discord we see.’

‘I meditate,’ Erika said. ‘But what you’re saying is impossible.’

‘You’re very young,’ said Alan.

‘I agree with you, Erika,’ said my mother.

‘Louise!’ said Alan. ‘I thought you were enjoying the meditation.’

‘I’d like to try living in a cave for a while,’ said Brian.

‘A cave!’ said my mother. ‘That sounds very damp, dear. And weta.’

‘I like weta,’ Brian said.

‘Yes, a curious insect,’ said Alan. ‘Almost extinct, you know.’

‘Good riddance!’ said my mother. ‘I’ve been bitten by a weta.’

‘But you wouldn’t wish extinction on anything that ever bit you, would you?’ said Alan.

‘Mosquitoes,’ said my mother. ‘Dogs, fleas.’

‘Daughters?’ I said.

Brian laughed. ‘Were you a biter? When you were young?’

‘Not really,’ I said.

‘Yes you were,’ said my mother.

‘I was too,’ said Brian. ‘My mother told me it was very embarrassing for her to take me to the park before I turned five. Apparently I was slow to talk.’

‘Oh, she could talk all right,’ said my mother. ‘She just preferred to use her teeth.’

We’d reached the top of the hill. Wind was buffeting the sides of the van. From down the back, Erika gave a loud sigh. ‘Is it windy everywhere in this country?’

‘It’ll be better once we get down the hill,’ said Brian.

‘Yes, it’s always lovely over the hill,’ said Alan.

I didn’t understand how my mother could be around Alan. He was insufferably agreeable.

‘If I lived in a cave,’ said Brian, ‘I think the nicest thing would be when it rains. I would sit just inside the entrance watching the rain, and I would be sheltered and wrapped up in a blanket but I would also be outside, a part of the weather.’

‘Think of all that dripping in the cave,’ said my mother. ‘Drip drip drip. Water torture. And what would you sleep on?’

‘A Thermarest,’ said Brian.

‘Sheepskin,’ said Alan.

I wondered how it was that Alan and my mother actually spent time together. They seemed the strangest couple.

Brian must have been wondering the same thing because he said, ‘So, Alan and Louise, how did you two become friends?’

‘We both volunteer at the soup kitchen,’ said Alan. ‘Louise is wonderful at inventory, and I’m useful with a hammer.’

‘But that’s not how we met,’ said my mother. ‘It’s how we became friends, but we truly met at the medical school open day at the hospital.’

This was news to me.

‘We kept being asked if we had grandchildren enrolling!’ said Alan. ‘We were just old people to them.’

‘That’s right, we were the only people over sixty-five at the open day. We’d both gone along separately, because we’d heard about the specimens and we wanted to see them.’

‘The specimens?’ said Erika.

‘They have these jars of kidney stones, spare fingers, Siamese foetuses. Thyroids.’

‘Strange pastime,’ said Erika.

‘Oh, I find the specimen library endlessly fascinating,’ said my mother. ‘All those bits and pieces.’

‘I just like to think about the people who were attached to those bits,’ said Alan. ‘And wonder what happened to them.’

‘Dead, for the most part,’ I said.

‘So, you reached for the same jar at the same time?’ said Brian.

‘You’re not allowed to touch them,’ said Alan. ‘Just use your eyes.’

‘We recognised each other from the soup kitchen,’ said my mother. ‘We saw that we had shared interests.’

‘That’s right,’ said Alan. ‘An affinity.’

‘Body parts and stealing cans from the homeless?’ I said.

‘Helping,’ said my mother. ‘Which some people don’t understand.’

‘How is looking at medical specimens helping?’ I said.

‘Those doctors are wonderful with sick people,’ said my mother.

‘I volunteered for a while at the hospital,’ said Alan. ‘But it was just showing people where to go. I prefer to do things with my hands, you know, not just pointing.’

‘You’ve been a real asset to the soup kitchen,’ said my mother.

‘As have you, Louise. The pantry’s never been so well organised.’

They were an echo chamber. Maybe that’s why it worked for them.

‘It’s nice that you both volunteer so much,’ said Brian.

‘It makes me feel good too,’ said Alan. ‘It’s a community and I never felt so useful or appreciated when I was working in a paid job. I’m retired now anyway.’

‘I just like colour-coding the cans,’ said my mother. ‘It’s very satisfying. But maybe those days are over.’

‘Yes,’ said Alan sadly. ‘Maybe they are.’

‘I stayed in a cave, once, for a week,’ said Erika.

‘Really?’ said Brian. ‘What was it like?’

‘Cold,’ said Erika. ‘But it was shelter. It kept me safe.’

‘From what, dear?’ said my mother.

‘Snakes,’ said Erika. ‘Fleas, dogs. Mothers.’

I looked out the window, smiling.

‘That sounds very dangerous for a young girl,’ said my mother.

‘Yes,’ said Erika. ‘It is.’

It was almost dark. We were silent for the rest of the drive down the hill.








Chapter Twenty-three


It was close to nine when we turned off a gravel road into a narrow, tree-lined driveway on farm land. My mother and Alan were asleep. We pulled up alongside an ordinary-looking farmhouse. A light shone in the porch. Erika issued instructions.

‘I’ll go talk to the owner. You all stay in the van – apart from you.’ She pointed at me. ‘You come with me.’

Outside, I could hear dogs barking in the distance. The air was still and fresh. Everything was very dark, apart from the one light on in the house. Above us, the stars shone with a sharpness they lacked in the city.

Erika and I walked up the front steps to a covered deck. There were gumboots at the door and a long cane sofa covered with a rug. The place had a down-home domesticity about it. Tidy but not flash. She knocked on the door. I heard footsteps and then the door opened.

It was Jade from JJ&Y. Jade, whose mascara I’d kicked into the toilet all those years ago.

She smiled. ‘Kia ora, Erika,’ she said. She leaned over and kissed Erika on the cheek.

The night air swirled around me.

Jade nodded at me. ‘Long time since I saw you.’

She wasn’t even wearing any makeup and she looked incredible. She’d had her moko kauae done: two lines down the middle of her chin split two looping intricate hooked spirals circling back up to her lips and down to her jaw. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. She looked older, but strong and sophisticated.

‘Jade?’ I said, and stopped, as many theories rushed into my head.

Erika held a hand up. ‘I’ll explain later,’ she said. ‘Thanks for letting us come on your land,’ she said. ‘The others are in the van.’

‘I’ve put you up in the old woolshed,’ said Jade. ‘It’s warm. It’s where the whanau stay when they come down from the coast.’

‘Cool,’ said Erika.

‘There’s toilets and a kitchen there.’

I looked behind Jade and down the hall. There was nothing about the house to indicate that she was married to a lord.

‘Is Henry here?’ I said.

‘We separated,’ said Jade. She gave me a half-smile.

I pointed at the two of them. ‘How do you two know each other? Are you—’

‘The shed’s unlocked,’ Jade said. ‘Just drive down the road on the left side through two farm gates and you’re there. The gates should be open. Leave them how you find them.’

‘Okay,’ said Erika.

‘So how do you two know—’

‘Thanks, Jade,’ said Erika.

Jade nodded at Erika but didn’t look at me. Then she closed the door.

We walked back to the car.

‘Please don’t ask me questions now, I’ll explain later,’ said Erika.

‘But—’

‘No!’ Her voice was cold and flat.

I climbed back in beside Brian.

Creepy, said Simp. Stalker. She’s stalking your whole life.

‘Right,’ said Brian, clapping his hands together. ‘Where’s bed?’

I pointed out where Brian could drive past the house along to the woolshed, and he started the van.

My mother woke up and asked where we were. ‘Did I hear you say a woolshed?’ she said.

‘I’ll be in my tent,’ said Brian.

‘I don’t want to sleep in a woolshed,’ said my mother.

‘And if it rains, all the better,’ said Brian. ‘I want to test for leaks.’

We pulled up outside what looked like an old wooden building with large square windows. It was a friendly-looking building. A wide door opened up off a ramp. We unloaded our gear from the van and carried it in. The shed still smelt of sheep – animal and lanolin – but there were sofas and tables, small bunk beds. It was simple but cosy.

‘I love that smell,’ said Alan, inhaling deeply. ‘Reminds me of my childhood.’

My mother dumped her bags at her feet. ‘Why are we here?’ she said. ‘You girls said clamping.’

Erika was pacing the building, checking doors and windows. ‘Because you wanted to check out Amy’s house and not get killed by a murderer,’ she said. ‘Just go to sleep now. It’s late. When we wake, it will all look different.’ She smiled in a fake cheerful way.

‘No,’ said my mother. She was standing solid, pointing her finger at me. ‘I will not do anything more until Erika and you tell me what we’re doing here. Erika said it was a surprise holiday. This is not a holiday. This is a shearing shed.’

I looked at Erika. It was her mess, she could clean it up.

Erika walked over to my mother, took her arm and pulled gently. They walked outside together.

Alan looked at me. ‘I’d just like to say,’ he said, ‘that I’m happy to be here.’ He nodded and looked around. ‘I have no idea what we’re doing, but given the circumstances we’re living through, that’s okay. It’s fitting actually. And I’m grateful for the company and for a roof over my head.’

‘That’s very age of peace, Alan,’ I said.

‘I agree with Alan,’ said Brian. ‘But I am going to set up my tent.’

As he opened the door I could hear a soft current of wind in the trees and the sharpness of my mother’s voice intercut with Erika’s most charming tone. My mother sounded like she was trying to pick a fight. An impasse – that would be the safest bet. Not even Erika, with her superior training, could beat the stubbornness of my mother. My mother making a backhanded insult and then closing her mouth hard so that Erika … well, Erika could lay her out in a few brief moves. More likely she’d practise her silent stare.

Alan was sitting by a window, looking out and up at the sky. I rolled my sleeping bag out on one of the beds, then lay down on top of it.

I woke a while later, surprised I’d fallen asleep so quickly. Alan was lying on a bed against the far wall, his eyes closed, lightly snoring. My mother and Erika and Brian were not in the shed. I got up quietly and went outside.

The three of them were sitting on a bench, looking up. I looked up too, and that’s when I saw it – the dark sky littered with milky spots of light.

‘No, that one’s the Southern Cross,’ Brian was saying.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ my mother replied in her matter-of-fact voice.

I walked over and stood beside them.

‘There are so many stars here in New Zealand,’ said Erika. ‘In England or Hong Kong we can’t see them like this. Only if you go very rural in China, in the north, can you see stars like this.’

‘You can’t see them like this in Wellington either,’ I said.

We all stared up. I wondered what Erika had told my mother. The mood between them was one of calm. Maybe Erika had drugged her? Shot her in the arm with an obedience dart. I had to hand it to her: she had skills. Maybe that was her genius. Not the killing, but the way she could work with difficult people like my mother.

‘I do wonder if the time of the human has ended,’ said Brian. ‘I’m not being morbid, I don’t even feel sad about it. I feel like we should just retreat, like worn-out animals in a pack. Take ourselves off to die. Leave it to the stars.’

‘That doesn’t happen,’ said Erika. ‘There’s no good evidence that animals leave their group when they’re dying.’

‘Really?’ said Brian.

‘People want to believe that,’ said Erika, ‘because it makes animals seem more noble.’

‘If you had children you’d feel differently, Brian,’ said my mother.

‘Would I?’ he said. ‘I don’t know about that.’

‘It’s hard to look a baby in the face and say, Your time is up,’ said my mother.

And yet, look what you did with me, I thought.

‘Maybe that’s why I’ll never have kids,’ Brian said.

I watched my mother’s face. It was so hard for me to read – I knew it so intimately, yet there was this big messy tangle when I looked at her. I wondered if in fact I’d ever been able to know her. Whether I’d wanted to. Whether I could. All I could see was my perception of my mother – someone who’d never really liked me, someone with whom all I’d ever had in common was my blood, my genetics, my behaviour, my left ear that stuck out and my right ear that didn’t. We had our differences, but her prejudice was the soil I grew up in. I’d adapted it to suit what I’d also absorbed from my own time, developed my own way of surviving. I had her intelligence. If I was just below the threshold for genius, she was somewhere near me on the scale. Neither of us had used it to any real purpose, so perhaps this meant we’d failed as humans. At least my mother organised cans in a large pantry for people who couldn’t afford meals themselves, even if she stole a few. I’d never volunteered a day in my life.








Chapter Twenty-four


A tapping on my shoulder woke me at dawn. Jade’s face peered over me. I pulled myself out of a dream where I was trying, and failing, to tackle a sheep to the ground in a paddock. My mother, Alan and Brian were sitting on a fence, shouting at me.

Jade held her finger to her lips and gestured for me to get up and follow her outside. My mother was asleep at the far end of the woodshed, snoring. Alan was on his side, his head completely covered by the hood of his sleeping bag.

‘Let’s go to my house,’ said Jade. ‘Before the others are up. I’ll make you a cup of coffee.’

We walked in silence on the dirt road. In the distance a sheep baaed. The sun was beginning to rise, lighting up the sky in orange. There were hills that had been hidden in the dark of the night. The rising sun gave them a bold outline, like hills in a child’s drawing.

At the back of Jade’s house we went through a gate and past an impressive vegetable garden. Tall bunches of kale, heads of broccoli and cabbages were hidden among enormous leaves.

‘Did you grow all this?’ I said.

‘Yep,’ said Jade. ‘I pretty much grow everything I eat here. I’ve got whanau all around here, my sister’s just down the road, so I share with them.’

She kicked her gumboots off at the back door and I did the same with my shoes.

We entered the kitchen, which looked like it had been renovated at some point in the nineties. The room was warm – a large wood-burning stove contained a gentle fire. I went over and let it slowly heat the back of my legs.

Jade filled a kettle and put coffee grounds into a plunger. Then she turned to me.

‘I wanted to talk to you about Erika,’ she said. Her gaze was steady on me, self-contained and quietly confident. I remembered this about her from when she was young. Only now she’d grown into herself. She’d married a lord but she looked like queen of her own domain. ‘What do you know?’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I know that Erika has been trained by some organisation to kill bad people. She’s like part of a team of eco warriors with good funding and, obviously, contacts all over the show, or else why would she be here?’ I shrugged. It didn’t just sound weird, it sounded like something out of a movie.

But Jade’s face was solemn. Ae,’ she said. ‘Yes. And Erika is something else. She’s a genius, you know?’

‘She told me,’ I said.

‘Did she?’ Jade look surprised. ‘She doesn’t usually say much about herself. But I guess you’re a genius too.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘It means nothing unless you use it.’

Jade gave me a look, then turned to pour hot water over the coffee. The smell hit me, and I realised I was desperate to have some.

‘I was surprised to hear what you’d been up to,’ said Jade. ‘Like, I expected you would be a practising psychologist now. Though we probably couldn’t have used you if you were.’

I looked at the coffee in the plunger, the light brown foam floating on top.

‘Why not?’ I said.

‘You’re more anonymous how you are,’ she said. ‘You’ve been able to help Erika.’

‘Well, I’m glad my personal failure is of use to someone,’ I said.

‘Is that how you see yourself? As someone who has failed? It’s a shame to live like that.’

I looked away from her to the fire crackling away. I’d have loved to live in a house with a fireplace like this. I wasn’t going to answer her question.

‘How did you meet Erika?’ I said.

She smiled wryly. ‘Ah, that was Henry. He got involved in this group, years ago. It was starting up when he was still living here. Young radicals wanting to stop multinationals from poisoning rivers, cutting down forest. I guess he felt he had to do something because he’d been given so much to start with. He’s helped to fund different projects. The group changed, but Henry stayed connected. He runs a safe house. Erika’s been coming and going from one of Henry’s pieces of land in the south of England for years. I’ve known her since she was five. So I care about her.’

Jade’s gaze was very direct, and she spoke as if she was carefully calibrating my every reaction. I kept looking at her chin, the hooked spirals of her moko. She’d always had a quiet strength and dignity, but now it was transparent, and I could see it was both armour and weapon. She was not someone to mess with.

‘So you and Henry never had a family?’ I said.

‘I couldn’t,’ she said curtly, and looked back to the coffee.

I ran my hand over the wooden table top marked with rims of coffee cups, dents, old scribbles from children’s drawings etched deeply in.

‘Is that why you and Henry broke up – because you couldn’t have kids?’

Jade gave a sharp laugh. ‘You’re still as subtle as you ever were. But yeah, partly. Henry and I always had our differences. He’s a good person. He tried to be. Getting involved in activism has helped him hugely – being a part of the English aristocracy is fucked as. In the end I wanted to come home back to my land. This place. My whanau’s here. I’m close to my nieces and nephews. I’m connected here and I never was in England. When the government sold off part of the forest, I knew I had to come home and help fight. Like always –’ she rolled her eyes – ‘still fighting for our land. I’m sick of it. It’s got more serious since the wealthugee situation.’

‘So that’s where Erika comes in. To kill off the bad people for you,’ I said.

‘She’s not just here for my problems.’ Her tone was sharp. ‘Stuff like this is happening all over the world. The people she’s with – they’re putting on pressure where governments have failed. But yeah, personally, I’ve had enough of how the government treats Maori land and tangata whenua. They can do as we ask for once.’

‘Or else,’ I said.

‘Do you disagree?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t. But a lot of people would.’

‘I don’t care. They’re wrong.’ Jade handed me my coffee. ‘Which is why you need to keep this to yourself. You can never ever tell anyone what happens here. To protect Erika, if nothing else.’

‘I won’t rat on her,’ I said. ‘If that’s what you’re getting at.’

‘Yeah, but I want to make sure you can be trusted. You have friends who’ve moved to that stupid Eden Venture, right?’

I took a sip of my coffee. It was hot and strong. ‘Sort of,’ I said.

‘All I’m saying is, Erika is important. And you need to help protect her. No matter what.’

‘Yeah, I know. You said that already.’

‘Because if she is compromised in any way, I will kill you myself with my own hands.’ She held her hands up as if to prove it.

‘I didn’t choose to be part of this,’ I said.

‘None of us did,’ said Jade. ‘But here we are. And doing nothing won’t make you immune to the consequences.’

We sat quietly drinking our coffee. I wondered if I should feel more worried than I was. What if I was tortured by police to get information out of me? I didn’t know what I’d do if I was.

‘Erika says you’ve been working for the university,’ said Jade.

‘Yeah, but I quit.’

‘How come?’ said Jade.

‘I hated my job,’ I said. It felt good to say it out loud.

‘You were a real bitch back in the JJ&Y days,’ said Jade.

‘Thanks.’

‘What happened to you?’

