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1
            1: Max

         

         The wail of sirens wrenched him from what had been a restless sleep. His eyes flicked round his surroundings, heart racing, mind disoriented by the image of a cold concrete room that lingered on from his dreams. Relief washed over him as he took in the familiar sight of bags of insulation batts, sheets of plastic stapled to stripped-back timber framing and the chaotic pile of builders’ detritus. The smooth nylon of his sleeping bag against his skin offered reassurance, and his pulse began to settle, although the pangs of alarm still churned in his stomach. A meagre, grey light filtered through the filthy windows from the overcast skies. He pulled his arm out of the warmth of the bag and checked his watch.

         Fuck, he’d overslept. The irony of those words not lost on a man who had tossed and turned for most of the night. He extricated himself from the sleeping bag, rolled it up and jammed it into his backpack. It wouldn’t be long before the builders turned up to start their working day, and he couldn’t risk them finding him here. He suspected they were aware of his presence and was surprised they hadn’t made efforts to make the site more secure, but perhaps they viewed him as a convenient security guard, one they didn’t have to pay. The massive two-storey Victorian villa had once stood proud on the corner just by Grafton Bridge, but nowadays it was a shadow of its former glory, a work in progress surrounded by overgrown grass, high wire fences and the tell-tale signs of renovation. So far he was the only one who had discovered the small gap in the fencing that he could barely squeeze through, and he wanted to keep it that way. The place afforded a roof over his head and solitude, something he still needed at present. But that was it as far as comforts went. There was no water, no electricity and a shit ton of draughts.

         2As always he took care to leave nothing behind – less a squatter, more a phantom. And he timed his exit from the site so he melted in, unobserved, behind a group of university students walking down the hill towards the traffic lights. But instead of following them across the road and towards the hospital campus, he turned left and headed across the bridge. Walking beneath the canopy of old oak trees that lined Karangahape Road always felt like passing through a gateway to his own territory, his familiar stomping grounds. However, those of a more sensitive disposition, or inclined to superstition, may have viewed the oaks more as sentries for the dead, standing guard over the old cemetery that inhabited the heart of the city. He was not superstitious, nor did he consider himself spiritual or a man of faith, but he found strange comfort in the knowledge that generations of Aucklanders rested here. In times past he had spent many an hour wandering the paths, reading the headstones. Some might see that as maudlin. But he found it a place of reassuring permanence in a world of transience. Someone at some stage had loved these people enough to erect a memorial that would honour them and outlast them all. He wondered if anyone would ever see his life as meaningful enough to want to do the same. Somehow he doubted that. If he was lucky his ashes would be scattered to the wind somewhere he loved. If unlucky, they would never be picked up from the crematorium.

         The cooler weather and chill wind meant that the commuters he passed on their way in for another round of the daily grind were cocooned within themselves, intent on their destination, not making eye contact. Not that they did on a warmer day either. All manner of humanity walked this route, from the business man in suit and tie, to the fresh-faced student, to the harried mother with kids in tow. It was also known for what society would consider the more seedy element of Auckland life, but who Max preferred to call the vulnerable and displaced. Not everyone had the security of a job, a permanent home, the luxury of food on the table, and family and loved ones to be cared by and to care for. He counted himself among 3the lucky ones. He might not have had a permanent home, but he at least had somewhere he could go to earn a buck, shower, have some sense of purpose. He chucked a few gold coins in the cup of a middle-aged woman sitting on the pavement, leaning against a vacant shop front. She was wrapped up against the cold in a very well-loved-looking eiderdown, and a small pile of grocery bags stuffed with her belongings provided a physical barrier to the wind. The tinkle of coins in the bottom of the cup made her look up, and a toothless smile cracked her face.

         ‘Thanks, Max.’

         ‘You take care, Karina.’

         As much as it could, the community looked after its own.

         He turned down Pitt Street, heading towards the gym, but immediately broke his stride as he saw the array of police cars pulled up around Beresford Square and the construction site that would one day be the new Karanga-a-hape Rail Station. Were they the sirens he’d heard earlier? He counted four vehicles, which indicated something serious was going down. He also took in the presence of an ambulance. Not a good sign. He slowed his pace further and decided to take a slight detour on his way to work. There were enough people walking in the vicinity that his curiosity would go unnoticed.

