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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      NOW. Ruatapu Island, New Zealand

      "No! Jesus, no. You can have it, Em, I'm out."

      Warren, the (apparently temporary) love of my life, couldn't have walked backwards from our new life together with more haste. He waved his hands out in front of him, palms outwards, and retreated towards our newly acquired utility vehicle. Before him, capturing his gaze like a fearsome Gorgon, stood the house we had bought sight unseen from the other side of the Tasman Sea.

      I turned, hands on hips, from him to the house and back again. "Come on. You can't be serious."

      He looked at me then, the whites of his widened eyes matching the pallor of his face.

      "Babe," I said gently, "it just needs a bit of work. It'll be fine."

      Through the scraggly foliage of what remained of a front garden, the house revealed itself in all its glorious dilapidation, a state that was not evident in the carefully staged photographs on the real estate website. The weatherboards were cracked and missing entirely in the odd place, the roof sagged in one corner, and what had looked like a lovely moss-green paint job was, in fact, moss. A whole wall supporting a vibrant and very damp ecosystem.

      "It's fucked, Em. It's completely fucked. We're completely fucked." He'd backed himself up against the ute and with a slack-mouthed focus on the house, blindly groped for the driver's door handle.

      "No, we're not. It's just an unexpected challenge. We can cope with it. Warren," I cooed, trying to get him to look at me again, "it'll be alright."

      Warren, it appeared, did not agree with me. He'd found the handle and started to open the door.

      "We're doing this," I said more firmly, moving towards him. "This is what we wanted. We've given up so much to be here. You need to give it a go."

      "I don't. I really don't. I'm going back." He scrambled into the cab and buckled himself in, the seatbelt framing the soft round of his belly.

      I pulled my shoulder-length red hair into a bunch behind my head and exhaled through pursed lips. Then I dropped my hand and said in the sing-song voice of condescension, "You're not going back to Melbourne. We just got here. Come on, let's go and have a look inside. I bet the view's incredible from the back."

      "I can't...I can't..." He shook his head, his wide eyes still fixed on the building. He reached for the keys in the ignition.

      "Warren!" I said sharply, my patience failing. "Snap out of it. You're having a panic attack. Look at me, Warren."

      He kept stock-still, but his eyes dragged themselves away from the spectre of the house and focused on me.

      "Take some deep breaths. Deeeeep breaths. In through the nose, out through the mouth."

      His eyes remained locked on mine as he turned the key.

      "Fuck's sake. What are you doing? Think about it." I took the deep breath. "Just stop and think it through. We've made a massive commitment to be here," I said more softly, “to get some balance back in our lives. Work part time, play part time." Through the open window I placed my hand on his arm and smiled reassuringly at him. "We're a team. We can make this work, and we have more than enough money to put this house right."

      "You could come with me," he said through a weak smile.

      "No." I shook my head and said with the reasoned calmness of a confident mother, "I'm not going, and neither are you."

      He was quiet for a moment, then he blinked. "I'm sorry, Em, I need to get off this island." He put the ute into reverse and backed out of the driveway onto the road. I ran after it, grabbing the driver's door at the window slot.

      "Warren, stop! This is crazy." He didn't look at me as he thrust the ute into first gear and accelerated forward, throwing up a shower of gravel and leaving me coughing in his dusty wake. "Warren! WARREN!" I punctuated his name with a single, throat-rending scream. "You coward," I hollered at the ute's disappearing bumper. "Why don't you grow a big, hairy, luscious vagina? You...shitarse, you shitarsehole!" Just like my choice in men, effective swearing wasn't my strong suit. It didn't matter. He couldn't hear any of it.

      The ute rounded a corner and disappeared behind a curtain of fern fronds, and my abuse dissipated into the indifferent island air.