I tried to remember how I’d felt, all those years ago. Out of place, never really knowing what was going on, making up bullshit for Henry. I’d envied Jade then, and perhaps I still did. Even the way she talked now: my land, my whanau. She belonged.

‘I got lost,’ I said.

She breathed on her coffee and eyed me over the steam.

The back door opened and Erika came in.

‘Coffee?’ said Jade.

‘Yep,’ Erika said. ‘What’s going on?’

‘We were talking about when we first met,’ said Jade. She pointed at me and Erika. ‘You know, you two are quite alike. There’s something in the way you act, kind of like you don’t give a shit.’

I looked at Erika. Her eyeshadow hadn’t been done yet. I wondered if she’d put it on for when she killed the bad man.

‘I’m more focused,’ said Erika. ‘And I don’t have an eating disorder.’

‘What?’ said Jade.

‘I’m fine,’ I said.

‘I mean,’ said Jade, ‘just don’t pass out before you’re done.’

‘I haven’t told her yet,’ said Erika, giving Jade her blank look.

‘Told me what?’ I said.

They both sipped their coffee as if waiting for the other to talk first.

‘You’re going to call your friend Amy and tell her we’re coming to visit tomorrow. Me, you and your mother.’ She looked at me in her determined way.

‘Uh … that won’t work,’ I said slowly.

‘Yes, it will,’ said Erika. ‘You just use this.’ She reached into her pocket, pulled out my phone and put it on the table.

I shook my head. ‘Amy’s not talking to me. I doubt she’ll even pick up her phone if I ring her.’

Erika pushed my phone towards me. ‘Here you go,’ she said. ‘Tell her we’ll arrive at eleven.’

‘I never ring her that far in advance of a visit,’ I said.

‘Rude,’ said Erika.

I opened Amy’s contact. The phone didn’t even ring through. A robot-voice told me the number was no longer in use.

‘What the fuck?’ I said.

‘What?’ said Erika.

‘She’s not using this number now. Fucking hell. That’s really going too far. We had a fight. I don’t think she ever wants to see me again.’

Erika’s face went very still. ‘Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?’

‘Tell you what?’

‘That your friend wasn’t speaking to you anymore.’

‘What does it matter?’ I said.

‘Fuck,’ said Erika. She slammed her hand down on the table. It was the first time I’d seen her angry.

‘I’m going to make you some poached eggs,’ said Jade in calm voice. ‘You all need to eat.’ She stood up and started filling a pan of water, getting bread out for toast.

‘This is a mess,’ said Erika.

‘Well, I thought your plans would be a little more—’

‘Shut up!’ said Erika.

‘Let her think,’ said Jade quietly.

Erika closed her eyes and sat up very straight. I could see the pulse beating at the side of her neck. Other than that she looked very calm. She sat like this for a good five minutes. I concentrated on the fire. The warmth was making me feel dozy, too comfortable. Jade pottered around in the kitchen, cracking eggs and buttering toast. She put the food in front of us. We sat in silence. Erika chewed her food methodically, like it was a problem she was working out. When she’d finished, she pushed her plate away.

‘Okay,’ she said.

‘What?’ I said.

‘We’re going to walk up into the bush and we’re going to enter the site early in the morning,’ she said. ‘It’s about 18k to the fenceline, Jade?’

‘Give or take.’

‘You’re coming with me,’ said Erika, looking at me. ‘I need you to help me carry stuff.’

‘But I’m not—’

‘You’ll be fine. It’s just supplies, ropes … stuff to get over the fence.’

‘Shit, girl!’ said Jade. ‘You’re going to go over? That fence is live.’

‘The predator fence?’ I said.

‘Yes, exactly,’ said Erika, smiling at us.

I sat back in my chair, coffee in my hand. ‘I’m not going over an electric predator fence,’ I said.

‘It won’t be live when we go over it, stupid,’ said Erika. ‘I’ll short it.’

‘But you’ll blow the whole circuit,’ said Jade.

‘No,’ said Erika. ‘I’ll short it between two points, just for a few minutes until we get over.’

‘That is a child’s idea,’ I said.

‘Are you sure she’s capable?’ said Jade, looking at me.

‘She’s capable,’ said Erika.

‘Oh my god, I’m being used and at the same time ignored,’ I said. ‘You’ve completely ambushed my life.’

‘Stop being so dramatic!’ said Erika. ‘Jade said you were someone who might be safe. When we saw you had a connection with the architect of the Eden Venture build, it seemed perfect.’

I looked at Jade, who kept her eyes on Erika. ‘Did you say that about me, Jade?’

‘She said you were clever and you didn’t like being bossed around,’ said Erika.

‘I’m not asking you, Erika.’ I glared at Jade.

‘I did say that,’ said Jade, nodding slowly.

‘You also said another thing that made us think you were useful,’ said Erika.

‘Erika …’ said Jade in a warning tone.

‘It’s important for her to know,’ said Erika. ‘Jade said that when it came to feeling for other people, that you were a little … blank.’

‘Way to go, Erika,’ said Jade drily.

‘Blank?’ I said.

‘Like no strong feeling for or against anything,’ said Erika.

‘Right,’ I said. I sat up and put my coffee down on the table with a clatter.

‘Don’t get shitty,’ said Erika. ‘It’s a good thing. It means you’d be less likely to cause problems if you found out what was happening. There’s risk, of course. But as Jade said, probably manageable.’

‘I’m manageable? Is that right, Jade?’

Jade gave me one of her clear, strong looks, holding her ground.

‘I’ve managed worse,’ said Jade. ‘But tell us, are you someone we can trust?’

‘Do you want to manage me or trust me?’

‘Both,’ said Erika. She looked hard at me. ‘But I worry that you would like to kill. I think you would like to do what I do.’

I didn’t know if what Erika was suggesting was true. I’d never held a gun or been in a situation where I wanted to kill someone, not really.

‘I mean, you don’t have my training … and you’re too old now anyway.’

‘Fuck you!’ I said.

‘But you have … something. I see it,’ said Erika.

‘So do I,’ said Jade.

I looked at them, eyeballing me as if they could see right through me. They both had it too, a backbone made of steel.

But it was the old nugget of my potential again. They both saw … something? What the hell was that? And like Erika said, I was too old. I lacked grace and coordination. A single loop of the red track with the runner exhausted me. But could I kill a person? There were people I’d be pleased to be rid of. Nick and his alcoholic meditation girlfriend. Pete. Gerald. Some days my mother. None of these people acted in ways that were worse than how I acted. Apart from Pete. But other people, those people who Erika had to kill. Could I kill them? Like come from behind and cut their throats? Shoot them in the head at point-blank range? Shoot poison arrows into their legs and watch as the paralysis slowly travelled up their body? I’d sit on them while that happened, so they couldn’t move to get help. I could do that. But would I ever do it for the reasons Erika did, or only out of revenge? Was our reasoning that different?

‘I’m lacking in empathy. I know that,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said Erika. ‘That’s why you’re not entirely manageable.’

I felt better hearing this out loud. Like someone giving voice to all the moving parts in us that take up factions and wars against the other, as if we weren’t all of the same body.

‘Do you think it means I can kill?’ I said.

‘We’re not recruiting!’ said Erika.

‘We just need to know that you can help Erika, that you can go into the Eden Venture tomorrow and help her with whatever she needs to see this thing through,’ said Jade. ‘That’s all. You’re not going to be killing anyone.’

‘I’ll be an accessory,’ I said.

‘No one will ever link you to this,’ said Erika.

‘Why not?’ I said. ‘I’m here now. You’ve even got my mother here, and Brian and Alan … How do I trust you to protect me? And them? You could just as easily hand us over to the police if things got tricky for you.’

‘They won’t,’ said Jade. Her face was set hard. ‘Loyalty is a real thing.’

‘Well, that’s fine for you to say,’ I said.

Jade came to the table and leaned towards me. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘We have to trust you, you have to trust us. We protect you and you protect us. It’s the only way this thing can work. We have a whole team working on this. They’ll help tidy up loose ends, plant stories where they’re needed. There’s no way you’ll be seen as anything but someone who’s been taken advantage of by a manipulative international terrorist organisation. And if you can play that role, you’re fine.’

‘Meek,’ said Erika. ‘I don’t think she can do that.’

‘Not meek, just … bewildered,’ said Jade with a cheerless laugh.

They were both so sure of themselves, so sure of what they thought I was.

Jade lifted her head like a royal and looked down at the untouched plate in front of me.

‘You need to eat, she said. ‘I’m not moving till you finish that plate.’

I did as I was told. The food was cold, but I didn’t think about what I was eating or what it was doing to my body. I ate like a hungry person. Jade watched me while Erika worked on her phone, and it was like a normal family at the breakfast table.

When I’d finished everything on my plate, I turned to Erika. ‘Do you feel bad for killing the people you’ve killed?’

Erika looked up. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I cannot believe in Alan’s age of peace bullshit.’ She looked fleetingly sad, then her face hardened again. ‘This is what I’ve been trained to do. And I am good at what I do.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘I admire you for being able to say that.’ I stood up. ‘I’m going for a walk.’

‘I’ll take breakfast to your mum soon,’ said Erika.


I left the house and started to walk back along the gravel road. The sun was higher in the sky. It was going to be a nice day. The child’s outline of the hills had blurred and I could see them clearly now. Farmers’ hills. Hills where trees had been felled for sheep to feed on. Beneath their thin grassy surface the soil was forming corrugations down the slopes, collapsing. Beyond them were the bigger hills, a mountain range of them covered in native trees and bush. Hills the government was selling for people to live on. Those hills were still fully possessed of themselves.

I thought about what Jade had said about wanting to come home. She’d said it with a conviction I’d never had for myself. I had never been obligated to anything in my life, save my mother.

I kept walking past the woolshed. It was quiet and there was no movement from Brian’s tent. At the end of the road was a paddock with wild flowers and, behind that, a dark stand of native bush with some pines on its border. There was a stile at the far end of the paddock. I climbed over and followed a narrow track that led into the trees, through manuka bushes and spindly kawakawa trees. I could hear a stream or river running down from the track but I couldn’t see anything. Then the track turned right, away from the water sound, and opened up onto a grassy knoll. To the right of me was a boulder the size of a small hill. The front of the boulder had been hollowed out so that it looked like the soft, open mouth of a large whale. The only way it could have been shaped like that was by water. A river must have run through it thousands of years ago and an earthquake must have lifted it up to this place high above where the river was now. I walked over to the whale hill and climbed up its side and into its ancient mouth.

When’s the last time you were outdoors like this? said Simp.

I looked out over the tops of the trees. I could hear the running stream again, fainter now, far below the rocky mouth.

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

You should do it more. You like it.

‘Are you going away again?’ I said.

It was a feeling that had snuck up on me. I’d been feeling it since we left Wellington. She’d been present in the van but in a vague way. As if she’d left half of herself behind.

You don’t really need me, she said.

‘No, I shouldn’t need an imaginary friend at my age,’ I said.

True, but everyone talks to themselves in some way.

‘Some people don’t have internal monologues.’

You do.

‘Yes, but I should be able to hold it inside of myself, not manifest it in this way. It’s crazy.’

People do what they need to survive. Now you’ve got Erika and Brian. Even your mum is here.

‘We don’t count my mother. We don’t count her or understand her.’

She can’t let in any light, said Simp. She should have been a matriarch in a family of petty criminals. A boss mum. Do you know, it’s the first time in years you’ve both been away from your house?

She was right. I hadn’t been away since Nick and I went on a holiday to Picton, which I’d hated. We were supposed to go on a vineyard tour of Marlborough, but there was a storm and it rained for the full three days we were away, flooding the roads and causing power outages. We got stuck in our motel room. I watched TV the whole time and it slowly dawned on me that this was what the rest of my life might look like. Stuck in a small room with Nick. That whole area got flooded a lot now. Already many of the growers had given up and walked off their land, saying it was worthless. They were angry at the government for not giving them some recompense. They were angry at the sky for raining so much and the land for not absorbing more water.

‘Sometimes I feel like I dreamed Nick. Like I’ve dreamed a lot of my life.’

This is real though, said Simp. Nick was never a part of your real life. You always kept him outside.

‘Not like you.’

I am you.

‘You are the best part of me. That’s what you said.’

But there’s no difference between us, not really. Like the mind and the body.

‘So you can’t go away.’

Not in the way you think.

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

You will.

I sat down in the whale’s mouth. I pressed my spine into the hard curve of the wall. I imagined myself being swallowed whole, Simp and I taken into the body of the whale, enclosed inside it, held by it on all four sides of ourselves.


When I came out of the whale, the sun was high in the sky. I could feel Simp, faintly, beside me.


‘Are you there?’ I said. ‘It’s not like … you’re dying?’


Just trust yourself.


‘But are you? Is that what this is?’


She was silent.








Chapter Twenty-five


We spent most of the day playing cards in the woolshed. In the afternoon my mother and Alan went for a walk. Brian climbed up on the woolshed roof to re-attach a piece of guttering that had come off in the recent high winds. Jade came in carrying an old-fashioned glass bottle of milk.

‘For your fridge,’ she said. She raised her eyebrows at Erika. ‘Ready?’

‘Let’s go,’ said Erika. ‘Come on.’ She tapped me with her foot as she walked past.

I looked for Simp.

Just go, she whispered from somewhere behind me. I’ll be there.

Outside, Jade was climbing into a farm ute. A black-and-white farm dog sat in the back, its eyes on Jade, waiting for orders.

‘I’ll take you up as far as this road goes,’ she said. ‘Then you’re on foot into the bush. You’ve got your map. It’ll take about four hours to the ridgeline.’

‘What the hell?’ I said.

‘You wanted to help,’ said Erika. ‘This is helping.’

‘I don’t have any stuff,’ I said.

‘I’ve got stuff,’ said Erika. ‘We don’t need much.’ She tapped the small backpack on her lap. I wondered what else was in there. Curare-tipped arrow? Garotte? Probably a gun.

‘Where are we going?’ I said.

‘Into the bush,’ said Erika. ‘We need to find a place to get into the compound. I’ve located a weak point in the wall where we can climb and I can short it easily.’

‘Good news,’ I said. ‘But shouldn’t we be going at night?’

‘No, we need to get in while it’s still light. We’ll camp in the bush tonight.’

‘In the forest park?’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said Erika.

Jade said something to her I didn’t catch.

‘We can’t camp in the bush overnight!’

‘Why not?’ said Erika sharply. She said something to Jade in Chinese.

‘I know you two are talking about me,’ I said. ‘You speak Chinese, Jade?’

‘Mandarin,’ she said. She turned back to Erika, and they kept talking as she drove us away from the house and woolshed.

I thought of Simp, the feeling I had in my body that she was changing. It was hard to describe, like something I could feel clearly only if I was falling asleep or just waking up. She was losing her colour, her form, her voice, even though I knew she had none of these things, not really. But I had a feeling of those things, and they were what made her real to me. They were losing definition.

The ute rattled over uneven ground as we headed up a hill.

Not everything is about you, said Simp, directly in my head.

‘I made you some sandwiches,’ said Jade.

‘Sandwiches for dinner?’ I said.

‘Thanks,’ said Erika.

‘I didn’t say goodbye—I stopped myself. I was going to say that I didn’t say goodbye to my mother.

‘You’ll see them tomorrow,’ said Erika.

‘After you’ve … you know?’ I said.

I saw Jade glance at Erika, who gave a curt nod.

‘No,’ said Jade. ‘You’ll see them at the site.’

‘We had to change plans a bit. Your mother and Alan are going to come on site,’ said Erika. ‘Your mother will help us get to Amy’s house, and then I can get close to the target.’

‘No!’ I said. ‘You can’t bring them into this. Isn’t it enough you’ve got me, walking or whatever it is I’m doing?’

‘We have to,’ said Erika. ‘I need access to Amy’s house. There’s a soft opening to show buyers through the first bunker tomorrow. Some PR people will be there. Which is perfect. We’ve managed to get your mother and Alan in as potential buyers, which wasn’t easy. It’s as open as it’s going to be. So this is how we have to do it.’

‘But, why do we need access to Amy’s house if we’re going over the fence?’ I said.

‘It’s a base,’ said Erika.

‘Which means?’

We were slowly making our way into a gully. Soon we would be in the trees. I knew that Erika and Jade weren’t telling me everything.

‘But you know my mother … and … Alan? They’re like the world’s most obvious people. They don’t look like wealthugees.’

‘They’re useful,’ said Erika. She was eating a square of chocolate.

‘Brian and Alan have been fixing my gutter. That’s very useful to me,’ said Jade.

‘But my mother!’

‘I’ve told her she’s got to play a role tomorrow,’ said Erika.

‘A role?’

‘Yes, a mother figure, checking up on her daughter’s friend.’

‘That’s a lie,’ I said. ‘But what did you say to her?’

‘I said, don’t you want to see Amy’s fancy new house? She’s really into it,’ said Erika.

‘I don’t—’

‘Enough now,’ said Jade. ‘You’re not helping.’

‘I’m trying to help by telling you—’

Jade took one hand off the steering wheel and held it up. At the same time she put her foot down on the brake, bringing the ute to a hard stop. She turned around in the driver’s seat to look at me. The engine idled.

‘Look,’ she said. ‘The way you can help is by keeping your mouth shut and doing exactly what Erika says. We’ve talked to you about this. You can do it, okay? You’ve just got to trust us. Maybe you’ve got to trust yourself too.’

I could feel my face burning. I looked for Simp but she wasn’t there. Jade was looking at me, her face fierce and powerful. Under her gaze I felt diminished, groundless. I nodded at her.

‘Good,’ said Jade.

She turned back, put the ute into gear and we drove off.

Simp was supposed to help me. Why was she choosing now to fade away? I needed her more, not less. She was wrong to say I needed her less.

Jade said something to Erika in Mandarin again.

Erika paused and then replied – in English.

‘She can be trusted to do what I say,’ she said. She turned around to me in the back and smiled. ‘Can’t you?’

I didn’t smile back. I remembered the force from her tiny frame pinning me to the ground, making my bowels turn to mush.

‘I don’t know what you want from me,’ I said. ‘You’re using my mother as some sort of a diversion? And what am I? A ruse, an expendable decoy?’

Erika was silent but I could feel Jade’s eyes on me in the rear mirror.

‘Why didn’t you ever go back to studying psychology?’ she said. ‘Henry was convinced you were brilliant. You were so quick-witted.’

‘Henry used me to try to understand you,’ I said.

‘Yep,’ said Jade. ‘But Henry never did understand me. And you didn’t answer my question.’