         But the closer he got to the scene the more he realised he didn’t need to worry about being spotted, as a number of spectators were milling around, blatantly watching what was going on with a train-wreck fascination. The police attention seemed to be focussed part way down Samoa House Lane. A constable was on point duty at its entrance, next to the Fale, keeping the nosey at bay, and from what Max could see the medics and officers were gathered around a recessed doorway at the rear of the building. Judging by the stance and body language of all involved, no one was in any particular hurry, and it wasn’t being set up as a crime scene. He could only speculate that either someone had had an accident but was otherwise okay, or their day had started very badly. He suspected the latter.

      

   


   
      
         
4
            2: The Reaper

         

         The shadows shimmy and fracture as a shape slips across the opening and melts into the blackness opposite. He has been tracking this creature for two weeks now, his quarry oblivious to the attention, instead absorbed in his world of acquiring cheap booze, scavenging for food and bumming cigarettes. If ever there was a case for getting scum off the streets, it is this man. He is loath to call him a man, to bestow upon him that title implies there is some worth, some redeeming feature that warrants it. From what he has observed this trash is a blight on society. Even among his fellow homeless and rough sleepers he is someone who is feared and reviled. Removing him is going to do everyone a favour. One less bum on the streets, one less blight on the city.

         Darkness has descended and the life and buzz of the shop assistants and office workers – the legitimate – is replaced by the night shift: the sex workers, the nutters, the degenerates, and those who have let themselves sink so far as to become the lowest of the low. The bottom feeders, as one significant leader has referred to them, handing a mandate to those who have the means and the balls to take care of business. People like himself.

         The prey wobbles a booze-fuelled shuffle down the lane, settling on a spot under the entranceway at the rear of a building. He sits down with his pathetic bag of belongings. He pulls out a sleeping bag that even in this poor light is clearly stained with god only knows what. The shadow watches, waiting while the prey settles in, arranges his treasures around him as always, including a framed picture of a woman, presumably the woman who spawned him, and a battered houndstooth flat cap, strategically placed for any coins that might drop his way.5

         Just the biscuit tin to go, he thinks, and sure enough, the red ANZAC-day memorial tin with its stained-glass-style poppies emerges from the bag. The lid is prised off and filthy fingers extract a tarnished mouth organ. Moments later the mournful sound of shit harmonica-playing drifts through the air, surely driving people away, not enticing them to drop money into the cap. Putting an end to this godawful din will be a public service.

         He glances around, checks for prying eyes before he pulls the hood further down over his head and strides down the laneway. The bum startles as he comes to a stop before him. His head eclipses the street-lamp behind, throws shadows over the street-weary face. The harmonica falls from the scum’s lips.

         He reaches into the pocket of his long great coat, notes the bum’s eyes following his hand and widening with alarm. The look of fear transforms into a look of desire as the piece of shit takes in the hip flask of brandy that emerges. The bum’s hands reach out, tentative at first, but then greedily as he realises the offering is intended for him.

         ‘Keep warm, old man.’

         The bottle is snatched from his grasp.

         ‘Bless you,’ comes the reply, ‘bless you,’ the lid already being twisted off, the flask rising to eager lips.

         The hunter turns and exits the narrow lane, merges back into the shadows.

         ‘Keep safe,’ he mutters under his breath, a grim smile spreading across his face. ‘Keep safe.’
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            3: Max

         

         There was something meditative about the backward-and-forward rhythm of a mop, the repetitive cadence of sweep out, reach and stretch, pause, sweep back, reach, pause. Some may have found cleaning floors, and cleaning toilets for that matter, demeaning, beneath them. But Max was grateful. Grateful for the opportunity to earn some money, pittance and under the table as it was, and grateful for the time to calm his mind. The action stilled his brain, helped wipe aside the dark thoughts that intruded, unannounced and shocking. The shrink said they would ease with time. Max doubted it, wondered if they would be a life-long feature on his mental landscape. In a strange kind of a way he didn’t mind if they were. It meant he would never forget – and he didn’t want to forget. That terrible, terrible moment in time – the loss of his daughter, someone he loved so much, and losing her in such a cruel, cruel way – shaped who he was, what he had become. It was something he would always have to carry. He did hope the acuteness of that pain – that cruel, cruel pain – would subside. But in the meantime, he would sweep, he would mop – a poor man’s self-soothing mechanism.