      Warren had deserted me with nothing. Not my suitcase, nor my handbag, not even a key to the sodding house. I was stranded on the bush-clad fringes of an island 250 kilometres from the mainland. If I didn't manage to intercept Warren before the ferry left again this afternoon, I would be sans everything for another week until the ferry returned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      BEFORE. Melbourne, Australia

      You may well wonder how a couple of crisp, thirty-something urban folk found themselves radically shifting axis. Change was a notion that crept in, oozing its way between the gaps in the weatherboards of our inner-city townhouse. We'd been content for years in our lifestyle choice, but clearly one of us had forgotten to put the draft-stop against the front door.

      

      Warren was a portfolio manager for an investment company. I was an investment analyst at the same firm. We averaged ten-hour days, offsetting our hard work with social engagements that were pursued with the same level of dedication.

      Monday was Beginning of the Working Week Commiseration Day – dinner and a movie. Occasionally, it was date night, but more often than not we were joined by at least one friend or colleague. Activity spend: anywhere between $130 and $180.

      Tuesday was Culture Day – exhibition openings, plays, arts festivals, and anything we felt might better ourselves intellectually or help in our transformation into well-rounded people of culture. The evening always concluded with dinner and drinks at a salubrious and/or new and trendy restaurant or bar. Activity spend: upwards of $200.

      Wednesday was Hump Day – hump as in the middle of the week, though as Hump Day tended to also be Down-time Day (bottle of nice wine, take-aways and a Netflix binge), a hump of the other sort was not always out of the question. Activity spend: $60.

      Thursday was Guilt Day – a trip to the gym (Bikram Yoga for me, lane swimming for Warren), followed by dinner at an on-trend vegan restaurant and virgin cocktails at a rooftop bar. Activity spend: at least $170.

      Friday was, of course, Thank Fuck it's Friday Day – a tapas bar and an e-induced danceathon at a gig or night club. Activity spend: no less than $250.

      The weekends were invariably spent nursing hangovers, having lengthy brunches, shopping and drinking more.

      We didn't cook, we didn't host, and we didn't save. And neither did anybody else in our career-hungry, high-energy group of friends. We led a life fuelled by adrenaline and an unsaid motto: work hard, play hard, live hard.

      It was never going to be sustainable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      NOW. Ruatapu Island

      I turned around frantically on the spot, not sure how to begin the recovery operation. The fact was, with a five hundred-strong population scattered over its three hundred-square kilometres, my chances of thumbing a lift on Ruatapu's metal roads were marginal to none. I had three hours with which to cover seventeen mostly hilly klicks. If I kept up a steady run, I should be able to make it.

      I pulled my skirt against my legs and looked down at my ballet flats, cursing my willingness to be bondservant to “pretty” instead of “practical”. My all-terrain footwear with GEL cushioned soles and floating arches were currently speeding their way back to Port Keulemans.

      Of course, it's not every day that you're abandoned on an island in the outer reaches of national territory, but nevertheless, I should have been prepared for the inevitability of betrayal. Given the speed with which my father exited my life (some minutes after I'd made my presence known), it was only a matter of time before the pattern of desertion that I apparently attracted presented itself.

      I had a vision of ripping Warren's spine out of his back, popping it out like a zip and proffering it to him, dripping, globules of gore glistening on the vertebrae. "See, Warren," I'd say to him, "this is what it looks like. It's rather useful. You might want to apply it sometime soon." Another scream rose from the pit of my stomach and erupted deep and guttural, the howl echoing across the valley and silencing the birdsong.

      In the sudden quiet, things came back into focus. A letterbox was set into the ground a few metres from where I stood. It did not belong to our property.

      I wiped my face with the back of my hands and swallowed twice to ease the rawness in my throat. Beside the letterbox was a path leading into a thicket of feijoa trees, and beyond that I could make out the dark shape of a house. I took a last look up the empty road and pushed through the trees.

      On the other side was a bungalow the mirror image of ours, twinned in dereliction. I hoped the state of the house was more an indication of benign neglect than one of inoccupancy.

      In the darkened entranceway, the textured glass of the front door revealed a light on inside. I knocked, waited a few seconds, knocked harder. Nothing. "Hello? Is anybody home?"