It was a question that I’d been asked many times before by my mother, Nick, Gerald, Amy. I never answered it. And after a while they stopped asking. The problem was I couldn’t answer it. Even when I tried to ask it myself, which I’d done once or twice in a half-hearted manner, I had nothing to grab hold of. No direct answer in me, just a feeling of absence, like the place in my gum where my wisdom teeth had been yanked out. A bloody mass of gum that had healed over and was now redundant.

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

You do, said Simp softly. You just need to try harder.

I glanced at the rear-vision mirror. Jade was shaking her head, though her eyes weren’t on me.

‘So you just what? Gave up?’ she said.

‘You’re not a ruse,’ said Erika. ‘I need you there to help me carry gear in. And if your friends get in the way, I need you there to move them on so they don’t get hurt.’

‘You mean Amy?’

Erika nodded.

I was quiet a while, absorbing the information. I didn’t know how much I could help where Amy was concerned. There was so much they didn’t know about me and Amy. I didn’t agree with what she’d done, how she’d gone along with Pete and his survivalist maniac ideas, but she was also one of the few friends I’d ever had and now she wasn’t my friend at all. Maybe she hadn’t been for a while now.

The reason why I’d not gone back to psychology was because I was scared of failing. I was capable, I knew that. I had potential. But I had one friend and I was immature. I left shit in the professor’s mailbox. I wasn’t good enough. I was one point off a genius.

If you don’t stop feeling sorry for yourself, I’ll die, said Simp.

We reached a place where the gravel road tailed off into a thin dirt track. Jade pulled the ute to a stop. Erika gave me a pack to carry, and she and Jade spoke quietly before saying goodbye.

Jade looked over at me. ‘Don’t fuck it up,’ she said.

‘How could I fail after that inspirational speech?’ I said.

‘I mean it,’ said Jade. ‘Kia kaha.’

‘Whatever,’ I said.


Erika and I walked slowly up into the bush. She carried a compass and a map that every once in a while she stopped to check. It was cooler in the trees, but we had to climb over and under giant fallen logs, work our way through up a steep incline. Soon the back of my neck was wet with sweat.

‘This is going to take forever,’ I said.

‘Longer if we get lost,’ said Erika. ‘I do not want to get lost in your bush. People die here if they get lost.’

I looked up. I could see tiny patches of sky above the trees’ canopy but not much more.

‘I read this was used to be a deer-hunting park,’ said Erika. ‘Did you ever go hunting?’

‘No,’ I said.

‘My father taught me to hunt,’ said Erika. ‘Rabbits, squirrels.’

‘Humans,’ I said.

‘Only bad ones,’ said Erika.

‘Squirrels?’ I said.

‘They’re fine to eat,’ said Erika. ‘Rich flavour.’ She checked her map again. ‘We’re going to walk down to a stream, get some water for the night, then go back up the hill to camp.’

‘You’re the boss,’ I said.

‘Yes,’ she said.

The walk down the incline took ages. It wasn’t even a kilometre, according to Erika, but it was steep and we had to bash our way through vines and fallen trees.

‘Some people do this for fun in New Zealand,’ I said.

‘You don’t think it’s fun?’ said Erika.

‘No,’ I said. ‘I do not.’

By the time we got down to the stream my left heel was rubbed raw. I took my shoe off and looked at it. A bad blister was forming at the back of my foot.

‘Why don’t you wear better socks?’ Erika said.

‘Why didn’t you give me better socks?’ I said. ‘You knew how far we were walking.’

She took off her backpack, pulled out a first-aid kit and handed me a plaster.

‘Always wear good socks,’ she said.

‘You sound like my mother,’ I said.

‘Your mother is sometimes right.’

I washed my hot feet off in the stream, shrieking at the icy chill of the water.

‘Shhh,’ said Erika.

We were deep in a gully, trees all around, and the light was filtered so that even the air was tinged with green.

‘No one’s here,’ I said.

‘We need to be careful,’ she said. ‘We can’t get caught at this stage.’ She sounded even more detached, more cautious, like an animal listening for signs. She pointed up the incline. ‘We’ll camp up there,’ she said. ‘Come on.’

I followed her, zigzagging among trees for what felt like hours, slowly making our way up the hill.


Erika had put up a fly. We sat under it, eating the sandwiches Jade had made us for dinner. Night was coming on.

‘Where does my mother think we are?’ I said. The sandwiches were egg and I could have sworn I hated egg sandwiches before I ate these ones.

‘Tramping,’ said Erika.

‘She knows I hate tramping,’ I said.

‘But she knows I talked you into it,’ said Erika. ‘She thinks I’m a good influence on you.’

The egg had mayonnaise in it, just the right amount.

‘If only she knew,’ I said.

‘I think I’m a good influence on you,’ said Erika.

‘You can think what you like, it doesn’t make it true.’ I chewed my sandwich. ‘So, they don’t know anything about what’s going on? My mother and Alan?’

‘No,’ said Erika. ‘But your mother enjoys a game. Like you do.’

‘So you just let them play a game, not knowing it involves murder.’

‘It’s better that way,’ said Erika. ‘The less they know, the better for them. Anyway, I didn’t think you would care.’

I didn’t reply because I didn’t know what I thought. On the one hand, I didn’t care about the man who was going to die, and my feelings towards my mother were complicated. On the other hand, I wasn’t sure if it was fair to involve her without her knowing what she was walking into.

Erika opened up her pack, pulled out a digital watch and handed it to me.

‘Put it on,’ she said. ‘You’ll need it tomorrow.’

I rolled up my sleeve and did as she’d asked, then I held my wrist out and admired it. I hadn’t worn a watch in years.

‘What will I need it for?’

‘Telling the time,’ said Erika. ‘It’s not a Rolex.’

‘That’s okay,’ I said. ‘I’m not really a Rolex person.’ I watched Erika finish her sandwiches, and wondered what it took to make a person like her. What ingredients?

‘Tell me about your mother,’ I said.

‘My mother,’ she said. ‘She is a very glamorous woman. Beautiful makeup every day, even when she was just at home.’

‘Is that how come you can do such good eyeshadow?’ I said.

‘I suppose so,’ said Erika. ‘She likes attention and doesn’t like it when she isn’t in the middle. So when I came along …’ She shrugged. ‘My father left her when I was young and took me with him. She let him. She would send me outfits, pretty-girl dresses, that kind of thing, and I would wear them because she was my mother, but I never felt like I was dressed as myself. While my father was teaching me to shoot a gun, karate, survive in the forest for a week, she wanted to teach me good Chinese-girl etiquette.’

‘That worked out well then,’ I said.

Erika looked at me, her head on an angle and a slight smile on her face.

‘What?’ I said.

‘You didn’t like Jade asking you that question today about why you gave up on your glittering psychology career, did you? Why did you say you didn’t know the answer?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Well, for a long time I didn’t. I think I know now.’

‘So?’

‘I was scared.’

‘About what?’

‘Of failing again.’

‘You wouldn’t have,’ said Erika.

She swigged from her water bottle and looked up. I looked up too. The tree canopy almost hid the sky. I wished I had her confidence.

‘This forest is so different from where I come from,’ she said.

‘How?’ I said.

‘Everything. The light, the colours, so many different shades of green.’ She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. ‘The smell.’

I inhaled too, trying to understand what she was smelling. Earthy and somehow soothing.

‘We’re changing things,’ said Erika. ‘You know that, don’t you? By any means necessary.’

‘Even if innocent people are involved?’ I said.

‘Very few of us are innocent,’ said Erika. ‘Everyone over a certain age is party to what has happened to our world.’

‘Including you?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Everyone. And everyone needs to know that no one is safe until we all are. Remember that.’


We lay on a narrow piece of tarp, back to back. The hard ground jutted into my hip. From time to time there were scurrying noises in the leafy mat of the forest floor – rats, I supposed. I didn’t like to close my eyes, but at some point I couldn’t keep them open anymore. The wind in the treetops strengthened and the sound entered my half-sleep state. The leaves moving together sounded like rain, and I kept expecting to hear drops on the tarp above us, but it didn’t come. It felt like I fell asleep only for moments at a time, but the moon tracked a path above our heads so I knew time was passing.

At one point I woke with the feeling we had company. I could hear Erika at my back, breathing lightly. She tapped my back.

‘Shhh,’ she whispered. ‘Above.’

There was movement at the crown of our heads. I twisted my head up and saw the proud profile. A stag, its head held high, ears pricked, alert for threat. Above its head were antlers like the branching crown of a mad king. It stayed dead still, holding its place, sensing with its nose and skin and eyes and ears for what we were and what we meant to do. Neither of us moved nor spoke. As I watched it, I got a strong feeling of the force it carried in its body. It felt as if its body said, Look at me and know what it is to be alive. An owl called out, and the stag twisted its head again, dabbed gently at the forest floor with its hoof. Then it turned and ran, back up the hill.

We’ve never seen one of those before, whispered Simp.

I could feel her hovering near me, though my sense of her was blurred.

‘We need to be up in a few hours,’ said Erika. ‘We should sleep.’

I lay there with my eyes closed, still seeing the stag in my mind’s eye. So sure of its place and what it was.








Chapter Twenty-six


Erika woke me at 3am. It was still dark as we packed up our camp and began to follow the ridgeline. The track was uneven and full of tree roots, and I kept stumbling, half of me still asleep. I had to keep close behind her to see anything in the narrow beam of her head torch. We didn’t talk, but every now and then Erika turned and shone the beam at me, perhaps to make sure I was still there.

Before five o’clock the sky began to lighten slightly and we began our descent into a gully. Where the bush was dense and hard to navigate, Erika would hack at some vine with her small knife so we wouldn’t have to walk around it. She consulted the map a lot. It went on like this for the next hour or so, then the bush began to thin out. Ahead of us, like a mirage in a desert, was a clearing where trees had been recently felled. We were still on a hill, but looking down a gentler slope.

‘There’s the fence,’ said Erika.

Through the trees I could just see the top of a fence, maybe two metres high, with a boxed metal top. It was like the fences built around conservation areas to keep out predators. We were the predators.

‘I’ve scaled a fence like this in Cape Town,’ said Erika. ‘They’re not that hard, they just look mean.’

‘Cape Town?’

‘Not now,’ she said.

‘But it’s electrified.’

‘I’m going to redirect the current between these two posts. We’ll have about two minutes before it fails.’

‘We have two minutes to climb that?’ I said.

‘Yep.’

I looked up.

‘I can’t do it. I’m exhausted and untrained.’

‘We have ropes,’ said Erika. She turned me around and opened up the pack on my back. I felt her tugging, then she zipped it up again. She held up two rounds of blue climbing rope knotted at intervals.

‘I’ll attach the ropes at the top and we’ll use them to pull ourselves up. You just walk up the frame railings, holding the ropes. Then lower yourself down the other side. Okay?’

I frowned at her.

‘Adrenalin will help,’ she said.

I sat back in the trees while Erika set to work with the fence. I could see that until recently the whole area had been covered in trees. Inside the fence were more trees that hadn’t been touched. The rest had been taken down to put the fence in and to get diggers through. Amy had never mentioned deforesting land when she spoke of her idyll in the country.

Erika worked fast. I watched her as she stuck poles in the ground and worked a wire between them. I’d seen the poles attached to her bag but had thought they were just those poles that walkers use. She moved around so easily, and I wondered if this was what her brain liked doing. Like me with maths problems when I was little, and some people with Candy Crush.

She stood up, looked at her work and tested her new wire with a blade of grass. Then she ran back to where I was waiting.

‘Is it working?’ I said.

She nodded. ‘Once we’re over, we have to move quickly,’ she said. ‘That patch of trees beyond the fence? That’s our cover. Then another six hundred metres to a shed that’s used to store building materials. We’ll stop there for an hour, then we move to their underground bunker. Sun’s coming up so we have to work quickly.’

Her hard face was back. She meant business. I hardened my own in return. I wasn’t really paying attention to what she was telling me. But I knew I had to do as she said.

I followed her closer to the fence, staying inside the bush.

Erika checked the time. ‘I’ve set my watch for two minutes. When it beeps, we run, okay? I’ll go over first so the ropes are set. You start climbing when I’m at the top, then I’ll clear the ropes when you’re down. Okay?’

‘I don’t know if—’

‘Just tell yourself you can do it,’ said Erika. ‘That’s how you do it. By telling yourself you can.’

Erika was in a semi-crouch, ropes in her hand, like she was about to start a race.

Her watch beeped and we ran over the uneven ground, Erika just ahead of me. When we got to the fence she held her hand close to feel for current. Then, satisfied, she flung the rope over the top and pulled it back down, looping it through.

She hauled her body up the rope like a natural tree climber, up and over, and jumped neatly down the other side. I followed in my awkward fashion, doing as she said. It took me more than twice her time to get up one side, and when I was almost at the top my left foot slipped off the fence and out from under me. I clung tight to the knotted rope.

‘It’s okay,’ said Erika. ‘Get your footing.’ She looked at her watch. ‘You’ve got fifty-four seconds.’

‘Fuck!’ I looked back at the railing. The bars didn’t give me anything to hold on to and I still had to manoeuvre my way over the boxed top. Erika had made it look easy. I swore again, and felt some anger surge in. I gathered as much force as I could into my legs to hold them stable, and started to climb again. Slowly, I inched myself up and around the top of the fence.

‘Great work!’ said Erika from below. ‘You’ve got twenty-seven seconds! Throw me the ropes. You’re going to have to jump.’

I looked down. The ground was a long way away.

‘Twenty-three,’ said Erika. ‘Twenty-two, twenty-one.’

‘Stop counting!’ I said. She looked so far away.

I threw the ropes down.

‘Fifteen seconds,’ said Erika.

I imagined the electricity turning back on, and me getting stuck to the fence and frying to a black outline like some cartoon character. Instant death. So I jumped.

Pain shot up my shin and back down into my foot. I couldn’t move my ankle. I lay there breathing heavily, clutching my knee to my chest, swearing. Erika knelt over me, rolling ropes in one hand, her forehead glistening.

‘What?’ she said.

‘My ankle.’

‘I thought you got electrocuted for a moment.’

‘I think I’ve broken it,’ I said.

‘We have to get to cover.’

I groaned as the pain pulsed and radiated up and down my leg.

‘You need to get up!’ Erika’s voice was stern.

She helped me to sit then stand up onto my one good foot. I lowered the other foot gingerly for balance and yelped at the pain.

‘Lean on me,’ she said. ‘You’ll need to hop. Keep off your foot.’

Somehow we hobbled the length of open ground to the stand of trees. Erika let me down onto the ground. She dropped down in a crouch beside me and lifted my pant leg. I could already see swelling around the inside of my ankle.

‘Can you move it?’ she said.

I moved it a fraction, and the pain ricocheted up my shin again.

‘Probably not broken,’ she said. ‘But definitely sprained.’

‘It feels broken,’ I said.

‘We’ve got to get to the shed. We’re too exposed here. It’s not safe.’

She looked around, calculating where we had to go. I knew I should be paying attention but all my focus had gone to my ankle.

Erika pulled me up again, and I put one arm over her shoulder. It helped that she was a head shorter than me – I could use her as a crutch. Slowly we moved out of the trees.

‘That’s it,’ she said, and pointed to a large green corrugated-iron garage.

We moved across the open ground, Erika checking around her all the time and holding me up. The strength in her small body was surprising.

When we got to the shed, Erika tried the side door. It didn’t budge.

‘You’d think that with an electrified fence, they might leave things unlocked,’ she said. ‘But no. The rich can’t trust anyone with their tools.’

She fished around in her pocket, inserted a wire into the lock and pushed open the door.

The garage was new, but already it smelt of tools and oil, the burnt scent of motors. It housed a tractor, planks of wood neatly stacked, shelves holding all manner of tools.

She pointed to a corner and I hobbled over. I lowered myself to the floor beside a tool Erika said was a jack hammer.

‘What if someone comes in here?’ I said.

‘They won’t this early,’ she said.

‘But what if they do?’

She reached into her vest, pulled out a small gun and put it on the floor in front of us.

‘You’ll shoot them?’

‘Do you want to die?’ she said.

I shook my head.

‘Good,’ she said. ‘Me neither. This is protection if we need it.’ She looked around, grim-faced. ‘Let’s tape that ankle.’

She pulled a roll of black tape out of her bag. ‘Gaffer,’ she said. ‘It will have to do for now.’ She knelt down beside me and pulled up my trouser leg. My ankle was swollen, bulbous-looking. She palpated the skin with her index finger.

‘Ow!’ I shouted.

‘Just checking. Nothing sharp there, I don’t think you’ve broken it.’

‘What are you? A doctor too?’ I said.

‘I know basic first aid,’ she said.

I watched as she gently wound the sticky tape, curving it around my foot and ankle for support.

‘Now take these,’ she said, passing me some painkillers from her first-aid kit.

I did as she told me.

‘Right,’ she said. ‘Now I need to change plans. You’re going to be no use with that ankle.’

I went to speak but she held her hand up at me. She closed her eyes and pressed her temples with her index fingers. I could see her eyeballs flicking around under her eyelids. After a minute or so she opened her eyes again and looked at me.

‘The bunker,’ she said.

‘What did you say?’

‘You can hide out in Amy’s bunker. It’s not what we’d planned but it’s the safest place for you.’

‘Will Amy know I’m there?’

‘Not until just before the bomb explodes.’

‘The what?’

‘We’re going to blow up their house. We can set up explosives in the bunker.’ Erika had turned away from me and was pacing around. ‘Yes, that’ll work fine. You alert anyone left in the house a few minutes before with the alarm, and everyone clears the house. You can’t say it’s a bomb, but just clear the house. It’s not perfect but it’ll work.’

‘Hang on a minute, you never said anything about bombs,’ I said.

‘The less you know the better. But we’re here now. We’re improvising.’

‘I don’t like improvisation.’

‘Neither,’ she said. ‘But what else am I going to do with you? You can barely move.’

‘I mean, I don’t want to blow up their house. That wasn’t part of the deal.’

‘That you knew about.’

‘What if I say no?’ I said.

‘Then your friends might die. Your job now is to clear out their house. They’ve got an alarm which you can activate from their bunker. All you need to do is set it going two minutes before the device blows. Anyone left in the house will know to leave if the alarms are triggered. That’s what they learn when they install these bunkers. I hit the target at 12:17pm. You ring the alarm at 12:15pm and get out. They won’t even see you if you’re careful.’

I clapped my hand to my forehead. ‘Oh my god,’ I said. ‘You said I had no training, you said I wasn’t going to kill anyone.’