         The soothing was interrupted by an insistent buzzing in his back pocket. At first he hadn’t even noticed it – his mind had not made the connection, so seldom did people ring him. He stood up straight, leaned the mop against the wall and pulled the phone out.

         It wasn’t a name he had expected to see.

         ‘Meredith, what can I do for you?’ Somehow a ‘long time no hear’, or a cheery ‘hi’ didn’t seem right, and she never called unless she wanted something.

         ‘Max. How are you doing? You okay?’ She was always better at the 7social niceties than he was. Probably one of the reasons she was still a detective and he wasn’t. For him those days in the police were over.

         ‘Yeah, as good as I can be. What’s up?’ He wasn’t about to describe how he was really feeling, and he was confident she didn’t really want to know.

         ‘I need your help with something.’ There was a pause. ‘It’s not pleasant.’ In Meredith speak, that meant it would be bloody awful.

         ‘What sort of something?’

         He heard the sigh before she replied. ‘There was an unexplained death on the streets downtown last night.’ Max’s mind jumped back to the ambulance and huddle of police cars on his way in to work this morning. ‘The deceased was a homeless man.’ She paused. ‘We need your help to identify him.’

         She’d used the words ‘unexplained death’. That implied it wasn’t as a result of violence, or anything obvious and visible. He thought about the people he knew who lived rough and wondered which poor bastard had succumbed to the elements, or whose body had finally chucked in the towel after years of booze and abuse. She was right, it wouldn’t be pleasant, but everyone deserved some kind of dignity in death, to be reunited with family and the people who loved them, or may have once.

         ‘I’m sorry to hear that. But sure, I can help.’

         ‘Thanks,’ she said, and he knew from the tone of her voice she meant it. Detective Sergeant Meredith Peters could come across as a cold-hearted bitch – just ask any juniors who had pissed her off – but underneath she was someone with an unwavering sense of justice, and a deep need to put things right.

         ‘One o’clock okay?’

         ‘Yeah, see you then.’

         Shit. This wasn’t the kind of start to the day that he’d wanted.
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            4: Max

         

         The Auckland City Mortuary may have looked pretty innocuous from the outside, but the inside represented a world of pain. With the possible exception of the pathologists, no one present was ever happy to be there, especially not the dead. Meredith had arrived before him and was quietly talking with the technician. Meredith was a striking woman, tall, freckled skin, red hair pulled back in an easy ponytail. Max’s heart gave a lurch whenever he saw her, but it was more a pang of guilt than any other base emotion. Theirs wasn’t that kind of a relationship. Never could be.

         ‘Thanks for coming, Max. Appreciate it.’ She held out her hand to shake. He took it. It was warm, the skin smooth. He felt acutely aware of how cold and rough his was. ‘You’re looking well,’ she said. They both knew that was stretching the truth. What she meant was he looked better than last time, which wouldn’t have been difficult.

         ‘I just hope I can help you out with an ID.’

         ‘I hope so too.’

         It was a sad indictment on society that the police had had to resort to a former, or so they thought, homeless man to identify a homeless man. The fact he still hadn’t picked himself up enough to afford housing and get a roof over his head was something Meredith didn’t need to know. He didn’t want her pity or her judgement. If he couldn’t help with the identification, next on the list would be staff at the City Mission, or the Salvation Army or the night shelter – organisations that on scant resources tried their best to help. They knew their regulars, and some took the time to get to know them, listen to their stories without judgement, offer what solace and services they could. And Max was very aware that when it came to those living on 9the streets, family could be hard to track down as many had given up on their kin or checked out and were nowhere to be seen.

         ‘Do you know who it is, or have you suspicions?’ he asked Meredith, as the technician led them along to one of the smaller viewing rooms. With just the two of them performing this grim task there was no need for a family space.

         ‘One of the inner-city constables seemed to think it was a chap known as Skeet.’

         Max frowned, he hoped the constable was wrong. Skeet may have lived rough, but he was a harmless enough old guy. Hell, he’d even looked out for Max in his own way when Max was at his lowest. Last time he’d seen Skeet he was his hale and hearty self, mouthing off at anyone who would listen, and hadn’t looked under the weather in any way. That was only three days ago.