      No response.

      With a boldness born of desperation, I made my way around the side of the house. As I passed a window, I thought I detected a movement within, but it was so fleeting I couldn't be sure. I paused. "Hello? Hello! I'm your new neighbour. I could really do with some help..."

      Silence.

      I resumed my course on the rough path and rounded the corner towards the back door.

      A trio of easels arranged in triptych formation stood on a covered patio, their empty canvases facing the backyard bush. Brushes and tubes of paint were arranged neatly at their feet, a set for each painting. Turning, I started at my reflection in a set of French doors and moved closer to peer through the gap left by a pair of partially closed curtains. As I raised my hand to knock, a cat shot out the cat flap at my feet. I had a good inkling the cat's name was not in fact “Fuck”, and indeed, it didn't halt to acknowledge my ungracious greeting, choosing instead to scramble up a nearby tree to watch unblinkingly as I tried to avert disaster.

      My leap backwards at the point of issuing my expletive had sent me stumbling into the closest easel. In my attempt to catch the falling canvas and avoid tripping over the legs of the easel while in full, unbalanced motion, I lost my footing and landed backwards on the paving stones, the canvas cradled against my front. My breath left me with a whoosh, and I sucked uselessly at the air in rasping groans.

      When my lungs finally recovered the ability to inflate, I sat up, pulling the canvas off my chest. It was far from empty. A pencil sketch of a bird filled most of the frame, and a single dark-green brush stroke swept down the back of its neck. I looked down at my t-shirt. A curved green line smiled up at me. "Huh."

      I hastily stood up, uprighted the stand, jammed the smudged canvas back on the easel's ledge, and ran back to the door, the percussive force of my knocks shaking the key from its hole on the other side. I watched it fall, wincing as it hit the floorboards. "Come on. Please! I know you're in there – your painting's still wet." I peered through the glass, wiping the fog of my breath away with my hand. "Look, I'm completely harmless. I'm just...I've got a bit of a problem, and I really, badly need your help." The house continued to taunt me with its silence. "Oh, come on!" I rattled the unyielding handle, shaking the door in its frame. "Please!"

      Defeated, I turned slowly, stifling a sob. A distorted pair of barn-style garage doors waved at me from across the weed-ridden back lawn. I wiped my eyes on the shoulders of my ruined t-shirt, took a deep breath, and stalked towards them, yanking one open wide enough for me to squeeze through. There, spotlit in a shaft of dancing dust motes, sat a faded blue HR Holden.

      I gasped, my hands moving instinctively, running over the square bonnet. I peered at the registration certificate. 1966. "You're a beauty," I whispered into its dulled paintwork.

      After a quick glance towards the gap in the garage doors, I tried the passenger door. It opened heavily, creaking on its hinges. I climbed in, breathed in the mustiness, and slid across the cracked leather into the driver's seat. No keys. I got out, opened the garage doors as wide as they could go and called to the house, "I'm just going to borrow your car. Don't worry, I'll bring it back. It's in perfectly safe hands."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      BEFORE. Melbourne

      Around the time I turned thirty, something fundamental shifted within me. At first it was physical – I simply couldn't keep up with our lifestyle anymore. I wasn't getting enough sleep, and I began to pick up every virus that winged its way through the crisp, recycled office air. But I didn't stop. I had work deadlines and projects, and I couldn't possibly fit a day of bed rest into my schedule.

      And then, inevitably, it became mental. I didn't want to keep living the way we did. The catch was that Warren loved it and it was what all our friends did, and I didn't want to alienate myself. So, I behaved as if I was still up for it but started feigning headaches and bad PMT. I enrolled in night classes but went home to sleep instead. On the days when those excuses became worn and threadbare, I relied on caffeine. I started averaging nine cups a day.