‘You’re not.’ Erika gave me her sweet smile. ‘If anything, you’re saving people. In any case, there shouldn’t be anyone in the house, they’ll be at the event down the hill. There’s a massive marquee. Food. They’ll be expected to be there to help promote it.’ She held out her hand. ‘Give me your watch,’ she said.

I took the watch off and gave it to her. She pressed some buttons on its rim, then handed it back to me.

‘So they’ll be eating cakes while we blow up their house?’ I couldn’t help grimacing.

‘Exactly,’ she said.

‘What about my mum? She was coming to see Amy at the house.’

‘Forget about her. She won’t visit the house now – too complicated. She can just be at the marquee. She can see Amy there.’

‘But how do we even get in?’ I said.

‘There’s a network of tunnels that will connect all the bunkers still under construction. We’ll move along the tunnels to underneath your friend’s house, set up the explosives. I’ll leave you there and go to my work.’

You wanted to be useful, said Simp.

‘But I can barely move,’ I said.

‘Get creative then,’ said Erika.

‘Me?’

‘Yes, you.’ She gave me a brief, tense smile. ‘Use that thing that floats around your head.’

‘What thing?’

‘I can see it,’ she said. ‘Very large cloud of bluish-purplish light above your head. It keeps you sane.’

‘What are you talking about?’ I said.

Erika’s eyes were still closed. ‘Yours is changing.’ She gestured with her hand, moving it from above her head to her chest. ‘It’s moving more into you.’

I sat there staring at Erika as if by looking I’d unpack the riddle. She opened her eyes.

‘It’s good,’ she said, unzipping a small pocket on her backpack. ‘You’ve been too closed off. Do you know how to braid?’

‘Yep.’

She pulled out some lengths of string and handed them to me. ‘Braid these for me, tight and tidy.’

‘Why?’

‘It’ll take your mind off things.’

I took the strings and began to plait them. I was too confused and in pain to argue with her or to even ask why we were sitting on the floor of a shed in the middle of nowhere, plaiting pieces of string.

‘How do you know?’ I said, unable to get my voice above a whisper.

‘Know what?’ said Erika.

‘About the … thing? Above my head?’

‘I just know,’ Erika said. ‘There’s stuff I can see.’ She looked at the string in my hands. ‘Tighter, no gaps.’

We sat beside each other and I focused on braiding the string. I didn’t know what for and didn’t want to know. But she was right. The work took my mind off the pain in my ankle and what I had to do next.

‘What about after?’ I said. ‘I mean once you’ve killed him, then what?’

‘Jade will be waiting outside. It’ll be chaos, so you walk out and she’ll meet you and get all of you away safely.’

‘I meant what are you doing next?’ I said.

Erika’s face was like a sky with fast-moving weather. Now it clouded over and I couldn’t see it.

‘My future plans are not something you need to know,’ she said.

Something in me stung. My ankle, and something else in my stomach or chest. I sat there waiting for it to pass.

‘Like Jade said, my organisation will take care of any problems. Nobody apart from you and Jade knows what is happening, so everyone else is safe.’

‘But surely the cops will talk to me. What do I say? I mean, there’s the woman you killed at the drama school too.’

She waved her hand. ‘She’s been taken care of. Say what happened, that Pablo and I used you.’

‘And have you?’ I said.

‘What?’

‘Used me?’

‘To some extent,’ she said. ‘But you wouldn’t be here if you really didn’t want to be.’

She was right.

‘I thought this sort of thing would be more, I dunno … organised.’

‘Like on the TV shows?’ She shook her head. ‘But this is real, this is what the real work is like. Messy. Sprained ankles. Changing plans to make it fit,’ she said.

‘Braiding while you wait to blow up a house and kill a man,’ I said. ‘Not at all like Jason Bourne.’

‘Who?’ she said.

I remembered she was fifteen and that my ancient action-film references probably didn’t cross our age gap. She was so young. There were all these things she knew, but not Jason Bourne. Why would she need to know him? We had our own people and our own problems. Sitting there plaiting, we had our own lives.

I watched her forehead crease as she concentrated and I thought how, when she was older, that line would be permanent, the accumulation of thousands of hours of focus. I thought about what Erika’s face might look like when she was my age, and if there would be a world to have such a face in, and what that world and what that face would look like. And for the first time in my life I thought how that would be a good thing – a line in an older face to show the work, to show the thoughts and purposeful focus that was hers, all worn into her face.

The roof above us creaked and shifted as the sun came up. We sat and plaited slowly together, the extraordinary assassin and me, a woman with a dissolving cloud above her head.

When she said it was time, Erika packed both our bags. She helped me to my feet and found me a garden stake among the wood and tools to use as a support.

Outside, the sky was blue and the day was warming up. There was loud birdsong in the trees. In the distance, we could hear faint sounds, beeping from heavy machinery reversing, and faraway voices, but any activity was hidden by a thick glade of trees in front of us. Erika had said that the entrance to the bunker tunnels was in these trees. I could see she was nervous to be out in the open, walking at the pace of an injured person. She kept glancing around us, behind us. I leaned on my stake and hop-walked as fast as I could. We didn’t talk. Once we were in the trees Erika had her head down on the ground, searching for the entrance. We found it beside a pair of fallen trees. Erika knelt down and brushed away the pine needles.

The entrance to the tunnel was a newly made manhole with a heavy metal lid. She heaved the lid open, got a torch out of her pocket and shone it into the hole. There was a ladder with a few metal rungs leading down to what looked like a large concrete pipe.

It seemed impossible with the pain in my ankle that I could make it down, but Erika nodded at me and moved to the hole. Holding on to the topmost rung of the ladder with my left hand and with my right arm balanced on the side, I slid my weight into the hole where my good foot found another rung. I carefully moved both my hands to the rung and tried to take most of my weight in my arms and onto my good foot as, slowly, I climbed down. Erika followed, removing the small shaft of daylight into the pipe as she closed the lid with a heavy clang. The space was pitch black.

Then she turned on her torch again and shone it down the dark and musty concrete tunnel.

‘Come on,’ she said. ‘It’s only a few hundred metres to their bunker.’

I couldn’t quite stand at my full height and had to tip my head forward to stop it banging on the tunnel roof. In the dark I felt like my stake would trip me up, so I dropped it and continued to hobble, moving at a snail’s pace for a long time. I lost track.

I felt around for Simp. I didn’t try to talk to her – out loud or in my head, I just wanted to feel her there, beside me or, as Erika had seen, moving inside me. But I couldn’t find her. There was the pain in my ankle pleading with me to stop and an engine in my body willing me to keep going and finish the job.

Eventually the concrete pipe widened out and Erika held her torch up, swinging it left and right. Tunnels branched off either side, and ahead of us came to a stop. We were in a small portico lined with thick concrete tiles. Off the portico was a heavy door, locked.

‘This is to their bunker,’ whispered Erika. ‘I’m going to let you through here. I’ll lay the explosives and leave. Remember, you’ve got to get out of the bunker before 12:17. Your watch will beep at 12:12 and 12:15. At 12:15, if you think there’s people in the house, set the alarm – press 1111, no hash, and it’ll set the alarm off. You understand?’

I nodded.

‘They will all be at the open day but, if they’re not, the alarm will drive them out. Don’t let them see you. Get away from the house before the bomb explodes. The layout of the house is simple. Up the stairs, along the hall to the front door – get as far away from the house as you can.’

I nodded again, grimly.

‘You can do this,’ she said. ‘Even with your ankle. It’s not broken, so you can move. I know you can.’

‘I don’t have a choice,’ I said.

‘No,’ she said. ‘You don’t.’

She turned back to the door and knelt down, put a wire pin in the lock and wriggled it around. She opened the door slowly.

Seconds later, lights flickered on inside the bunker room. We both startled. Erika looked around quickly. Then she turned and gestured for me to follow. She crouched down and unzipped her bag, pulling out a small box. She carefully put the box in a cupboard beside a door. Then she put her wire pin into the door at the other end and unlocked it. She opened the door right up so I could see the stairs that led away from the bunker. I could hear the sound of kids upstairs yelling nonsensically, and then Amy’s voice, telling them to pipe down. It was strange to hear her voice like this – as if it was coming to me from another time. I wanted the door closed again, to pretend they weren’t there. Erika held up a small washer ring and showed me as she put it into the lock. I nodded. Then she closed the door again.

‘The door won’t lock properly with that in it,’ she whispered. ‘Just don’t touch it until it’s time to leave. Okay?’

I nodded.

‘Don’t touch the explosives,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t want you getting blown up.’

‘Righto,’ I said.

She glared at me.

‘Goodbye?’ I said.

‘Yep,’ she said.

‘Will I see you again?’

She shook her head, and something squeezed in me as I looked at her determined face, softening slightly.

‘I didn’t get to learn—’

I was about to say ‘eyeshadow’ when she punched me. The blow was hard and I fell over on my wobbly leg.

‘What the fuck?’ I said. I could feel blood drip down my nose, felt it drip off my nose. A blotch of red on the wooden floor.

‘Sorry,’ said Erika. ‘It’s precautionary. Evidence. If it comes to it, you tell people I dragged you here. It’s for your own good.’

‘That fucking hurt,’ I said.

‘Life is pain,’ she said.

‘You’re too young to think like that,’ I said.

‘Goodbye,’ she said. ‘Thanks for your help.’

She nodded at me once more, unlocked the bunker door and let herself out. The door closed quietly and she was gone. I let myself crumple to the floor, holding my hand to my nose, catching blood, which dripped warm and metallic off my stinging nose and over my lip. I was alone inside Amy’s bunker.








Chapter Twenty-seven


When Amy had talked about their bolthole in the Wairarapa I had imagined the sort of house you see in home and garden magazines – a sleek and angular modern build bordered by groomed gardens, a few established trees, sheep grazing in the background. I knew Pete had become obsessed about prepping, but I hadn’t successfully imagined what he’d done with that obsession.

The bunker was a warm cocoon of a room lined with shelves on two sides. They were orderly blonde wood shelves, the sort you might use for books in the library of a nice house. Here, they contained row upon row of Amy’s preserves, a space big enough for a media screen, and cubbyholes created to cradle expensive bottles of wine. Boxes were neatly stacked in piles beside them. In this room a family of five could eat and drink its way through a short apocalypse.

The facing wall held six built-in bunks, their mattresses still wrapped in plastic. These were out of keeping with the understated design of the rest of the room. Careful lighting gave it a warm glow. Bulbs had been fitted under the top shelves, so that while the world was ending you could still read a book. It was a place that any comfort-seeking terrified human would want to burrow into. I’d read about rich people’s bunkers in America – enormous underground houses with mini-cinemas and gymnasiums. This was Pete and Amy’s modest version, but it was still a much better space than my own living room.

I didn’t feel envious of my friend having this place. I’d never been envious of Amy, despite her nice house and food. I’d never wanted the life she’d made. But I was aware of the disparity between what she had and what I had. Like I’d missed the lesson on how to acquire nice things. Perhaps there was only one way to attain nice things and I didn’t want to play that way. Not that I felt the need for an underground bunker myself, even if Amy thought I was under-prepped and still partially a child who lived with her mother. All I wanted was a mould-free kitchen and bathroom. Subtle lighting would be a good addition.

The plastic on the mattress crackled under me as I sank down onto the lower bunk shelf. The pain in my ankle still throbbed. I felt exhausted and wired at the same time. I lay there with my eyes closed, my mind going over the last twenty-four hours.

In this drifting state I began to hear the room – it was completely absent of sound. No wind, rain, birds, voices, engines or vibrations of passing cars. Not the hum of a fridge or shifting of a house’s framework as the day warms up, no water as it moves through pipes. No ticking clocks or phone texts or calendar reminders or soft thud of paws as a cat jumps from a windowsill to the floor. It was a silence that sucks all matter into itself. A silence that comes from a building buried deep in the earth so that when the time comes, and people are under threat, they too will bury themselves away from all the sounds that life makes, people buried away from life itself.


I startled awake when the door from the house to the bunker clicked shut. Standing before me was Amy’s youngest, Jimmy, his cold little eyes boring a mark into my forehead.

‘Why you sleeping here?’ said Jimmy.

I sat bolt upright, knocking my head on the bunk shelf above me. The impact pushed me back down on the mattress, and I swore. Propping myself on my side, I looked at Jimmy and he looked directly back at me. He was a lot smaller than I was, and knew only as much as his four years would allow him, but I didn’t trust him one jot. I understood the feeling was mutual.

I widened my eyes like it was a game. ‘You found me! I’m sleeping here for the … for the …’

Surprise! said Simp in my head.

‘Surprise for your mum. I’m going to surprise her.’ I waved my hands at him. ‘See? Surprise!’

Jimmy didn’t look any less suspicious. ‘You got blood,’ he said, pointing at my nose.

‘I know,’ I said. ‘I walked into a door. Silly me! Where’s Mummy?’

‘Mummy’s getting ready for the party,’ he said.

‘What party?’ I said.

‘I speaked in the microphone,’ he said.

I assumed he was talking about the open day.

‘Is Daddy getting ready too?’ I said. ‘In the house? You know, upstairs?’

Jimmy looked around at the room and didn’t answer me. His stance was sheepish, and I understood this was a place he wasn’t allowed to be in.

‘Jimmy?’ I said as I looked at the door he’d come through which was now closed. I tried to keep my voice calm. The click of the door closing, that’s what had woken me. ‘Can you open the door?’

He was silent and didn’t move.

I felt a tremor start up in my hands, and I clenched my fingers together.

‘Jimmy?’ I said. ‘Can you open that door behind you?’

Jimmy still didn’t move.

‘We don’t have to tell Mummy that we’re hiding. We can make an oath. Just, can we actually get out?’

I moved slowly off the bunk, gingerly placing weight on my sore ankle as I stood up.

‘No!’ said Jimmy.

I hopped past him and tried the door handle. It was locked. I looked down and saw the washer, which must have rolled out when Jimmy opened the door.

‘Fuck!’ I said. Panic poured through me and I felt my brain fog up.

Calm now! I shouted at myself in my head. I looked at the watch Erika had given me. It was 9:48. We had two and a half hours to get out.

Above the handle was a key pad that would unlock the door. Beside that was the alarm Erika told me about.

‘Jimmy? Do you know the number to get out of here?’ I said.

My question was irrelevant to him.

‘I look for chocolate,’ he said. He walked away and started to open one of the boxes by the far shelves.

I shouted at him. ‘We need the code to get out!’

But he had no concern for door codes. His back was turned to me and he was pulling stuff out of the box and throwing it on the floor. Old clothes, hacky sacks, a book on cellaring wine. The kid was on some mission.

I watched him and told myself again to calm down. My anger would only make him more recalcitrant. Gritting my teeth, I moved over and stood beside him while he looked in the box.

‘Do you think the chocolate is in here?’ I said. I bent down and touched the box with my shaking hands. I couldn’t see any chocolate and I knew Amy wouldn’t pack it with clothes and random shit. ‘Shall we try the box underneath this one?’

Jimmy nodded, and I pulled a box aside and opened the one underneath marked ‘Amy’. He watched me as I ripped the tape off.

‘We can’t tell Mummy this, can we?’ I said. A plan was forming in my head.

The box was full of packages of biscuits, bars of chocolate. Amy was a natural bulk-buyer. I wondered if she’d put a puking bucket in somewhere for when she’d binged all of this during the apocalypse.

Jimmy’s eyes widened when he saw the box of sugar.

‘Which one do you want?’ I said, trying to sound magnanimous and relaxed.

‘What this one?’ he said, pulling up the peanut chocolate bar.

I remembered how Amy said he could read already.

‘Can you read it?’ I said.

Jimmy held the bar upside down. I turned it round for him.

‘That’s a P sound,’ I said.

‘P,’ he repeated. ‘P-nut?’

‘Yes! Do you like peanut?’ I rifled through the packages. ‘There’s also caramel, All Blacks favour, which is weird. Fruit and nut?’

‘Raisins is disgusting,’ he said.

‘Correct,’ I said.

He opened the giant peanut bar and bit straight into it. He’d probably inherited Amy’s bingeing tendencies. He was her favourite child.

‘So, Jimmy.’ I spoke calmly, slowly. ‘We need to make an oath so we can help each other.’

Chocolate was spreading over Jimmy’s lips and fingers; the bar was softening in his hands where he clenched it.

‘Shall we make an oath?’ I said.

‘What’s a oaf?’ he said with his chocolatey mouth full.

‘Well, this oath is a bit like a promise. I make it to you and you make it to me. So we help each other like friends do.’

Jimmy kept chewing the chocolate. ‘You not my friend,’ he said.

‘Okay, but I won’t tell Mummy you came down here, because I know you’re not allowed here, are you? You’re not allowed to come and eat the chocolate?’

He stood stock still, refusing to confirm or deny.

‘I know you’re not allowed here, Jimmy. But your secret is safe with me. And in return you can’t tell Mummy I was here, okay? Cos of the surprise. So then, you see, we owe each other and we pay each other by not telling on each other.’

I felt slightly grimy about this manipulation, but we were both on thin ground. I’d never liked Jimmy, and even though this was the world he was inheriting I didn’t want him to die. Also, my anger was rising. Erika had left me here. She hadn’t told me what to do if someone found me or if I got locked in. Or maybe that had been her plan all along. Maybe I was just collateral damage. Which would mean Amy and her family, my mother and Brian and Alan were too.

‘Mummy said you owed her,’ said Jimmy.

‘Okay …’ I could feel my face flushing. ‘What did she say I owed her?’

‘Mummy said you owed to leave her alone.’

God knows what Amy had been saying about me in front of Jimmy. Did I owe her? Could you owe someone for friendship? If I did, I certainly wasn’t paying her back. I was helping to blow her house up and kill her dream of living in rural paradise, and now her favourite child with it. Even if paradise didn’t actually exist.

‘But you and I can be evens – we won’t tell on each other, will we? And we make an oath?’ I said, holding out my hand.

Jimmy chewed a little more, then extended his small chocolate-covered fingers. We shook hands.

‘Cool,’ I said. ‘Now the other thing is that we’re locked in here and we need to get out. Do you know the code to get out?’

If he knew the code I could hold him here until it was time. If he didn’t … what then? Set off the bunker alarm? Ruin Erika’s entire plan? But what was her plan? Was this a death trap? Did she not even care if I died?

‘Kate knowed the code,’ he said.

I wanted to scream but I kept my voice very quiet. ‘And what about you? Do you know the code?’