         The sickly taste of dread filled his mouth as they approached the body discretely draped in blue. No matter how many times he did this, the anonymous form of a person hidden under cloth was confronting. If the corpse was in a bad state of repair you were usually pre-warned. But even if they looked peaceful, there was still the stark realisation someone you knew, in whatever capacity, was dead. What could be unpredictable was how you reacted to it, the feelings you had to push down in the name of being professional. It was an uncomfortable reminder of the fragility of life and your own mortality.

         He heard Meredith take in a big breath. She wasn’t immune to it either. ‘Shall we?’ she said.

         They stopped at the gurney and the technician drew the drape down.

         It wasn’t the face he was expecting.

         ‘Shit.’

         ‘Are you okay?’ Meredith asked.

         ‘Yes,’ he replied, feeling an element of relief there but also puzzlement. ‘This isn’t Skeet.’

         ‘Do you know who it is?’

         ‘Yes.’ He did. The emotion, the choking-up he felt was unexpected. 10He blinked it away. ‘This is the man everyone referred to as The Ferret.’ Lying here in death The Ferret didn’t seem half as large as in life. The man was hated on the streets as a bitter and nasty piece of work who would have no hesitation in lashing out if you encroached on his territory. His menace felt hard to reconcile with the still, waxen face before them.

         ‘Does he have a real name?’

         Not everyone living rough gave away their name. Some were out there because of harsh circumstance. Life had bitten hard and they had run out of options. So for many their name was the only tangible thing they had left. They wanted people to know who they were, to acknowledge them, remember them. Others, though, were homeless because they didn’t want to be found. It was easy to go unnoticed in a big city, and there was a good chance of finding things to beg, borrow or steal to get by. If living rough on the streets was the better prospect, they had escaped a life that must have been absolute shit.

         The Ferret was one of those who didn’t give their name away readily, but once a detective, always a detective, and even when living rough Max’s fallback was to observe, gather information, listen. You didn’t know when you might need that bit of knowledge to survive, when a little leverage might work in your favour. When The Ferret got pissed, he also became loose-tongued, hurling abuse at his booze-induced demons, telling them exactly who they were dealing with. The demons may have forgotten, but Max had not. He had never imagined, though, that this would be the situation where that intel would become useful.

         ‘Edward Arthur Eustace James.’

         Meredith looked at him.

         ‘Edward Arthur Eustace James of Liverpool.’

         ‘Okay, thank you.’ Max could see her clock the pain in his face and she discretely turned her attention back to the body. ‘Do you know if he had family?’

         Again, seeing that face so lacking in animation was breaking his brain.

         11‘He had a daughter. They were estranged though – she thought he was a prick and didn’t want anything to do with him.’ A name was lurking at the fringes of his memory. Max cast his mind back to a particular night when The Ferret’s demons had taken a lot more booze than usual to suppress, enough to tip him into moroseness and melancholy. It was the only time he’d seen the man cry, the bitter tears of self-pity. The only time he’d really felt sorry for him, despite the man being a loathsome piece of shit. He knew what the trigger had been: it was the same date that made all of them feel the expanse of their isolation, the depth of their fall. So much for yuletide cheer. No amount of tinsel and carol singing could bring on the Christmas spirit. The season was like a full-frontal assault, reminding you of what you had lost, had had taken from you or had squandered. From The Ferret’s drunken confession, he’d thrown away any chance of happiness or relationship with his daughter because of his own greed and selfishness.

         Max thought about his relationship with his own son. He’d thrown that away because of pain, but was slowly building it back, one difficult conversation at a time.

         Her name. What was that name? A song sidled its way into his head and he remembered the prompt he had given himself.

         ‘The daughter’s name was Rosanna. I believe she’s still living in England.’

         ‘That will make her a challenge to track down,’ Meredith said.

         ‘Just as well you’re good at that, then.’

         He saw the curl of a smile at the compliment. It was the truth.

         ‘I guess Liverpool is the place to start then.’ She looked at Max, and gestured towards the body.