      On the weekends, I'd take myself off to the city art gallery and spend hours studying the techniques, following the brush strokes and dabs of the master painters. I wasn't interested in other media. I breathed in the oils – colours so rich you could roll them around on your tongue, taste their depth, their texture. The gallery became my refuge.

      But it wasn't enough.

      

      When the shower plug hole blocked every time I washed my hair, I knew it was time to go to the doctor.

      The tally of ailments was impressive: liver function well below normal, high blood pressure, erratic menstruation, iron and B12 deficiency, insomnia, hair loss. I didn't need the doctor to tell me I needed a lifestyle change if I didn't want to become a bald, sallow, medical time bomb. I just wasn't sure how I was going to pull it off.

      Inspiration hit when the house next door sold for $1.2 million. It was bigger than ours and worth more, but I knew ours wouldn't be far behind. I got the house valued without telling Warren.

      Warren and I had been together since I was eighteen and he was twenty-one. We bought our first house when I was twenty-one for around the median house price that year – $355,000. Eleven years later, it was worth an eye-watering $950,000. With a mortgage of roughly $241,000 we could potentially come out the other side with $700,000 cash in hand – enough to semi-retire on if we bought something else on the cheap.

      It took me two weeks of extensive searching to find the house on Ruatapu Island. The real estate website depicted a one-acre rural paradise with potential rooftop sea views for the paltry asking price of $46,500. "It'll be a homecoming," I told Warren.

      Warren didn't need a homecoming, he said. Australia was home now. But when I pointed out that we could both work remotely in our jobs, negotiate part-time hours, and return to Melbourne whenever we wanted, he seemed to warm to the idea. He even suggested marriage once we’d settled in to the place.

      I should have recognised a fickle city-lover when I kissed one.
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      NOW. Ruatapu Island

      I touched the wire onto the two I had already crossed. One turn. Two. Three. The engine roared into life. I gave the accelerator two depressions, shifted into gear, released the handbrake, and edged out of the garage. In the house, a whisper of movement. Yet, when I looked in the window, nothing.

      I eased the HR onto the gravel road and was immediately thrown into the temptation to put the car through its paces. Yes, I had shouted a promise to look after it, but a little gentle reaming surely couldn't hurt.

      It took three corners before I calibrated to the heavy steering, then I changed down and opened up the gas. It handled surprisingly well on the metal road, but it required all of my concentration. I had to feather the accelerator to avoid over-steering, and I quickly learned that it was easy to overcorrect once I opened up the throttle after decelerating. After driving a few klicks towards Port Keulemans, I eased off the accelerator. I had plenty of time to reach Warren, and I needed to work out what I was going to say to him. I'd begin with his name, then I'd pull the best punch in my heavily depleted arsenal: "If you love me, you wouldn't do this." It wasn't a sure shot. His actions weren't particularly indicative of feelings of abiding love, but I could always revert to spine extraction. It was then, as I'd released his coccyx with a satisfying pop for the second time, that the accelerator suddenly offered no resistance.

      "No, come on. Don't do this to me," I pleaded to the dash.

      The HR wheezed. Then it backfired. Then it died. The steering wheel became slick beneath my palms as I coasted to the side of the road. I disconnected and reconnected the wires a dozen times before I gave up and gave in to despair. With each, "No!" I drummed the heels of my hands against the steering wheel. Then I attempted to shake it free from the steering column. "Fuuuuuuuuuuuuck!"

      I ungritted my teeth, swept my hair from my face, and looked at my watch. I had a little over two and a half hours to run, I guessed, about fourteen kilometres, a task that might have been straightforward if it weren't for the numerous valleys between me and the port. Slamming the door shut, I turned to begin my long slog, and was immediately thrown back against the door and onto the ground. I unleashed one of my bird silencing screams and stood to free my skirt from the door.
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        * * *

      

      An hour and a half, one Italian cycle tourist, and two hundred sheep later, I rounded a bend and heard a vehicle approaching behind me. I stood in the middle of the road, and with my arms out, made myself as big an obstacle as I could.