Jimmy looked at his chocolate and took another bite.

‘Zero zero zero zero zero zero one,’ he said.

‘What? Like the song? With a hash?’

I hobbled back to the code box and tapped out the number and tried the handle. It didn’t work.

‘That’s not the code, Jimmy.’

‘Kate knowed it,’ he said.

What a stupid thing it was to have a bunker that your kids could get locked in. Didn’t Amy realise they could die in here? Even if she did come looking for Jimmy, what if she didn’t get here in time? I moved over to the other end of the bunker and tried the door into the tunnel, the way I’d arrived. Locked. It was a long shot anyway – getting along the tunnel would be hard for me with my ankle and Jimmy in tow. But better than exploding into millions of pieces of flesh and bone.

I sank down on the bunk again.

‘Pass me the caramel chocolate, Jimmy?’ I said.

Work your options harder, said Simp. This is a bad situation.

‘Why are you even saying that!’ I said. ‘I am fully apprised of the badness of this situation.’

Jimmy ignored my outburst. He was picking up squares of chocolate and putting them back down again. At last he brought one over to me. It was caramel. So the kid could read.

‘You’re a good reader,’ I said.

He turned and went back to the boxes. I peeled open the bar he’d given me, thinking caramel chocolate might be the last meal I ever ate.

I watched Jimmy while I chewed. The chocolate was so sugary and cloying I felt like I was being drugged. He was pulling more stuff out of the first box and talking to himself as he worked. ‘What this one?’ he was saying, holding up a vacuum pump for wine bottles. There was no way Pete would ever allow his wine to oxidise. Jimmy pushed the pump back and forth, back and forth. ‘What this one?’ He was four years old. A small person inside a small body. He had two older sisters who probably hated him for being his mother’s favourite. He was smart and wily because he had to be to make a space for himself. His dad was an arsehole and, however much I loved her, his mother was too for going along with his dad. Amy had made this life, piece by piece, and now here it was. Erika had made me do this, but nothing in me had really resisted. Even though I’d spent my time paying scant attention to the world, it didn’t mean I liked the general situation. And I agreed with Erika’s stance. The world needed good leaders and violent overthrow. But that was the story she’d given me. Why hadn’t I questioned it? Maybe she’d meant for me to die all along. I was okay with blowing up Amy’s carefully constructed safe house and dreams. But I knew now that I did not want to die doing it, and I did not want Jimmy to die either.

He’s like you, whispered Simp in my head.

‘This one go fast,’ Jimmy was saying to himself while he pumped the wine vacuum vigorously. ‘No first aid,’ he said. ‘Not do that.’

‘What’s that, Jimmy?’ I said. ‘What are you saying?’

‘It goes fast,’ he said.

As he held up the pump to show me how fast it went, he dropped it. The handle on the top snapped off and the pump lay in two pieces on the floor.

‘Uh-oh,’ said Jimmy. ‘Naughty first aid.’

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘It was old.’

‘Daddy say don’t break the old things,’ said Jimmy.

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘Some old things should get broken.’

‘I not talk to you,’ said Jimmy.

He sounded possessive, like he did when I was around his mother. I realised then that he hadn’t been talking to himself, just as I had never talked to myself.

‘What’s your friend’s name?’ I said as casually as I could.

He looked at me, eyes narrowed. ‘Firstaid,’ he said.

Even though I could feel high-frequency terror humming through my body, I smiled. How clever he was to name the thing.

‘I had a Firstaid,’ I said. ‘Her name was Simp.’

I waited for Simp to correct me. She was silent.

Jimmy observed me cautiously, as if I might be tricking him. How could he be four and so suspicious? He’d put his chocolate down but there was a lot of it smeared on his lips and chin.

‘Come here,’ I said.

He didn’t budge.

I pointed at his chin.

‘You’ve got evidence,’ I said. ‘We need to get rid of that.’

He rubbed his chin on his shirt sleeve ineffectively.

‘That’s a bit better,’ I said. ‘If there’s no proof then it never happened.’

Jimmy nodded with great seriousness.

‘Firstaid telled me to find the chocolate,’ he said. ‘I’m thirsty.’

I reached over and unzipped the backpack Erika had left with me. I had a tiny amount of water left. ‘Here,’ I said, holding the bottle out to Jimmy. ‘You have this.’

He walked over to me reluctantly and I watched him drink the water as though there would always be more water when he needed it. I was thirsty too and considered opening a bottle of wine.

I got up and hobbled back over to the opened box, staring at it in a half-hearted fashion because I knew Pete prized things like wine openers and he’d never let Amy just chuck it in a box. He bought good ones with French oak handles. And I was right. In the box was a pair of ski socks, a bulldog clip and an old dish brush. This was the leftovers box. There was nothing in here that would help me and Jimmy out of the bunker.

I sank to the ground. Jimmy climbed up onto the bunk where I’d been and started tapping his foot on the wood post beside it. He tapped and tapped. Everything silent apart from the tapping. It was annoying. Four-year-olds were completely annoying. I wanted to shout at him. I wanted to scream at him that his chocolate hunt and his not knowing the lock code meant we were all going to die. But I kept my mouth shut, and slowly I became aware that I was listening for the patterns in his tapping foot, like I looked for the patterns that formed letters in my mother’s Morsecode messages. I hear you. Who you talk to? What this one?

She was my mother and yet our ability to say anything was limited to a code invented for long-distance communication in a pre-telephone era. We would die misunderstanding each other – but perhaps that is not unusual. There was a yearning in our use of Morse code, and that yearning was a strangled kind of love.

I got up with some effort and made my way over to the bunker door. If Jimmy and I were going to live, I had no choice but to set off the alarm. At least I could get Amy and the kids out of the house before the explosives went off. So what if I ruined Erika’s plan? There were bad men everywhere, and it was she who’d got me into this mess.

‘I’m going to make a loud noise, Jimmy,’ I said.

He looked up at me.

‘Tell Firstaid to hang on, and put your hands over your ears.’ I nodded at him. ‘Now.’

He did what I said. I keyed in the numbers Erika had told me to and hit set. A high-pitched beeping noise started, which got faster and faster, and then the alarm started to ring. I covered my own ears with my hands, not that it made much difference. The alarm screamed at us. The sort of alarm designed to make you want to vomit.

After a minute or so, the bunker door swung open. And there was Amy. Her face was flushed. She pushed some buttons and the alarm turned off. I lowered my hands from my ears.

‘What the fuck? What … what … are you doing here?’ she said, looking at me, utterly confused. ‘Jimmy, you know this room is off-limits. I was calling and calling you. What is that on your face? Are you hurt?’

‘I hided. I found she,’ he said, and pointed at me.

‘Her,’ said Amy. ‘So I see.’

‘The problem with an off-limits room is that it becomes the room you most want to go to,’ I said. ‘You know, Bluebeard.’

‘Thanks for the fucking advice! You look like shit. What happened to your face? What the fuck are you doing here? I can’t even …’ She shook her head.

‘It’s a surprise!’ I said.

Her face was stony.

‘Did you lock Jimmy down here?’ Amy knelt down beside him. ‘Jimmy darling, how did you get down here? Why did you hide from Mummy?’

We both looked at Jimmy, Amy with concern and me with fear of what he might say to incriminate me. I just needed to get out now, but I could hardly run away. I could barely walk.

Jimmy looked like he was doing hard mental calculations over how to lie to his mother successfully.

‘I hurt my ankle,’ I said, trying to give him some time. I pulled my pant leg up. My ankle was covered in Erika’s gaffer tape but you could see that it was really swollen. ‘I fell down the stairs here and that’s when I banged my face too. I was trying to surprise you and I thought I’d wait down here, and then Jimmy came in and we got locked in together.’

My explanation sounded lame. I looked at my watch. It was 11am. All I needed was to talk enough to get them all out of the house in time.

‘But how did you even get into the compound – or this room?’ said Amy. ‘It’s locked so the kids won’t enter.’

‘Kate knowed the code,’ said Jimmy, finally deciding to help by ratting on his sister. I admired his strategy.

‘Kate?’ said Amy. ‘Did she let you in?’

Jimmy looked down at the ground and didn’t answer.

‘Jimmy! Did Kate let you in?’ said Amy.

I felt for Jimmy. He was trying his best not to get either of us in trouble. Though there wasn’t much he could do to help me.

‘It wasn’t locked when I came in,’ I said. ‘So you mustn’t have locked it properly.’

Amy shook her head and looked away from me. ‘Can we just go upstairs?’ she said, impatient. ‘I can’t think down here.’

‘That could be a problem,’ I said. ‘I mean, when the time comes and you need to use this room. Or maybe it will be useful not to have to think about what you’re doing.’

Amy shook her head angrily.

I turned away from her and looked at my backpack. I’d leave it where it was. Jimmy was already halfway up the stairs, making his retreat – leaving me to deal with the fallout. At least we wouldn’t die in the bunker. But I didn’t feel as much relief as I should have now that I had to face Amy and get them all out of the house and make sure no one else entered. Erika had given me a big mess to deal with.

I limped out of the room and hauled myself up the first step, holding on to the wooden railing. Amy checked the bunker door was locked behind us. She didn’t ask if I was all right, though clearly I wasn’t. It was difficult for me to get up the stairs, and I milked it further so I could use the time to get my story straight and give her a chance to ask if she could help me. She didn’t. Instead she squeezed past me on the stairs and waited at the top, looking down at me. I wondered if she wanted to push me back down when I got there.

The staircase opened onto a large hallway. Mid-century sideboards I recognised from their old house had been propped against walls, protective tape still covering the legs and tops. The giant antique mirror they’d had by their front door was leaning against the wall, not hung yet. I had a notion to tell her to move the mirror out of the house. It had been her grandmother’s, and I knew she loved it. Soon it would be broken.

‘Through here,’ said Amy. Large double doors led off the hall into their living room. I followed her and stood just inside the doors.

Curved lengths of wood lined the walls; large windows looked back towards the forest that I’d spent the night in. The effect was as if you were part of the trees, surrounded by warm wood. Even though she was mad and confused, I could see that part of her was watching my reaction to the room.

‘Wow!’ I said, looking up at the planes of wood on the ceiling. I’d known Pete had always had a thing for wood, and he’d obviously got his way with this house. And now, just as they’d finished it, it was going to be destroyed.

There was no softening Amy. ‘What are you doing here?’ she said, her voice cold.

‘I came with my mother,’ I said. ‘She wanted to see you.’

‘Your mother?’

I stood awkwardly. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I think she wanted to see how well you’d done. And you know she loves an open home.’

‘But why were you in our bunker? And where is Louise?’

‘Oh, she’s attending the event for buyers. I thought I’d pop up here first, and then I got locked in.’

‘Your mother is a buyer? She can’t—’ She stopped herself from finishing her own sentence.

‘I know. But people like to dream. She knows this isn’t a place for ordinary people.’

‘Look,’ said Amy with irritation. ‘We couldn’t get in here without Pete’s connections. His work.’

‘That’s good,’ I said. ‘That’s nice for you that you can just run away and hide here.’

‘Why did you come?’ she said. ‘Why can’t you just leave me alone?’

I shrugged and tried to look casual. ‘I wanted to see what it looked like,’ I said. ‘Your new life.’

It was true. I had wanted to see it for myself.

‘Did Pete tell you he paid our water bill for the year so I’d stay away?’ I said. ‘He thought he could buy me off.’

Amy stared at me. I couldn’t read her expression. Her face was so hard it was almost blank.

‘It was my idea,’ she said.

‘What was?’ I said.

‘To pay your water.’

‘You knew about that?’

‘Yeah, I knew, because it was my idea.’

‘What?’

‘You really don’t get it, do you?’ she said. Her voice was cold but a little shaky. ‘Your water got paid because I didn’t want you to come here when your water got turned off. I don’t want to see you anymore. I’m sick of how you just turn up at my house and I have to give you food because you can’t even buy your own groceries or feed yourself properly.’

‘But Pete told me that—’

Amy threw her hands up in the air. ‘Pete doesn’t have big ideas. You seem to think that we’re still seven and I’m just following you around, desperate for any sort of friendship! I haven’t been that girl for years. Even your mother knows that. I don’t need people like you in my life now. Look at this place! Look around you! This is my life. We’re here because I found out about this place. Pete thought there was no way we’d get in, but we’re here because I drove this, not him.’

Amy’s face was bright red now. I could feel anger radiating off her. But she wasn’t done yet.

‘You’re thirty-seven. You’re a fucking mess, you’ve never grown up, and I should have dropped you years ago.’

It was as if she was putting her fist into a deep pocket of resentment and pulling out a massive pile of rage she’d held on to for years. I knew where it came from. I knew it, because I put it there, but still it stung.

‘You knew,’ I said.

‘Of course I knew,’ she said. Amy’s voice was bitter.

We eyeballed each other and I could see her disgust. She’d never shown it to me before, not properly, and I wondered how she’d managed to hide it all this time.

All our thinly veiled interactions. Some things don’t feel real until they’re said.

‘So why did you stay with …

Amy and I stood there holding our breath, not saying anything.

Then we heard the front door opening, voices in the hall, and Pete and his stoner sister Belinda appeared in the doorway. Oblivious to the life-changing day that was unfolding before them.

‘Whoa,’ said Belinda.

‘Hi Belinda,’ I said, giving her a low wave. ‘Long time.’

‘What the fuck?’ said Pete, looking from Amy to me and back to Amy. ‘What is she doing here?’

Belinda said, ‘I haven’t seen you since—’

‘Since you walked in on me and your brother having sex,’ I said. ‘About ten years I’d say.’

If she’d been here I knew it was something Simp would say, but because no one would hear her she’d tell me to say it. Maybe it was Simp talking from inside my head. I said the words and I could almost see them the way I could sometimes see her, sitting just outside of my body, not visible to anyone else. I was making it real. I had spoken the words she told me to. And now they floated on the air, curdling it.

‘Eleven actually,’ said Amy. ‘Years.’

Belinda stared vacantly at the walls, like she was pretending not to be there. Pete seemed to be calcified by fear. Amy was fluctuating from cool rage to fatigue because it was tiring to hold on to such information and pretend like it never happened. I knew how that felt. Maybe Belinda had told her, or maybe she had guessed and now she just wanted me out of her life. Why had it taken her so long to tell me? And why was she getting rid of me? Me and not him? But I knew the answer to that. He was her husband and he bought them things she wanted, like bunkers and French wine knives with oak handles, and children.

‘For years I thought you were amazing,’ said Amy. ‘So smart, so clever, so above everyone else. You even saved my life. But look at what you’ve done with your own. Fucking nothing.’

Perhaps it was true of both of us. Amy had her children, but she never seemed happy. I could have told her Pete was trouble. I’d never liked him, which is why I’d fucked him. Not because I wanted to, I just hadn’t wanted him to marry Amy. Whatever my stupid intention, it didn’t work. They got married and she would never leave him. Amy had known about it all along. Why had she taken this long to tell me? Why had she pretended to be my friend?

‘I know you think I’m selfish, but I’m no worse than you,’ said Amy, this time directly to me.

Pete seemed to have recovered himself. ‘Why are you here?’ he said. ‘Why are you even in our house?’

‘Shut up, Pete,’ said Amy. ‘I’ve had enough. I want you all out. Just get out of my house.’

‘Honey,’ said Pete, reaching his hand towards her.

‘Fuck off!’ she said, flinching her hand away. ‘You and Belinda and the kids can do the open day, I’m not coming. And you,’ she said, turning to me, ‘don’t ever come here again.’

I could see there was no way to make her listen, so I turned and hobbled towards the living-room door. Even as I did so I tried frantically to come up with a reason to get Amy out of the house. I checked my watch. There were fifty-five minutes until the explosives went.

I stopped at the door well and turned around.

‘My mother would like to say hi. Can you just come see her? Not for me but for her. Amy? Please?’ I said. I could hear the pleading in my voice.

‘Tell your mother I said hello,’ said Amy coldly.

She turned and walked away from us across the length of her beautiful room. All our eyes were on her as she moved. She walked through a door at the other end and was gone.

I left the fancy living room and went out to the hallway.

‘Fucking bitch!’ I heard Pete say.

He was irrelevant. I felt cold and strangely calm as I moved slowly down their hallway to the front door.

Jimmy was sitting at the bottom of some brightly carpeted stairs that led up to their bedrooms – not that I would ever know what they looked like now.

‘Hey Jimmy,’ I said. ‘I’m leaving now. It was nice hanging out with you.’

He didn’t say anything but his eyes were on me.

I moved closer to him.

‘I have something to say and you need to listen. It’s part of our oath, okay? You and your sisters should go down to the party. Take your mum too. And Firstaid.’

He looked at me blankly.

‘Jimmy?’ I said. ‘Leave the house at lunchtime. You know when that is, eh? Twelve o’clock. Do you hear me? With your mum?’

‘I heared you,’ he said.

‘I won’t tell your mum about the chocolate, and you leave the house with your mum, okay?’

He looked sad and solemn. If he’d heard everything we’d said, he’d know the oath was a bunch of shit because his mother had said she never wanted to see me again.

I held my dirty hand out to him. ‘Jimmy?’ I said. ‘Have we got an oath?’

He held my hand lightly, then dropped it.

‘Jimmy?’

He nodded.

It was the best I could get out of him. God knows whether it meant anything. He was capable of many things, but I had no idea if he could do this. I tried to smile at him, to let him know everything would be okay if he did what I told him. Jimmy was four but he wasn’t stupid. He probably already knew, as I had known at his age, that all adults are liars.

I gave him a small wave and limped out of the house into the bright sunshine, trying to figure out what best to do with the desperate minutes that remained of that morning.








Chapter Twenty-eight


The day was perversely lovely, a mild temperature, no wind, clear sky. A ring of trees surrounded Amy and Pete’s house, giving the property shelter and privacy. I had no idea what this sort of thing cost, how many houses Pete was designing for free so his family could afford to be here. It was a beautiful spot to live, and for a moment I wondered why it had to be blown up and destroyed. Yes, the wealthugees were causing problems in our country, and yes, people like Mr Alexander were awful on many levels. But looking up at the tall stands of rimu and rewarewa trees, thinking of Amy’s beautiful living room, part of me could believe this was benign. Amy and Pete weren’t sending children down mines to dig for cobalt for smartphones or whatever else it was Mr Alexander’s company did. They just wanted to live peacefully. Beautiful country houses and men like Mr Alexander had existed forever. Not everyone could live like this, but that was life – unfair from birth to death. I limped along and wondered if Erika and Jade were wrong, if they were just another self-interested interest group – with guns. Who were they to be the moral arbiters of the world?