         Max nodded slowly. He was done. The technician drew the drape back over the face, drawing to a close the final chapter in Edward Arthur Eustace James’s life.
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            5: Meredith

         

         Meredith walked back to the car, mind too preoccupied to notice the gaggle of university students walking straight towards her, taking up the width of the path, until one swerved last minute, jostling her elbow, snapping her out of her thoughts. She heard a hasty ‘sorry’, and uttered one back in return, then followed it with a ‘fuckers’ when she thought they were out of hearing range.

         It had been a while since she’d seen Max – at least six months. He’d been useful as an informant for her when she’d needed some intel about a particularly obnoxious group of people who had taken up residence at the top of Queen Street, near the cinemas and Aotea Square. They weren’t the usual type of homeless who inhabited the streets of inner-city Auckland. This group had arrived from out of town and from the beginning had thrown their weight around, causing problems for the local retailers and the general public. There was an unspoken accord between the various small groups of rough sleepers in the city, a kind of code of conduct that meant that none of them acted up in a way that was likely to get them all in trouble and cause grief further down the track. As a result of Max’s assistance they’d been able to identify people in the new group, some of whom had outstanding warrants. That made it a lot easier to break them up and send those not going to clink back to the towns they’d come from.

         Max had a unique perspective and experience that was useful. But what now occupied her mind was how gaunt he looked. She’d thought after all this time he would have come some way to recovering his strength, his robustness. But instead he still carried that air of frailty – the bad skin, the look of someone who had nothing left in 13the tank, who was still living on Struggle Street. She’d seen the unexpected emotion he’d tried to hide when he identified the body. She hoped to God he wasn’t using. After everything he’d been through she didn’t think he’d take that path to oblivion, but still, you couldn’t make assumptions.

         She was so preoccupied by these thoughts about him, she knew the only way she would be able to create headspace for anything else was to scratch the itch. She was going to have to find out more about what was going on his world. She hoped she didn’t find anything that would make her regret digging.
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            6: Max

         

         Meredith had been right: identifying The Ferret’s body had been, as she put it, ‘not pleasant’. In fact it had been a fuck load worse than not pleasant. He hadn’t been mangled or covered in blood and gore. He wasn’t half decomposed or gnawed at by scavengers. There were no signs of violence, no gaping evidence of fight and struggle. That, perhaps, Max could have handled. No, there was something about the pale, waxen stillness of that form lying on the gurney, looking so small, that shook him deep. The absence of The Ferret’s attitude – his temper, his vileness – had taken a toll that surprised Max. He had seen plenty of bodies in his time, but when it was someone you knew, even if you found that someone repugnant, it forced you to examine your own mortality. Never a comfortable sensation. Afterwards he had wandered around Albert Park, hoping space and fresh air would help erase some of the mortuary-induced claustrophobia, remove some of the distaste from his mouth. It hadn’t.

         Max knew himself well enough to realise that dwelling on those thoughts and living in his head for too long would not be a good thing and would only lead to darkness. What was needed was action rather than introspection, something to make him feel he was controlling the situation rather than that the situation was controlling him. He dropped down the steps onto Kitchener Street and took the short walk past the art gallery and across the road to his office. Strictly speaking, it wasn’t exclusively his, the public library belonged to the people of Auckland, and as a citizen of Auckland, he made full use of it. It was as close as he had to an office though; a place he could go to access information, to research, charge his phone, to keep warm. His intention today had been to go up to the newspaper space on the 15second floor. It was one of his daily rituals – reading the news, local and international. There was something grounding about keeping up with the world via newsprint paper and ink. The smell of it, the sensation and sound of turning a page, the satisfaction of finishing a section. It had more gravitas than the transience of online news, and its physicality meant you couldn’t fall into the trap of doomscrolling, like you inevitably did when you held your phone or a computer mouse in your hand. Even the word ‘scrolling’ seemed ironic when there was no roll of parchment involved. Fuck, he felt old. Thoughts like that belonged to Luddites, but then, according to his son, he was one.

         But even this Luddite recognised there were some benefits to the digital world, and it was the instant nature of the online that drew him away from the newspapers and into the library’s computer space. He was too impatient to wait until tomorrow to see if there was any mention of today’s events in print, any acknowledgement of a man’s death in the central city. Fortunately, at this time of day, there wasn’t great demand for computers, so Max didn’t have to book and was able to secure a screen straight away.