      A cheap-to-hire campervan, the kind favoured by young backpackers, emerged around the corner. The driver changed down, but the van's speed didn't alter. It began to toot as it got within ten metres of me. Moving aside, I dropped my arms into a gesture of supplication.

      As the van passed me, the driver's window wound down, and a young man with a top knot and undercut said in a thick Slavic accent, "Sorry, we must –" He flapped his hand forwards in a shooing gesture. "– go for ferry," and continued driving.

      "I must go for ferry, too. Wait! You fuckers!"

      The van's graffiti-like decal on the back door read You looked better from behind. One final up-yours. Clearly, despite my ability to present The Distressed Look with a decent level of authenticity, and the fact I was a woman alone in the middle of nowhere, I wasn't needy enough to interrupt their itinerary. "If I get to the wharf in time, I'm keying the shit out of your misogynistic arse," I shouted at the disappearing bumper.

      I looked at my watch. Twenty-three minutes until the ferry departed. I needed to run faster. The problem was not my ability. With round, muscular calves I had the strength to keep up a solid run. The problem was their length. I had a mere sixty-nine centimetres of them, which allowed me the luxury of three strides to the average person's one.

      I looked down to take stock before I launched into an aggressive final assault on the Port Keulemans Road. A fine layer of road dust covered my clothes and lightened the dark tan of my skin. Sweat tracked down my arms in dark runnels from where it had gathered in my armpits and the crooks of my elbows. My shoes, designed for the smooth pavement of the city and the gentle pace of café hopping, were frayed at the toes, the stitching on the embroidered violets unravelling in a slow denuding of their petals. I took a deep breath. I had to make the best of what I had, and a pair of hobbit-proportioned legs was all there was. I thought about the reckoning I would bring to the back of the campervan and placed one flowered foot in front of the other in rapid succession.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I reached the top of a steep, windy and, I prayed, final ascent, my pace had slowed considerably. My sure-footed, rhythmic run had degenerated into a toe-dragging stagger. My mouth was gummed with thickened saliva, and I sucked in air in loud, ragged gasps. As I slowly crested the hill, the foliage thinned to reveal the nearly empty car park of Port Keulemans below and an idling ferry. I could still make it.

      With renewed energy, I set off down the hill, skidding on the smooth soles of my ruined shoes at each of the road's tight corners. When I got to the bottom of the hill and the gradient decreased, I lost control of my speed and fell sprawling into the gravel. It was then, as my brain registered the sharp bite of pieces of rock in my palms, that the ferry sounded its horn. I pushed myself to my feet, and in a surge of adrenalin, sprinted towards the wharf. There were two hundred metres between me and the ferry. I knew I could cover that distance in thirty seconds.

      I had almost cleared the carpark when the ferry started to edge away from the wharf. "No! Wait. Stop the ferry. Someone stop the ferry!" Between the deserted wharf and the loud thrumming of the ferry's engines that would prevent any passengers or crew from actually hearing my request, it was anybody's guess who that someone might be.

      I reached the wharf proper and pounded across its concrete surface towards the now closed loading ramp. When I ran out of concrete and was forced to a halt by the wooden edging, the ferry was already a full boat-length from the wharf.

      "Hey!" I waved my arms frantically, jumping up and down. "Heeeeey!"

      I screamed out another "Stop!", but the “p” was lost in the high-pitched crack of my voice. When the ferry got to two boat-lengths, I collapsed onto all fours, my attempt to drag air into my oxygen-depleted lungs hampered by the sobs beginning to roll up from my stomach.

      Footsteps clumped on the concrete behind me and came to a stop on my left. Through the sweat-glued strands of my hair I made out the figure of a man in an orange vis-vest looking down at me, his eyes narrowed against the afternoon sun.

      "Em Stewart?"

      I attempted an answer, but my choking gasps allowed no room for verbal manoeuvring. I nodded.