But my mind went back to the bunker, the boxes of chocolate, the racks for preserves and wine, and bunks with tiny lights to read by. Amy and Pete had a bunker in their house. If they needed, they could live there for months. Their bunker was going to be linked to other bunkers by tunnels, and the whole enormous park where they lived had an electrified fence around it. What were they going to use that bunker for? What were they hiding from? Where was the war?

I turned around and looked back at the house. It wasn’t a big house, but it was elegant, modern, fitting with its natural environment – that’s what a glossy magazine article might say of it. I could imagine the pictures of Amy and Pete and their three children sitting on a large sofa in the room which was lined with bent wood, a dog at their feet. Happy, happy families. Who wouldn’t want such a room? Who wouldn’t want this family? Who wouldn’t want to protect their children and their sofa and their bent-wood living room?

That was why there was a fence around the Eden Venture. An electrified predator fence. Some of us lived at home with our mothers, and many others lived nowhere. The war didn’t look like wars often looked, but that fence was a declaration. Only a few people would ever be allowed to live in this Eden; the rest of the people were predators.

I couldn’t stop what Erika was doing. This was a plan launched and on trajectory. Something in me wanted Pete’s house to blow up. And I wanted Erika to kill that man who had treated so many other people badly.

But I couldn’t just let Amy die.

I followed the gravel driveway out of the property and along through a gap in the trees. My ankle was throbbing, sending sharp lines of pain up my leg, and all I wanted to do was lie down, but there was no time for that. I could see now that the road branched left and right, carrying on through more trees. The path to the right headed down the hill, and it was from that direction I could hear cars and voices, though I couldn’t see anything through the trees. I limped as quickly as I could downhill.

As soon as I was through the trees I could see some pegged-out building sites and a giant marquee. I could see cars parked in a paddock behind the marquee – people here for the open day. My mother would be here by now if she’d done what was asked of her. The only idea I had left was to get her to help. I knew it was a weak plan, but I also knew she had a way of arguing that might get Amy out of her house if Jimmy failed to.

I staggered as quickly as I could down the hill to find her.


There was a security guy in a uniform at the entrance to the marquee, and cameras set up just past him. He looked at me strangely and I touched my bloodied face.

‘Boyfriend hit me,’ I said, smiling brightly. ‘But don’t worry, I’ve dumped him!’

‘May I see your invite, madam?’ he said as I went to move past him.

‘Pardon?’ I said, stalling. ‘Oh! My invitation. My mother’s got it. She’s in here.’ I looked over his shoulder into the crowded marquee. On both sides were long trestles laden with food – cheeses, fruit, bread and meats. A small stage with a PA system was set up at the far end. Casually well-dressed wealthugees stood and talked, or sat around tables set with white linen, like they were at a rich-people wedding. I couldn’t see my mother.

‘She’s in here, can I bring the invite back to you?’ I said.

The guard looked past me to a group of Americans talking loudly behind me. ‘I’ll give you two minutes,’ he said tersely.

A woman wearing a suit and clean knee-high posh gumboots was dispensing a temporary WiFi link to people at the tables, apologising that progress on a new phone tower had been delayed due to protests. She kept saying, ‘It’s just like being in the country,’ and smiling at people with too many teeth. They can’t have understood either her lame joke or her accent, because most of them looked at her blankly. She continued on. There were maybe a hundred people there, all wealthugees. A few stared at me; others seem to pay me no notice. I was not what they wanted to see at the open day for a new rural paradise, so they pretended I wasn’t there.

I found my mother and Alan sitting at a small table in a back corner. They were eating tiny sandwiches and drinking tea. My mother looked pissed off. I sank down in the chair next to her.

‘Well, look what the cat dragged in,’ said my mother. ‘I didn’t know you were coming.’ She looked me over, frowning. ‘You really should have washed first. What happened to your face?’

‘I’d get that seen to,’ said Alan, tapping his own nose. ‘Don’t want to end up with a nose like mine.’

‘Erika punched me,’ I said.

‘What?’ said my mother. ‘Why would she do that? And where is Erika? You didn’t lose her in the bush, did you? Jade told us you went tramping. Which didn’t sound like you at all.’

‘It’s not,’ I said.

‘Cup of tea?’ said Alan, pouring me a cup.

‘I must say this day just gets stranger, doesn’t it, Alan? First we have to get all dressed up, and then this officious lady shuffles us into this tent. I thought I was going to an open home. There are no homes here! They’ve pulled a lot of trees down for all these rich foreigners. I really don’t know why we came, and now we have to listen to boring speeches while we wait for Jade to pick us up. But you’re here now. You look like a dog’s breakfast.’

A movement went through the tent, and I saw Azar, Pete’s date from the fancy restaurant, walk in with four men in business suits. She was wearing a long camel-colour coat, and her wig hair was pulled neatly over one shoulder. She moved through the tables, seemingly pulled along by her men. They walked up on the stage.

My mother groaned. ‘No more speeches!’ She looked at Azar. ‘That woman does have remarkable hair.’

The woman who’d been handing out the WiFi passwords introduced Azar as one of the creative investors behind the project. Then Azar stepped up to the microphone.

‘Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,’ she said. She eyeballed the room with the intensity of a politician making her final bid. She turned her head left and right, and light bounced off her fake hair. ‘We are living in a time of cataclysmic change. Many of us are here because our own countries have become uninhabitable. People call us wealthugees – not a term we ourselves would use. We acknowledge that it is our wealth that has helped us, but we are refugees because we’ve been granted refuge in this beautiful country. We are a group of people designing a way to live with nature, in nature. We want to live as native peoples do here, alongside nature, respecting nature, at one with nature. If we’ve been taught anything by our experiences in our home countries, it’s that the earth is to be respected.’

I looked around, trying to see if anyone else found what she was saying ridiculous. Alan was whispering to my mother and my mother was shaking her head. But the other guests were wearing their polite listening faces. No one looked enraged or even bemused by what she was saying.

‘When I look out at this gathering I am filled with an invincible confidence in our future, in the future of our planet. Most especially in the future of this incredible piece of land. What we are doing is new. It is unprecedented. We will show the people of New Zealand what we are doing to protect the beauty of their country. They will see what we have to offer them – the future. Thank you.’

Azar stepped away from the microphone and nodded at the brief, polite applause. One of the men ushered her off the stage. All the others were nodding and smiling at her.

‘What was that woman talking about?’ said my mother.

‘I don’t know,’ said Alan.

‘Mum,’ I said. ‘You want to see Amy’s house, don’t you?’

My voice sounded brittle. I looked down, and my hands were shaking again.

My mother looked at me strangely. ‘Have you been starving yourself again?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s Amy. We just had a big fight. You have to come and help me. She won’t listen to me.’

I felt about six years old, asking my mother to fix things up for me. She never had then so why would she now? I couldn’t tell her about the bomb. She’d only make it worse, or wouldn’t believe me at all. It had to be about Amy, about my bad behaviour.

‘Where’s Amy? Is she here?’ My mother craned her neck to peer round the tent.

‘No! Mum, she lives here. She and Pete have a house with a bunker – it’s five minutes’ walk.’

‘Why didn’t you say? That’s better than sitting here listening to these people drone on. What were you and Amy fighting about?’

I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t have to look at her when she heard what I was about to say.

‘I slept with Pete, years ago, but she just found out, and now … please will you just come with me?’

‘With Pete? Amy’s husband? Who paid our water bill?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Is that why he paid our water bill?’

‘Mum, please! Please will you just come and help me?’

My voice was desperate now – even my mother could hear it. She shook her head, but reached for her handbag and started to get up. Then her expression changed as she looked over my shoulder.

‘Erika!’ she said. ‘There you are!’

I’d barely had time to turn round before Erika was kneeling beside me. ‘What are you doing here? Why aren’t you at the house?’ she hissed. Her face was a mixture of anger and concern.

‘Amy’s four-year-old found me. He locked us in, so I had to trip the alarm to get out,’ I whispered. ‘Amy’s still in the house. Is there any way you can stop the device going off?’

Erika shook her head. ‘You’ve got to get her out.’

‘I’ll take Mum up to visit. Amy won’t talk to me, but maybe she’ll listen to her.’

‘Louise? No! I need her. Fuck! This whole plan is fucked up.’

‘Use Alan instead,’ I said.

‘I can’t use him.’

‘Erika, please, I need to get Amy and her kids out. Amy might listen to Mum.’

‘And what if she doesn’t? What then? Will you just tell her?’

‘I’m not going to tell her!’

‘How can I trust you?’

‘You just have to,’ I said.

Erika tapped her knee, thinking. She looked between the three of us, my mother, Alan and me, calculating.

‘Erika, please!’ I said.

‘Fine,’ she said at last.

Above us was the sound of a helicopter approaching.

‘Be brave,’ said Erika.

‘This is a very strange place,’ said my mother. ‘Why did you punch my daughter, Erika?’

‘She wasn’t listening to me,’ said Erika.

The helicopter got louder, coming in to land.

‘I’ve got to go,’ said Erika.

‘She never listens,’ said my mother.

‘Please will you just come?’ I tugged on my mother’s arm like a child.

‘Okay, okay!’ She stood up.

Erika leaned into me. ‘You can do this,’ she said.

‘I was locked in that bunker,’ I hissed. ‘I thought you wanted me to die.’

Erika shook her head. ‘Don’t doubt everyone all the time,’ she said. ‘It’s bad for your heart.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Go and get your friend out. You’ve got twenty-four minutes.’


We walked out past the security guard. ‘My mother,’ I said, and waved her invite letter at him. He nodded and turned his attention back towards the helicopter.

Outside we felt and heard the sound of rotor blades winding down. In the next paddock three men were hurrying away from the helicopter and towards the tent. Two of them wore suits; the other one, walking between them, wore jeans with a blazer, and a baseball cap which he held down with one hand. Mr Alexander. The man who was about to die. Like lots of bad people he looked normal.

None of the men looked over at us. Who were we to them? From a distance we were nothing: me, limping like a cripple; my mother, an old woman who walked with a stick. Two weak women off for a walk.

‘Why are you limping?’ she said.

‘I fell over in the bush,’ I said. ‘Tramping.’

‘You need to wash your hair,’ said my mother. ‘Did you have a nice walk though? With Erika?’

‘I guess,’ I said.

‘I think it’s good that you’ve taken her in,’ said my mother. ‘I mean she seems very capable, but I’ve thought for a while that you’ve needed some responsibility. By the time I was your age, I had you.’

‘Aha,’ I said, biting my tongue. I didn’t want to get into this sort of talk with my mother, not now.

‘I think it’s terrible what you did to Amy,’ said my mother.

‘I know,’ I said.

‘But you’ve always been hard on her. You always have to test people for their weaknesses. The pineapple.’

‘That was years ago.’

My mother made a small sound of disagreement but didn’t say anything. We walked up the hill without speaking, both of us panting. Neither of us had ever tried to exercise much in our lives.

I kept glancing at my watch. It was 11.57am. My teeth were clenched and I felt wired with stress and impatience. I knew I was sweating – I had been for hours. Whenever I lifted my armpits a waft of odour snuck out, sour and rank with fear. I saw my mother out of my side eye, looking at my watch. Had she not noticed my sweat? My own dreadful stink?

‘Is that new, that watch?’ she said, stopping to inspect it.

By now I was grinding my teeth. We were never going to get there at this pace. Even with my limp I could walk faster than my mother.

‘Sort of,’ I said. ‘Come on, Mum.’ I looped my arm through hers and gave her what I hoped was an encouraging tug.

‘All right!’ she said impatiently. ‘I’m not young anymore. I can’t just decide to start running like you can.’

I saw her wince as she tried to step up her pace, and in that moment, despite my stress, I didn’t feel angry at her.

‘I never told you this,’ said my mother. ‘It wasn’t any business of yours really, but Amy and I used to talk on the phone when she first went away to university.’

‘What?’ I said.

‘Just when you were out at lectures. She didn’t want you to know. I think she was looking for a maternal figure. Amy’s mother sort of gave up on her after her suicide attempt.’

‘I saved her,’ I said.

‘You stopped her from dying,’ said my mother. ‘But she needed guidance. She had such a low self-esteem. Something you never suffered from at least.’

I frowned at my mother.

‘You’re lazy but you never doubted your own abilities, not the way Amy did.’

‘That’s not true,’ I said.

‘She had a lot less talent than you, but she had ambition.’

‘And look where it got her,’ I said.

‘Do I sense envy?’ said my mother.

I couldn’t imagine my own mother helping Amy’s own sense of esteem. The whole idea was ridiculous. But it partly explained why Amy had stayed around. A thin thread of loyalty to my mother.

We moved into the shadows of the trees and I started formulating ideas. I would make my mother wait outside, and tell Amy she had to come out to speak to her. I would pull Amy out of the house if I had to.

‘Oh look!’ said my mother.

Coming over the crest of the hill were Amy’s kids. Kate, Stella and Jimmy. Not Amy.

They waved and ran towards us.

‘We’re going to the party,’ said Jimmy. He was looking past my mother and me.

‘It’s not a party, Jimmy,’ said Kate, hitting his arm.

‘Where’s your mum?’ I said, looking at Jimmy.

He avoided my gaze.

‘Jimmy?’ I said again.

‘Mum’s in a bad mood,’ said Stella with a sulk in her face.

‘She stayed home,’ said Kate. ‘Why are you here?’

‘I don’t know,’ said my mother. ‘But we’re going to visit your mother.’

‘She made a surprise for Mummy,’ said Jimmy, looking at me.

‘That’s right,’ I said. I didn’t want him talking, so I kept talking over him. ‘I’m surprising her!’

‘What with, dear?’ said my mother.

‘What about your dad?’ I said to the kids, ignoring her. I hadn’t seen Pete in the marquee.

‘He went to fix a fence with Aunty Belinda, then they’re coming to the tent,’ said Kate.

I hadn’t even thought about Belinda. But that made it simpler – it was just Amy I had to get out of the house.

‘You three should get down there quick,’ I said. ‘There’s cake, but all the other guests will eat it if you don’t get there!’

Kate’s and Stella’s eyes widened.

‘Come on!’ said Kate.

The kids broke into a run towards the marquee.

‘There wasn’t any cake,’ said my mother as we set off again.

‘There might be,’ I said.

‘Goodness me. Lying about cake doesn’t produce cake. You just wanted them away from your bad situation, didn’t you?’ My mother tutted at me. ‘Honestly, you make a difficult bed to lie in. Sleeping with your best friend’s husband.’

‘I know, Mum,’ I said.

We’d reached the top of the hill. We were both puffing heavily.

‘Why did you sleep with him?’ said my mother.

‘I didn’t want her to stay with him,’ I said.

‘That’s not the reason.’

‘He’s an arsehole.’

‘You can’t stop people from being with each other or from making the choices they make,’ she said.

I thought of Mr Grindling who my mother didn’t marry all those years ago.

My mother turned her face to me, a slight lopsided grin on her face. ‘I think you were just trying to make Amy eat more pineapple,’ she said.

‘Will you stop about the pineapple?’

‘You need to apologise to her.’

‘I will.’

My mother nodded. She was quiet again. Our shoes crunched unevenly on the gravel of their driveway.

In ordinary times I would have shouted at her. In ordinary times I would have wanted to argue with her. For now, I could see that it was pointless.

We passed through the stand of trees, and Amy’s house came into view.

‘Goodness,’ said my mother. ‘What a well-appointed house.’

‘Yep,’ I said.

‘Is that zinc cladding?’

As well as Antiques Roadshow my mother watched a lot of Grand Designs.

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

‘I think it might be,’ said my mother. ‘That would have cost a lot of money.’ She stopped walking and held her head on an angle. ‘But is it worth it?’ she said, appraising the house.

Both my mother and I would have loved a zinc-clad house. Not in the country; perhaps by the sea. Not even zinc-clad, just weatherboards that didn’t leak.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I don’t know how you calculate the cost and the worth.’

‘Well, that’s easy,’ said my mother. ‘How good does it make you feel looking at it?’

‘I think I’d stop seeing it,’ I said.

‘Exactly,’ said my mother. ‘Wasted on you.’

‘You wait here, Mum,’ I said as we reached the deck. ‘I’ll go get Amy.’

‘No. I want to see inside,’ said my mother. ‘It’s not often I get to look inside architecturally designed houses.’

‘After,’ I said. ‘I think it would be easier to clear the air out here, you know. Just -’ I patted her arm – ‘just wait a bit. I’ll bring Amy out.’

My mother raised her eyebrows at me. ‘I’ll just sit here in the sun and burn then,’ she said. She sat down heavily on the first step of the deck.

How far from the house did we have to be to be safe? Erika hadn’t said. I checked my watch again. It was 12:09. I had eight minutes to get Amy out and all of us away from the house.

I walked across the deck. The front door hadn’t been shut properly. I pushed it open and called out Amy’s name.

No sound came back.

‘Amy!’

Her voice came from inside the house. ‘I told you to go to the marquee!’

I limped up the hallway and into the living room.

‘It’s me,’ I said.

Amy was lying on the sofa, staring out at her view. She didn’t look at me but kept her eyes on the forest out her window.

‘I passed the kids on the way. They’re going to the open day.’

‘I told you I didn’t ever want to see you again,’ she said in a cold small voice.

‘I know,’ I said. ‘I just … I’ve come to tell you I’m sorry for what I did. Also … my mother wanted to see you. She’s outside.’

‘What makes you think I want your apology?’ said Amy. ‘Or to see your mother? What sort of timing do you both have?’

She looked at me. I could see she’d been crying. Amy rarely cried. It just wasn’t something she did.

‘I know you’re upset,’ I said.

‘That doesn’t even begin to describe what I’m feeling,’ she said.

She’d gone into stubborn mode. God knows how I’d ever shift her from the sofa in this mood.

‘Please will you just come out and see my mother?’ I said.

‘No need to come out,’ said my mother.

She had come up behind me. I hadn’t heard her.

‘Louise,’ said Amy.

‘Amy dear, what a wonderful room this is.’ My mother moved in beside me. ‘Such lovely natural light. What a beautiful home you’ve made.’

Amy looked at her and tried to smile a little.

‘Mum!’ My voice was tense. ‘I told you to wait outside.’

‘Yes, but maybe it’s easier for Amy if we talk in here, on her territory.’

I looked at my watch. It was 12:12. We had five minutes.

‘We can talk here,’ said Amy. Her face was frozen hard, her mouth barely opening to let the words out.