         The New Zealand Herald was the local rag, as it were, and if there was anything about The Ferret it would be there. He scrolled down screeds of thumbnail tiles. Nothing on the home page, maybe something deeper in? He clicked on the Latest News tab. Anything? After scrolling down until he reached the rafts of sponsored and paid content, no, there was nothing.

         He shouldn’t have been surprised; after all, to the world The Ferret was just some hopeless case living on the streets, so his death would not have been notable. But there was something inherently sad that a body discovered in the centre of the largest city in New Zealand didn’t even rate a mention, wasn’t considered newsworthy. It would have been a different matter if the deceased had been a prominent businessman, or a local politician or a celebrity – the media would have been all over that like a rash. A homeless guy wasn’t worth the column inches.

         16Max got up from the desk and decided to take his thoughts somewhere more scenic. His favourite spot in the library were the seats by the big window that overlooked the City Art Gallery. Even in winter, with the trees looking bare and skeletal, it was a calming place to watch the world go by. He grabbed a gardening book from a display stand. He didn’t know why that book exactly, it wasn’t like he had a garden, but it did provide a prop if anyone questioned why he was there. He continued across the level and had almost reached his spot when, as if a subtle shift had altered the weight of the air, he became aware of someone’s presence behind him. This was a public space, and of course there would be people milling around or walking in a similar direction, but years of living rough had made his radar hypersensitive, and something about this presence didn’t feel quite right. As he walked onward he rotated the orientation of the book in his hand so that the hardback’s corners were facing outermost, he figured their solid edges would do the most damage if it came to that. From the sound of the footfalls he estimated the person was ten metres behind him. He slowed his pace, heard the shuffle of shoes on carpet follow suit. Yep, they were definitely following him. A library was not the place to make a scene, and he hoped his stalker would realise that too. The fact they were approaching him here in this public space and not outside gave him some confidence he wasn’t in immediate danger. But still. That feeling.

         Three, two, one.

         He spun around, book raised strategically to chest level – would-be shield or weapon.

         The man looked startled initially, but then his expression changed.

         ‘Max Grimes.’ The voice was deep and assured, the words more statement than question.

         There was something familiar about the man. Max was certain he’d seen him before, but while he was pretty good with faces, he couldn’t place him.

         ‘Do I know you?’ Max asked.

         The face looked like he could be in his fifties, but it was always 17hard to tell with men, particularly those with grey hair. Could have been older. The hair was tied back in a ponytail, which only served to accentuate a receding hairline. He was dressed casual, in faded-blue jeans and a maroon jersey, and had a black puffer jacket draped over his arm. Max did a double-take at the placement of the coat. The hand was visible, so Max didn’t think the man was concealing a weapon, but he’d be wary until proven otherwise.

         ‘We have met before,’ the man replied. ‘A while ago, although we weren’t formally introduced.’ The first moment of hesitation, crack in the assuredness. ‘It didn’t seem the right thing to do at the time.’ He paused, as if trying to assemble the next words.

         ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t recall your name.’

         The man took a large breath.

         ‘I’m Shane. Shane McFarlane.’

         Max noted that McFarlane didn’t hold out his hand to shake with the introduction. He repeated the name several times in his head but still couldn’t make the connection.

         The man was beginning to look very uncomfortable now, hands clasped together, thumbs slowly rubbing each other.

         ‘I, ahh…’ Another pause, and then the quiet words: ‘Your daughter knew my son.’

         The first domino fell, and with it the indomitable chain reaction of recognition. Yes, he’d seen that face. He’d seen that cursed face two years ago across a courtroom. Christ, had that only been two years? In many ways it felt like a lifetime ago; in others that the nightmare happened only yesterday. And the name, the excruciating pain that came with that name. Max felt a wave of heat envelop him, a sudden dryness desiccate his mouth.

         ‘Your son was Tim McFarlane?’ he sputtered.

         The man nodded, tight-lipped.

         An avalanche of thoughts crashed through Max’s mind. The immediate urge to scream, to punch him, knock him down and kick the living shit out of him was rapidly replaced by the need to run, to flee the presence of this person, this pariah. This man whose child, 18whose devil spawn, had wreaked so much agony and destruction in his life.