‘Yes, we can talk here, dear,’ said my mother. ‘You need to say what you said you would.’

I nodded. ‘Amy, I’m so sorry for what I’ve done, and I know you don’t want to see me again and I promise after today you won’t have to, but can we please go outside?’

‘Why don’t you go outside?’ she said. ‘This is my house! I don’t need to go outside.’

My mother made a face at me, shaking her head like I should give up.

‘There’s cake. In the marquee. The kids might eat it,’ I said.

‘There’s no cake,’ said my mother. ‘That’s not why we’ve come.’

‘Why are you telling me about cake?’ said Amy. ‘Do you think you’ll lure me out with cake? Will you stuff it in my mouth?’

My mother raised her brows at me again.

‘Amy!’ I said. ‘Why didn’t you say anything? We could have talked about it.’

She looked at me then. ‘There was no point,’ she said. ‘It wouldn’t have changed what you’d done, what Pete had done. I knew why you did it.’

‘But why … why did you stay with him?’

‘Shouldn’t the question be, why did I stay friends with you? You were supposed to be my best friend!’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said.

‘I don’t think you understand how manipulative you are,’ she said. ‘I felt stuck with you because when we were little you were the only person who would be friends with me and because you saved my life when I was eighteen. Your mum … Louise, you were really good to me after, you know …’

‘I was happy to—’

‘And you’ – Amy pointed at me – ‘you tell lies and you don’t care about people or yourself. And I’ve realised now I don’t need anything to do with you. I haven’t been the person you saved for years. Look at who I am now!’ Amy’s voice was rising in pitch. ‘Look at this room!’ she shouted. ‘Look at this fucking room, will you? This is my house! This is the sort of room a lot of people would dream of having! This is a dream room! It’s mine and you have no place here!’

My mother and I both looked around. She was right. Neither of us had a place here, but still there was something deeply odd about what she was saying. She sounded a little insane. Her words were proprietary and she was drawing a class divide and her logic was so confused, but still she cut tiny punctures in me. We hadn’t been friends for a long time, but I cared about her.

I blurted the words out. ‘There’s a bomb in your bunker!’

Amy’s face clouded with confusion. ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’

‘It’s going to blow very soon.’ I looked at my watch. ‘Like in two minutes. So we need to leave.’

‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ Her voice was slurred. I wondered if she’d taken lorazepam.

‘We need to leave now. I’m telling the truth,’ I said.

‘You don’t know how to,’ said Amy.

‘What bomb?’ said my mother, looking utterly bewildered. ‘What are you even talking about?’

I looked at her. I needed to tell her something so she’d believe me.

‘Simp came back,’ I said.

My mother stared at me like I was unreal.

‘Simp put a bomb in Amy’s house?’ said my mother.

I didn’t have time to explain it to her or Amy. I just needed to get them out.

‘Amy? Please?’ I pleaded. ‘I’m not lying. For once in my life, I’m really fucking serious, and if you stay here you will die.’

Amy moved slightly but didn’t get up from the sofa.

‘Amy!’ I shouted.

Still she didn’t move. I checked my watch again. We now had one minute. I didn’t know what to say to get her to leave. I leaned over and pulled on her arm.

‘You need to come!’ I said.

‘Fuck off!’

She shook my grip away and stood up. Her eyes searched my face, as if looking for clues, something to tell her I wasn’t bullshitting.

‘What are you on?’ she said.

‘What are you on?’ I said.

Amy looked at me fiercely, then she raised her hand and, with a quickness I didn’t suspect her of, slapped my face.

My cheek stung, and the sting overlapped the bruising from Erika’s punch earlier in the day. But it moved me into action.

‘I’m walking out now,’ I said, ‘because I don’t want to die.’

I clutched my mother’s fingers and pulled. She didn’t move at first, and then she followed. I pulled her down the hall at our broken version of a run, me with my ankle and her arthritis, on and down towards the open front door.

My mother was talking at me the whole way, saying what was I talking about? Why was I acting so strangely? Why did I say there was a bomb? My hand clung to hers like a magnet, pulling her as she talked. I didn’t answer her questions. I checked my watch. We had twenty seconds.

‘We need to run, Mum,’ I said.

Then I heard Amy behind me, calling my name. I turned around. She was standing in her hallway, looking between me and her grandmother’s mirror. Her face was stricken, as if she’d started to see I wasn’t lying. I shouted at her to come, to start running, but she seemed to be glued to the spot.

The air around us thickened as my mother and I reached the front door. Every step I took felt laboured, seconds stretching into years. I felt myself beginning to leak out, like my body was leaving me, my skin falling off like discarded clothes, dissolving blood and bone, the scaffolding of which had been a temporary home. My feet lightly touched the ground, my nose no longer felt swollen, the pain in my ankle had gone. Yet all the stark contrasts of the world were there – the tiles at Amy’s front door, the open door and the brightness of the day outside, all of it sharp and startling as if the filters on all the shapes and colours of the world had been turned up. I was inside the colours, I was watching my own reactions to my mother, to Amy. Anything I did seemed too slow, inept, attuned to a physical law beyond my ken. I was Simp, and Simp was a sprite in and out of my body, a consciousness only lightly tethered to a self. This was what it was like to be her, to stand outside my skin like my own imaginary friend. From here I could see it all so clearly. Parts of me were admirable but a lot of me was a monumental fuck-up. It was hard to know how to unweave the good parts from the bad, or if that was even possible. There were things I should have done, like left my mother talking to Alan rather than pulling her in to help me, insisted Amy leave her house, talked Erika out of leaving the bombs, been kinder to Amy and perhaps even to Pete, to my mother and to myself, even if none of us deserved it. I should have worked harder, not let my pride get in the way of further study, not have lit the match that burned our house down. My list was as endless as it was pointless. What was done was done. But I finally had full sight of myself.

I pulled my mother’s hand again, but it slipped away. I turned around to grab her, and I saw that she had stopped at the front door and was staring out at me, her face caught between fear and horror. She knew I was for real. She was shouting at me, telling me we had to get Amy out. She was turning back to get Amy. I shouted at her, but it was all too slow, she was moving away from me, going back to where Amy was standing still in the hallway of her lovely house, staring at us with a look of blank disbelief. I looked up at the trees and the sky and then back into the house. That was the choice.

I followed my mother in to get Amy.








Chapter Twenty-nine


For a long time I drifted unaware.

When I woke the world was a murky smudge of shapes and dull colours and I didn’t know where I was. I passed in and out of this nowhere state for a long period of lost time. When I did finally start to wake, I realised I was seeing only out of one eye.

The vague dark clouds and shapes turned into things – people asking me questions, people who said they were doctors.

Did I know where I was? Did I know what had happened to me?

I was in a room with a window with curtains that were never opened. As for knowing what had happened … All I knew was that I didn’t like that question.

There was a gentle voice beside me too. A voice I liked. At first I just let the voice talk to me, without thinking about whose voice it was. The voice told me about the day outside, the names of trees, of the river and the mountain his family belonged to. Slowly I knew the voice was Brian’s. He didn’t ask me stupid questions like the doctors did.


One day I woke knowing I was in hospital. I tried to sit up. Brian was there in a chair beside my bed.

‘Aha!’ he said. ‘She wakes.’ He reached forward and touched my arm. ‘Don’t try and get up.’

I made a small noise to let him know I could see him. His voice seemed to come from further away than he actually was, but I could see him out of one eye.

‘You were unconscious for nearly two weeks,’ he said. ‘And you’ve been sleeping for another week. You’re still attached to a drip.’

I tried to nod but it hurt.

‘The doctors … well, for a few days they thought you would die. They said you would succumb to your injuries. But they were wrong. They don’t know you.’

The idea of talking felt like too much of an effort. Even thinking in a focused way felt like crawling through mud. Though I liked his presence, I also thought it was weird that Brian was there. I remembered we’d gone on a camping trip together. There had been a bright green tent and a rock shaped like a whale’s mouth. There was my mother and Erika.

Erika. Her name felt hot in my head and I fumbled around for a reason why, but it made the pressure in my head push harder. It was as though information was hidden under a pile of rocks I didn’t have the strength to move. I knew there had been a stag in the forest. It had horns like the veined networks I could see behind my right eyelid when I closed it. There were none on the left. Where did the stag go to? I knew it was gone. There was weight in me telling me it was gone.


I began to wake more frequently. All of my body felt bruised. Flashes of pain would rise up like waves. I learned to lie there, counting slowly, while I waited for the wave to pass. Nothing was clear in my mind or in my vision. I could still only see out of one eye. There was something in my left ear too, blocking it and making it harder to hear voices and noise. I tried to raise my hand to my face, but the drip fed into my left arm and although I tried very hard to lift my right arm it took too much energy to get my hand to my face. I didn’t seem to be able to organise any information in my head.

Images came to me – broken, fragmented pictures that didn’t connect to any story or make any sense. A room with dim lights, a woman with beautiful hair, a child with chocolate on his face, the candied pineapple my mother had made me when I was seven, Amy sleeping on her bedroom floor with pills in her hand. In early evening as the sun was going down, my room glowed. I remembered being on a red track. Pulling a woman in running gear to her feet. The track was soft and light beneath us.

I asked for Simp. I tried the nurses but they didn’t give me any satisfactory answers. Sometimes I wasn’t even sure if they understood the language I was speaking.

The next time Brian was there, I asked him where Simp was.

‘Who’s Simp?’ he said. I could hear the uncertainty in his voice.

‘I don’t know,’ said another voice. It was Alan. I didn’t know he’d been in the room too. ‘I don’t know who Simp is,’ he said. His voice was low and flat.

I realised I was struggling to hear anything out of my left ear.


The days drifted around, crashing into night and back into day. Slowly they began to iron themselves out, like long pieces of cloth that had been rolled up and put away in a box. A sort of coherence returned. I knew that there’d been an explosion – the doctors had told me that. I knew that Erika had something to do with it. I’d walked with her into the forest. She’d been with me when I saw the stag. After that, I was at a loss. I felt like I was missing something. Slowly it dawned on me what I was missing. I waited for them to tell me – the doctors, Brian, Alan. But they didn’t.

Finally I said to Brian, ‘She’s dead, isn’t she?’

The funny thing was, as soon as I said it, I knew the answer. I’d probably even known it from when I first woke up. I’d known it from how Brian spoke to me in his gentle questioning tones. I knew it from the weight of the stag.

‘Yes,’ said Brian. ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Your mother hung on for a few days, but her injuries were too serious,’ said Alan.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Brian again. ‘And your friend … Amy. I didn’t even know you had a friend living there. I heard they’d just moved in.’

There was a movement in me, like the feeling of falling you sometimes get when you’re nearly asleep, only I was awake.

I made a noise that sounded like the sharp high cry of a bird calling. I couldn’t trust my voice or any sounds I made. My ear was not behaving properly. I closed my eyes so I couldn’t see either Brian or Alan. But even with my eyes closed I could feel them, their sad, constricted presences beside me.


There were times, when I was alone in my hospital bed, when I waited for Simp to talk to me. I tried to call for her in my head but she couldn’t hear me. I couldn’t call her in the right way. She didn’t come.

I lay still and tried to feel for her as a blind person might feel their way out of a bed, run their fingers along the edge of the mattress, brush the soft fabric of the curtains, walk one slow step at a time, their arms held out in front of them, searching for a wall to guide them.

I couldn’t find her anywhere.

But a couple of times, in the deep of night, when the hospital was as still and as silent as it ever got, which was not very, I heard a faint humming. It was like the engine of a small machine softly pumping, and it came from inside of me.


Slowly pieces of puzzle came back and played themselves over and over. Erika’s blue eyeshadow, her pinning me to the ground while Dawson’s Creek played, a bowl of food she handed me. The stag in the forest. Pieces, nothing substantial.

I felt afraid but I didn’t know what of. My fear got mixed in with my strange dreams. I was in the bush building a fire in my mother’s old bedroom with Erika; I was in the long white corridor of the hospital and my mother was calling me. I tried door after door to locate her, but I couldn’t. Here was Erika walking towards me with the plant from the gap, pulled out at the roots. The bare, raw roots were pointing at me. I’m sorry, she said, but it was your fault.

‘Where are they?’ I asked Brian a few days after I’d woken. ‘When are they coming?’

‘Who?’ said Brian.

‘The police,’ I said.

‘Do you mean about the bomb?’ he said. His voice was muted but questioning.

I was quiet. By that point I’d remembered the bunker, that Erika had put a bomb in it and left me there. I didn’t know how but I knew it was my fault that Amy and my mother were dead.

‘They must have questions,’ I said.

Brian didn’t speak for a long moment. Then he cleared his throat.

‘They’ve interviewed me,’ he said. ‘They’ve interviewed Alan too. It’s all very confusing. The papers are saying that the bombing was connected to the assassination of this guy who was investing in that land. He was dodgy, and the government’s come under fire for even letting him buy land here. The cops asked us tons of questions about Erika. She’s gone, you know – just, like, disappeared. The doctors wouldn’t let the cops near you. Well, it wasn’t like you could talk.’

I tried to line up all the information that tumbled from him, wanting to figure out my part in it. Wanting him to tell me my part in it.

He cleared his throat again. ‘Do you know what happened?’

I had no answer for him. After a while I shook my head.

‘What did you tell the cops?’ I said.

‘Just what I knew. I told them that I was offered money to take you over the hill to camp. I told them I knew nothing about Erika other than she was the daughter of a wealthugee you were being paid to look after. I said she was nice. A nice smart teenager.’

He paused again. ‘The thing is … I didn’t say this to them, but I’ll tell you. I kind of wonder if maybe we were all taken for a ride?’

I couldn’t answer him. These were questions I couldn’t answer for myself. Taken for a ride. Is that what he thought had happened? Or was that what had happened?

I was silent.

‘It’s just that the guy who died? He was shot at close range. His name was Philip Alexander. He was an owner in a large mining company – that company that dug up Aboriginal caves a few years ago. The media have really homed in on that. Saying it’s a revenge killing. He’s the sort of guy everyone loves to hate. Anyway, they know he was shot at close range around a large group of people, but no one can say what really happened. It’s like no one really knows what went on. All the wealthugees are scared they’ll be next. All the media has said is that there’s a terror suspect, but they’re not naming anyone. I wasn’t there, so I don’t know what happened, but Alan said that morning was weird. He said Erika had asked your mum to ask that rich guy some questions, but your mum had to go with you because you’d had a fight with your friend or, I don’t know … Alan said you left and then Philip Alexander got shot. He said it happened so quickly that he didn’t even know what was happening. The guy just collapsed in the tent and then it was chaos. Then they heard an explosion, but nobody knew where it was coming from. Everyone freaked out. No one knew where Erika had gone. She just disappeared. No one seems to have the full story.’

I was quiet for a while, taking it all in.

‘No one ever does,’ I said.

‘I guess not,’ he said. I heard his fingers thrum on the rails of my bed. ‘But … do you?’ He was tentative, but he also sounded like he knew the answer. I suppose he was being careful with me. I’d found out that day that the eye they’d kept patched was unlikely to regain sight. The blast had also affected ninety percent of my hearing on my left. I’d be deaf and blind on one side of my face.

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

That wasn’t quite true. What I thought was that I had a version of the story but not the full story, and something warned me that until I’d worked it out I wasn’t to tell anyone else.


Brian was reading to me from War and Peace when the police finally came to talk to me. I was sitting up in bed. The doctors had removed the full bandage from my eye and replaced it with a patch. Brian sat on my right side, by my good ear. He’d found my copy of Anna Karenina at home and decided I must be a Tolstoy fan.

‘You had so many sticky notes in Anna Karenina! I didn’t know you were into novels so much,’ he said.

I had no idea what he was talking about. Things were still so hazy. I kept falling asleep – or my new version of sleep. I thought of it as drifting, like my mind was on some sort of raft and I was rolling over waves, moving with the current. I had a pain in my head and my ribs. I’d broken two of them and punctured a lung in the explosion. One neurologist told me they didn’t think I had any injury to my brain that would cause me any further damage beyond losing my sight and hearing on my left side. I thought that was funny and told her so. She didn’t laugh.

‘I’ve always meant to read War and Peace,’ said Brian. ‘And I thought it appropriate. Given what you’ve just been through. You’re going to be here for a while longer, so I thought I might read it to you.’

His reading voice was surprisingly pleasant, and although I can’t say I paid much attention to what he said, I enjoyed listening to the sounds he made while I lay on my raft.

The cops arrived with a nurse just as Brian was reading the bit where Prince something-or-other said that he hated ghost stories. How can someone hate ghost stories?

I pondered this as the nurse introduced a woman, Detective Perkins, and a man, Detective Taylor. Perkins and Taylor, I thought, sounded like names on a tin. Perkins and Taylor, quality tinned peas. Perhaps what the prince meant was that ghost stories scared him but to admit this would not be princely.

The nurse left the room with Brian.

‘We just have a few questions,’ said Detective Perkins.

I looked at her with my one eye and felt grateful I had a patch over my dead eye. She looked the same age as me, and very sharp. Act dumb, I told myself. Act hurt. As if I needed to.

‘Firstly, we’re sorry for your loss,’ said Detective Taylor.

‘Thank you,’ I said.

‘It must have been hard for you, waking to hear your mother and your best friend were dead,’ said Perkins, her eyes squarely on me, soaking up every movement in my face.

I could feel the sting rising in me, something stuck at the top of my chest. I nodded.

‘And you nearly died yourself,’ said Taylor.

This seemed to pull Perkins in a little. She nodded at me, letting me know she was acknowledging my difficulties but she was here to do a job.

Perkins continued. ‘We’ve been inspecting this as a crime scene. But we have a counter-terrorism branch that are also working on this case.’

I turned my right ear towards her. ‘I’ve gone deaf in the left ear,’ I said.

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘I’ll speak up a little. When did you meet Miss Erika Bodmer?’

I flinched a little. They were going straight in.

‘Not long ago,’ I said. ‘I’ve lost track of time. Her father asked me to look after her while he was away.’

‘Who was her father?’ said the woman.

‘Pablo,’ I said.

‘Pablo?’ she said.

‘He’s a wealthugee. He’s into Russian literature.’

Perkins nodded at the copy of War and Peace that Brian had left on my bedside table. ‘It would seem you are too?’ she said.

‘It’s all right,’ I said, shrugging.

I explained how I’d met Pablo at my old job when he’d come looking to do a course in Russian literature and he’d offered me money to babysit his daughter.

‘And where is this man now?’ said Taylor.