         The effect on Max must have been clearly visible on his face, as McFarlane took a step back and raised his hands, placating. ‘I know I am probably the last person in the world you want to see right now, and I don’t blame you if you hate me…’ Again a pause. ‘…But I need to ask for your help.’

         Help? That arsehole wanted his help?

         ‘You have got to be fucking kidding me,’ Max said, disbelief and shock making his voice hoarse. ‘Why on earth would I help you? And what the fuck made you think you have any right to ask?’

         Silence descended on the room, as if the birds had stopped singing, knowing that danger was approaching, and Max became aware of just how loud his voice had been, that people had stopped to listen, wary of what might unfold.

         He dropped his voice low, took one hand off the book, pointed his finger like a weapon, and spat out the words: ‘After what your son did, after what that piece of shit did to my girl, how dare you stand there and ask anything of me? There is nothing in this world that would ever make me help you.’ He was shaking with fury, with revulsion, with pain. ‘You can go to fucking hell.’

         McFarlane dropped his hands to his sides, and the coat slid down his arm, fell to the floor with a shush.

         ‘Look, Max,’ he said, voice quiet, face crumpled. ‘I know what you lost, how devastating that was. Believe me, I know. But you’ve got to understand, you weren’t the only one who lost a child that day.’

         That was one trigger point too many. The overwhelming urge to flee defeated him and Max took off, his shoulder inadvertently hitting shoulder in his rush to escape. He ran. He ran from the man who was asking the impossible, ran from the tsunami of memories, ran from the memory of that nightmare moment, ran from the sound of the blood rushing in his ears and the angry swarm of bees that threatened to consume him.
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         He woke with a start, heart hammering in his chest, breath coming in gasps. Max pushed himself up onto his elbows, ears straining, eyes squinting to try and penetrate the dark. What had wrenched him from his sleep? Was someone there? As his vision adjusted and the familiar shapes and forms of the room emerged, blobs of dark grey in the blackness, he realised with a bitter sense of relief the trigger had come from within his own head and not from some intruder. The dark dream had crept into his life again. He thought he’d seen the last of that nightmare, and along with the sense of dread that soured his mouth, was the crushing disappointment that he had been back there, living that hell again. Would this be a one-off, or was he destined to relive it every night? Max fervently hoped it was an anomaly.

         He checked his watch: it was just before 6.00am. The brutal adrenaline rush had left him wide awake. Under normal circumstances the cold air biting at his face would have encouraged him to snuggle down and linger in the warmth, but the distaste and unease left by the dream drove him to get up and get on with the day. But the ritual of rolling up the sleeping bag, gathering his scant belongings and making his covert sleeping quarters look untouched did little to ease his frame of mind.

         The city was wrapped in a dense mist, the lights of Grafton Bridge shining diffuse cones of gold through the early-morning winter darkness. Only two cars passed by as he walked across its span, the damp schlick of their tyres on the wet tarmac adding to the gloom. Crossing the bridge always felt like traversing a border between two realms, especially as he passed above the cemetery. Some might have been 20unsettled by the tombstones jutting up like teeth through the ethereal fog. But to Max they were touchstones of reality. What did concern him was the dampness and cold he could feel seeping through his clothes, even after walking this short distance. He pushed his hands into the pockets of his coat and hunched his shoulders forward to pull it tighter. His thoughts went out to those who’d slept out in this last night. He hoped they’d found some reasonable form of shelter. This winter had been harsher than most, and wetter. And it was taking its inevitable toll on the most vulnerable, those without the luxury of on-demand heating, dry clothes, or even a roof over their head. He let out a rasping cough, the remnant of a cold, but one that was proving to be persistent.

         Habit made him hit the pedestrian button at the traffic lights even though the road was clear. He strode across, grateful to reach the cover of the shop frontages on the other side. His mind started to run through a plan for the day. First priority: head to the gym for a shower to warm up. The early wave of diehards would already be there, working up a sweat before disappearing off to their jobs. He’d do his couple of hours cleaning, then go to the library – his ‘office’ – for a spell. It was always warm.