I knew I had to tread carefully here, though in all honesty I couldn’t say I knew where Pablo was.

‘I don’t know. My memory is hazy. But I think he said he had to leave the country. I think that’s what he told me. I had thought he wanted to be my boyfriend.’

Perkins looked at me like, really?

‘Why did he say he had to leave the country?’ she said.

‘I can’t remember,’ I said.

‘We understand you are recovering from an injury,’ said Taylor. ‘Please try to remember as much as you can. We have three dead bodies to account for.’

‘Three?’ I said. I could pretend that Brian hadn’t said anything. And I hadn’t looked at a screen the whole time I’d been in hospital. The doctors had said it wouldn’t be good for my recovering brain.

‘Mr Philip Alexander. Does that name mean anything to you?’

I looked at them vaguely. Erika’s gold eyeshadow flashed into my mind. She never showed me how she applied it. I shook my head.

‘We have reason to believe that Ms Bodmer came here to kill Philip Alexander,’ said Taylor. ‘We also have reason to believe that she was responsible for the bomb blast you were in.’

‘Erika?’ I said in my most confused tone. ‘But she’s a teenager.’

Perkins nodded. Her eyes could have bored holes in me.

‘Yes,’ said Taylor.

‘You’re saying she’s a … what? A killer?’

‘You tell me,’ said Perkins.

I shook my head.

‘Why were you in Wairarapa?’ said Taylor.

‘For a holiday,’ I said. ‘We … Erika said we should go for a holiday.’

‘Did this not strike you as a strange thing to do? Just pack up and go?’

I shook my head again, very gently, as if it pained me.

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I’d quit my job. I needed a holiday.’

‘Yes, your old manager told us you quit very suddenly,’ said Taylor.

‘Why did you do that after such long service?’ said Perkins.

‘It was too long,’ I said.

‘Your old manager was very surprised. He said you were due for a promotion,’ said Perkins.

I could hear Gerald saying that too. Making me into something he’d believed I could be – hardworking and ambitious.

‘I was bored,’ I said.

‘You were bored,’ said Perkins, raising her eyebrows. ‘It’s not a great time to walk out of permanent employment.’

‘I guess your work is more interesting than my old job,’ I said.

Taylor looked like he agreed.

‘So how did you get inside the wall at the Eden Venture?’ said Taylor. ‘That launch was invite only and there is no indication that you had a ticket. Your mother and her friend had a ticket. What were you doing there?’

‘I snuck in,’ I said. ‘My friend Amy lives there. We’d had a fight and I wanted to talk to her.’

‘Yes, her husband said you were in the house that day, before the bomb blast. Peter Gardiner said the two of you had sex together years ago, that was why you and your friend had fallen out.’

‘I wanted to talk to her, to see if we could make amends,’ I said.

‘And did you?’ said Perkins.

‘No,’ I said.

‘Your mother’s partner, Alan, told us that you asked your mother to come with you,’ she said.

I was beginning to really dislike Perkins. She was trying to make me sound guilty.

‘I took my mother because she’s known Amy since we were seven,’ I said. ‘I thought she could help.’

‘Alan said he didn’t know how you got into the compound. He said he hadn’t seen you since the night before when you went for a tramp with Erika.’

‘We went tramping,’ I said vaguely. ‘We … saw a stag.’

‘How did you get into the compound?’ said Perkins.

‘I … I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I can’t remember. Everything is … I can’t remember the order of that day. The doctors said … I have concussion.’

‘Two poles were found on the perimeter of the fence, evidence of tampering with the fence’s electric circuit. Is that where you got in with Miss Bodmer?’

‘I … don’t know. I’m sorry,’ I said. I blinked, trying my best to look confused.

‘You can remember you had a fight with your friend though?’ said Perkins. She stared at me hard. ‘Peter Gardiner says that you were found in their house that morning. He didn’t see you after you left the first time, as he was at the open day event. He said he and his wife argued that morning and he left the house because she wanted to be alone. He said they were arguing over the fact that you and he had had an affair and she’d only just found out because you’d told her,’ said Perkins.

‘It wasn’t an affair,’ I said. ‘We had sex once.’

‘You can see how it makes you both look though,’ said Taylor.

‘Hmm,’ I said.

‘It could make you both suspects,’ said Perkins. ‘With motives for murder.’

I almost laughed at that. ‘Pete, blowing up his own house to get back at what? His wife and me?’

‘Which is why we’d like you to shed some light on what unfolded,’ said Taylor. ‘These are very serious crimes. Two people died in that blast. Property was ruined. You yourself have been seriously harmed.’

‘Why would I kill them?’ I said.

‘You tell us,’ said Perkins.

It was clear to me that they didn’t know what I’d done. They were toying with me, trying to get me to talk. Erika had said, My organisation will sort it out. So where were they now?

‘Did Erika do or say anything you found suspicious in the days she was living with you?’ said Perkins.

I closed my eye like I was thinking. Everything Erika had done and said was suspicious and strange.

‘She put a water tank on my porch,’ I said. ‘And she cooked dumplings.’

‘Those are suspicious activities?’ said Perkins, obviously irritated.

I shrugged and opened my one eye as wide as I could, knowing what would happen when I did this. It had become sensitive to light and watered whenever I tried to keep it open for too long. I let a tear drip down my cheek, then I closed my eye.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Taylor. ‘I’m sure this is hard for you. Very good timing for a water tank, though. Given the trouble with the water supply.’

‘What trouble?’ I said.

‘You may not have heard. The city was without water for six days three weeks ago. An attack on the two main supply pipes.’

Change by any means necessary, another thing Erika had said. People living without water was means. Amy and my mother were means.

I kept my eye closed. ‘Where is she?’ I said. ‘Where’s Erika?’

I heard one of them breathe in slightly. They were probably looking at each other, deciding who would speak next. Or perhaps they had their act down pat.

‘We have reason to believe she has left the country,’ said Taylor.

Something deep beneath my grief cheered silently. Erika had done what she’d meant to. And she’d got away.

I opened my eye. ‘You don’t know where she is?’ I said.

‘Do you?’ said Perkins and Taylor together.

‘No,’ I said. My voice sounded flat. I knew as I said it that I wanted to know. Erika was the only person I’d have to talk to about what happened.

‘Is there anything about her that made you feel suspicious about her behaviour?’

‘Not really,’ I said. ‘She was only with me for a few days.’

The two detectives looked at each other again.

‘Well,’ said Taylor, ‘I’m sure we’ll speak again. When you remember more as you recover …’ He took a card out of his jacket pocket and put it on my bedside table.

Perkins took one more look around the room as she stood up. ‘I like Tolstoy,’ she said, tapping the cover of War and Peace. ‘Clear morals. This is better than Anna Karenina.’ She gave me one last hard look and left the room with Taylor.

Brian came back in. He didn’t ask me any questions but he seemed distant. He picked up the book where we’d left it.


I think that part of me expected Erika to turn up and let me know everything was okay. Or she’d send a note. Give me a sign. As the days wore on and on, I realised there was no way she would do that. The only sign I’d get that everything had gone as well as planned was her silence. She was a killer, a trained one. She’d done her job and now she was gone.


Slowly I began to walk with a walker, then a crutch. The events as they’d happened started to fall back into a sequence in my head. Brian stopped coming every day. He said he needed to spend more time at work.

I walked lengths of the hospital corridors and ventured far enough to find a sunny courtyard. I took to sitting out there most days, wearing oversized Polaroids that a nurse found for me. My good eye couldn’t handle the direct sunlight yet, but I liked the warmth on my skin and the fresh air.

I was sitting out there when Brian arrived. He was carrying War and Peace though he didn’t open it. He just sat down beside me.

‘The doctors said they’re going to discharge you soon,’ he said. He paused, perhaps waiting for me to fill in the gap. I wasn’t up to thinking about what that meant.

‘They say you need someone to look after you at home,’ he said. ‘And they asked me if I knew anyone who could do that. I think they were trying to ask me if I would do it.’

I didn’t turn to look at him. There was a part of me that felt more afraid, more lost than I’d ever felt. One of the hospital psychologists had come to visit me to talk about grief. I’d listened to her explain to me some of the feelings I might be having, saying they were normal. I’d lost two close relationships, as well as my sight and hearing. I watched her the whole time, thinking, I could have been you.

‘You don’t have to do this,’ I said to Brian.

‘What?’

‘Become my mother,’ I said.

The sound of my own voice shocked me. It was harsh, mean. I didn’t want it to be either of those things. Brian was only trying to be nice to me. Perhaps that’s all he’d ever tried to be.

‘I’m not …’ He stopped. ‘I’m not trying to be your mother. That would be weird.’

I could feel the conversation slipping away from me, turning a corner I didn’t want it to go down. I knew then that I wanted him to help me. There were just things I couldn’t say out loud without great difficulty.

Brian got in ahead me. ‘The stuff that happened, that bomb,’ he said. ‘I can’t shake the feeling that you knew about it. I’m sorry.’

I tried not to react. I was pleased I had my sunglasses on, partially hiding the patch over my eye, partially shielding me from the world.

‘I don’t remember,’ I said.

‘Really?’ he said. ‘Is that really the truth? Because now would be the time to tell me if it’s not.’

We sat in a patch of light under a single tree, the big grey hospital buildings looming above us. Now was the time to tell him everything I knew, but I couldn’t. I didn’t speak.

After a while Brian said, ‘Okay. I just don’t think I’m the person to help you, you know. There’s too much—’

‘Right,’ I said.

‘Alan has said he’ll come and live above you for a while, in your mum’s old place.’

I nodded.

‘And look, don’t take this the wrong way, but I think you need professional help, like to talk to a psychologist or something. This sort of thing would mess anyone up. And when you remember what happened, you’ll need to talk about it.’

I hated everything he was saying. I wanted Simp back. I wanted Brian to be my friend and look after me. I wanted my mother. But I didn’t say any of this. I didn’t say anything.

He stood up and put War and Peace beside me on the bench.

‘I’ll leave this with you,’ he said.

And then he walked away.


Later that same day, Pete came to see me. I was sitting up and pushing slightly cold macaroni cheese around on my plate when he stalked into the room. He looked terrible. Thin, sad. And very, very angry.

We stared at each other for a while. I waited for him to say his piece.

‘Well,’ he said finally. ‘Do you have anything to say?’

‘What do you want me to say, Pete?’ I said. I knew I should say sorry, but I couldn’t. Not to Pete. Looking at his handsome, broken face, all I could feel was loathing. It was like he carried some toxic air about him that made me act strangely.

‘Fuck!’ he shouted. ‘My children have no mother! My wife is dead!’

I put my head down. I couldn’t let him see my hate. Not because I wanted to hide that from him, I just didn’t want to give him any reason to further suspect it was my fault Amy was dead.

‘So is my mother,’ I said with my head bowed.

He made a loud growling sound and smacked his hand down on my bed. The bed moved slightly.

‘You! It’s always about you! I don’t know what the fuck went on that morning, but I blame you. I don’t know why there was a bomb in my house. I’m not the enemy! But you were there too and you’re like a walking bomb.’

His eyes were like a heat lamp on me. I kept my head lowered.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I don’t know why your house had a bomb in it.’

‘Well fuck that!’ he said. ‘Do you even feel sad about Amy?’

I looked out the window, away from him. ‘Of course I do,’ I said. ‘She was my best friend. I saved her life once.’

‘You fucked her life too,’ said Pete.

This time I looked at him. I would not let him get away with that.

‘So did you, Pete,’ I said.

He shouted at me some more and a nurse arrived. Pete swore at her too, then left my room.

The nurse tucked my sheets in. ‘Men!’ she said. ‘Some of them are just unbearable. They still think they can run the world.’








Chapter Thirty


The day I left the hospital, Alan came and helped me. He carried a bag with my stuff and walked beside me as we headed out to his car. Alan told me we’d had 15 millimetres of rain the last month and the water tanks were half full. He sounded proud. He said that anyone without tanks had been in real trouble after the attack on the water supply in the city and that Erika couldn’t have put them in at a better time.

Just as Brian had said he would, Alan was going to stay in my mother’s old house above my flat and help me while I recovered.

He also told me he’d been helping out Brian with his business on the days he’d been sitting with me in the hospital.

‘It’s a very good business, you know,’ said Alan. ‘But Brian is tired. He’s gone away for a while. He said he’d come visit when he got back.’

I wondered how much Brian had talked to Alan about what had happened.

Alan had also arranged a memorial service for my mother. ‘She wouldn’t like too much fuss,’ he said. He also suggested we go out to the coast and scatter her ashes at sea. ‘You’re not really allowed to,’ said Alan, ‘but I think she’d like us doing something we weren’t supposed to.’

He’d been given power of attorney while I was incapacitated. He explained the will. The house was mine but ten thousand dollars had been left to the Cats Protection League. She’d left him the top part of the house which he was to pass on to me if and when he didn’t need it.

‘She told me she was giving her whole estate to the Cats Protection League,’ I said.

‘No! Why would she do that?’ he said.

‘She said she would,’ I explained.

Alan looked puzzled. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Your mother would have wanted you to have a house.’

‘So why would she say otherwise?’ I said.

‘She was a complicated woman,’ said Alan. ‘But she loved you.’


When we pulled up outside the house, I looked over at the athletics field. I wanted to see the runner, even though I knew I wouldn’t. She’d given that up. I’d helped her give up. The trash pile in the middle of the track was a charred mess.

‘What happened?’ I said, pointing at the field.

‘There was a fire,’ he said. ‘Three weeks ago. Round the time of the water attack. Arson apparently.’

‘The city’s gone to the dogs,’ I said.

‘Well, even the dogs aren’t turning up here anymore.’ He sighed. ‘Things are a right mess.’

We walked up the path to the house. It looked the same. I felt like I’d been away for a long time, though it had been only six weeks.

Inside it was clean. Alan had tidied. There were fresh flowers on the coffee table.

‘Thank you,’ I said, looking around.

‘Come through to the kitchen,’ said Alan.

We walked through. The kitchen looked cleaner than it had for years; it even smelt cleaner. A new counter-top had been installed. The sprout was gone.

Alan looked up at the ceiling and pointed.

I looked up. The ceiling looked new. He’d painted it.

‘Thank you, Alan,’ I said.

‘You’re very welcome,’ he said. ‘I had to do something with my time.’ He looked at me fondly, and it made me feel heartbroken.

‘I hope it’s okay,’ said Alan. ‘Me doing these things.’

‘This place was getting to be a bit of a dump,’ I said. ‘So, thank you.’

‘Oh, wait!’ Alan left the room. I stared around the empty space. What would I do with it all?

‘Look!’ he said, coming back in. He was holding a pot plant out to me.

‘What?’ I said.

‘It’s the wee plant that was growing out of your counter. It’s taken off! One of those plants that just wants to live. What a good thing you did potting it.’

‘I—’ I was about to say, I didn’t pot it, but stopped myself. It was Erika who’d said it should be in a pot. It was Erika who’d done it.

‘What is it?’ I said.

‘Vigna unguiculata,’ said Alan. ‘The common pea.’ He shrugged. ‘Unguiculata is Latin for a small claw, which is the edging the petals have.’

I smiled him. ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I’ve never looked after a plant before.’

‘Well, plenty of light, some water. You’ll be just fine,’ said Alan.

I pushed open the door to Erika’s room. Her stuff was gone, but the bed was still there along with my old work pot plant that Brian had given her. The room was tidy, devoid of personal touches. As if no one had ever been there.


Later that day I lay on the sofa, drinking a cup of tea that Alan had made me. He’d gone out to the supermarket to get some tinned chickpeas to cook for dinner because he was giving vegetarianism a proper go. He said it might take a few hours, the queues at the shops had got worse since the water went off. Pantry panic, Alan called it, but his face was grim.

On the small table beside the sofa sat the Morse-code box. I flicked the switch on and waited. The light stayed dark. It needed someone upstairs to turn it on. Perhaps it wasn’t even connected anymore. Maybe Alan would like to learn.

I looked at the piles of books on the coffee table. The copy of War and Peace that Brian was halfway through reading me. The copy of Anna Karenina I’d speed-read when I quit work was there too. But there were sticky notes stuck into its pages. I picked the book up and opened it.

Each note pointed to a piece of underlined text – many throughout the book. A reader leaving notes to herself. They were not mine. I was too lazy to make reading notes.

I didn’t understand the connection between any of them. Whoever had made them was marking text, sections of dialogue, for their own pleasure and line of thinking. The underlined passages went right through to the end, to Levin’s chapters where he reached a kind of peace – parts I’d skipped because Levin had bored me. I had hours of parsing to do if I wanted to understand them. One of the last pieces underlined said: I have discovered nothing. I have only perceived what it is that I know.

These were Erika’s notes. That’s a dumb book, she’d said. Yet she’d sat here and underlined passage after passage. For me. And maybe for herself. It was Erika’s way of saying that she was alive, of telling me to pay attention. Erika would always know more than me, she would always know how far her own perception reached and where it stopped, and she would continue to push beyond it slowly. She was a killer, in body and mind. It was also what made her a real genius, because to perceive what it is that you know is not a small thing. It is a painful thing, which is why most people avoid it.

I sat there with the book in my lap and let my tea grow cold. After a while tears began to roll down my face. For the first time in a very long time I let them come. It was a horrible feeling. Desperate and painful, and it came in waves, and there was no way to stop them. I did not look for an end to what I felt. I sat inside it and wondered where my limit was, because I wanted to reach it. No. I didn’t just want to reach my limit, I wanted to go beyond it. I wanted to wash everything out of me, everything – Amy and Pete, Simp, my mother, Erika, the bomb, the things I’d never said.

After a long while, I stopped, exhausted. Out the window I could see the brown oval of the freshly burnt athletics field. On the sill was the pea plant in its pot that Alan had placed there before he’d left. Something for you to look at, he’d said. And here it sat, growing, despite it all.

I could feel the stillness in the room and my own warm body as a part of it, the pulse at the side of my throat, the rise and fall of my chest, me, alive and complicit in the quiet afternoon.








Maori kupu | Glossary



	hikoi: a walk, a march, often used to refer to protest marches in New Zealand.

	iwi: extended kinship group. Often refers to a large group of people descended from a common ancestor and associated with a distinct territory.

	marae: technically the marae is the the open area in front of the wharenui (house), where Maori formally greet and talk with each other and guests. The word is used to include the whole complex of buildings around the wharenui.

	tangata whenua: indigenous people, people of the land.

	tangi: ceremonial rites for the dead, shortened form of ‘tangihanga’.

	whanau: extended family or family group.
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