         The appearance of Shane McFarlane had unsettled him on many levels. Just as he was trying to regain the focus of his life, get himself back on an even footing, the man had slam-dunked him back into a past he hadn’t yet reconciled himself with. That would explain the reappearance of the dream. Having that man ask for help was fucking with his mind. It was like being asked for help from the school bully’s big brother – extreme edition. On the surface he could understand the man’s pain. As he’d stated, he too had lost a child on that godawful day. But underneath, Max didn’t trust him one bit – couldn’t afford to trust him. But McFarlane turning up was also something he couldn’t ignore. Despite his initial desire to turn away from their shared history – to hide from it, even – curiosity was beginning to get the better of him. Why had McFarlane reappeared now? And what did he want? They were questions Max couldn’t just sit with. 21He’d start on some rudimentary searches for information on the man – background checks, anything in the media. Max knew some of the places that path would take him, and the pit of grief in his belly expanded with the thinking of it.

         He paused at the lights at Queen Street, waiting for turning traffic before darting across the road. A bus disgorged a scattering of people onto the footpath ahead; none looked happy to be there. As Max pushed further up Karangahape Road he could see the familiar huddle of Karina and her scant bundles of belongings up beyond the entrance to St Kevins Arcade. He pitied her being exposed to that awful, cold night and regretted it was too early for any cafes to be open where he could buy her a hot drink. Maybe he could pop back with one after he’d done his stint at the gym. A hot chocolate with two sugars was her favourite. Up ahead the bus travellers walked past her without so much as a glance – she was as invisible to them on the footpath as dropped litter. In some ways he couldn’t blame them; the homeless were an uncomfortable reminder that not everyone had it as good as you. But still, they could have at least looked, said hello, acknowledged her existence.

         The huddled bundle was completely still, and when he stood opposite her he could see she was asleep, puffer hood pulled low over her face, protecting her from as much of the frigid air as possible. Yeah, he’d definitely come back with a hot drink. She’d need it.

         ‘See you soon,’ he said quietly, and started to walk in the direction of work.

         But he’d only gone ten metres or so when that inner voice started niggling him – the small voice that always told him when something wasn’t quite right. The voice Max had learned through bitter experience to take heed of. He paused in his stride, hesitated and turned around, looking back at Karina’s bundled-up form. No, he couldn’t let it go. He returned to his friend and squatted down in front of her, reached out and grasped her by the shoulder, giving it a gentle shake.

         ‘Karina?’

         No response.

         22He shook again, but this time also squeezed hard, pinching his fingers into the muscle.

         ‘Karina, can you hear me?’

         Nothing.

         He dropped his hand, and after a large breath, reached out and carefully drew the hood back from her face.

         He knew that look, that waxen expression – the lack of any expression at all. He swallowed hard, could feel his heart thud in his chest, and reached out to lay the back of his hand across her cheek.

         He pulled it away as if stung.

         It was cold.

         Stone cold.

         Stone dead.
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         Since when had they started recruiting teenagers into the police? The constable taking his statement looked younger than his son. Everything about this day was making him feel old – old and tired. And it wasn’t yet seven in the morning. The young man was doing a reasonable job of asking the right questions, and Max had only needed to shepherd him along a couple of times to ensure he took down all the necessary information. Thankfully he hadn’t realised he was being guided, and he certainly didn’t need to know Max had been a detective in a former life. When asked his occupation Max had simply stated ‘cleaner’.

         They were standing off to the Ponsonby side of the St Kevins Arcade, by the Red Cross Shop. Two ambulance crew were in the process of lifting Karina’s body onto the lowered gurney. When Max found her she’d been tucked into the recessed entrance to the vintage boutique, in a seated position, with the window to her back, sandwiched between the band-poster-clad pillar, and her bags of belongings. She’d been huddled in her eiderdown with her legs drawn up to her chest, and had slumped sideways against the wall. The young constable had his back to the scene, so didn’t see the way they had to lay her onto her side to place her on the gurney, her limbs fixed into that position. The pitilessness of it tore at Max’s heart. Fuck a world that would allow a middle-aged woman no option but to sleep on the streets in the dead of winter, or at any time for that matter. Frozen stiff. Max dredged around in his brain, trying to remember how long it took for rigor mortis to set in. He knew it was affected by temperature and that the icy cold of the night past would have sped up the process. But he also knew that it was an unreliable gauge for time of death. That poor woman. No one deserved to die like that, alone on the streets, to 24become a sick curiosity for the commuters on their way to work while the authorities cleared away the last little traces of her life.
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