      He held out a set of keys. The Toyota symbol flashed as it spun below his fingers. "These, I believe, are yours."
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      Port Keulemans receded as I crested the hill in the reclaimed ute. Warren’s ferry was now a small dot in the blue distance, and I swivelled the rear vision mirror so I couldn’t see it anymore.

      Beside me, the ball of paper on the passenger seat kept demanding my attention. “Em” it had started. Just “Em”. No “Dear”, no “Darling”, no “My love”. My name sat there, lonely and unadorned, and it was all I needed to understand the tenor of the letter. I didn't need to read the rest to know that it was a formalisation of Warren's desertion. It would say things like, I realised it's not what I wanted and then That made me wonder if I wanted a future with you. It would inevitably finish with I need space to think.

      Of course, I read it anyway. I wasn't too far off the mark, except Warren didn't need space to think. The crumbling state of our future house had apparently served as a metaphor for our dying relationship. The list was short and, of course, exonerated him: I had asked him to sacrifice too much, I had changed and wasn't the person he fell in love with, I was passionless.

      My eyes remained dry, but my lips formed a tight seal, blocking the invective poised on my tongue.

      I changed down and rounded a bend in the road, the sturdy four-wheel drive not so much as kicking up a handful of gravel. I sighed, imagining I could slam my foot down as I approached the next corner, ease the handbrake on just enough to get the rear of the ute sliding out in a shower of stones, before accelerating out of the corner with a roar of the engine and a wild fish tail. It would never happen in this vehicle. Or this life. I sighed again. Maybe Warren had packed a sledgehammer. Surely, I could find something fit for demolition in my lovely new house.

      Along a straight section of the road, a figure jogged towards me. A man. He was Māori. And shirtless. His abs flexed as his torso twisted from side to side, and sweat shone on his chest, accentuating the slight groove between his pectorals. He raised a hand as I passed, and I moved my eyes to the rear vision mirror, watching the muscles in his back shift under his skin. A t-shirt dangled from where it was tucked into the back of his shorts.

      I forced my eyes back onto the road.

      The next bend was not where it should have been – a safe twenty metres in front of me – it was five metres and closing, and I was going too fast. I had no choice but to brake hard as I turned the wheel to round it, knowing the outcome wouldn't be pretty. The truck skidded sideways, and I got my wished-for tail slide. Only the locked rear wheels gained momentum as they hit the slippery grass on the verge, and I was spun one-eighty degrees. I closed my eyes and hunched my shoulders in preparation for impact. With a sharp graunch of metal, the ute came to a halt up against the paddock fencing.

      I opened my eyes and sat still, my knuckles white on the steering wheel. The wing mirror swung lazily from its socket. "Great," I said into the ceiling of the cab. "This is just fan-fucking-tastic. I have to do penance for sneaking a perve? What else have you got for me? I haven't had a dose of pestilence yet. You going to throw that in for fun?"

      A face appeared at the window. The runner.

      I jumped. My feet slipped from the pedals and the ute bunny hopped forward as it stalled. My head slammed into the back rest, and a string of saliva slapped itself wetly across my cheek. I wiped it away with the hem of my t-shirt.

      "Sorry," the face said through the glass. "You OK?"

      I crawled across the front seats, opened the passenger door, and stalked around to the front of the ute without answering. I climbed between the fence wires and pulled the top one out from underneath the broken wing mirror. The panel above the wheel arch was crumpled against a fence post, but the wheel itself looked intact, and more importantly, straight on its axle.

      "The corners around here can be quite tight. You've got to brake before you hit them, or you'll skid."

      "I know," I said flatly.

      "They're a bit of a trap for inexperienced tourists."

      I climbed back through the fence.

      He stood, hands on hips, beside the passenger door.

      "Can you get out of my way, please?"

      The runner's gaze dropped to my knees. "Jesus. Are you sure you're OK?"

      I looked down, pulling back the hem of my skirt. A brown line of dried blood ran the length of both shins, and my knees were black with embedded gravel. "Huh." I picked the largest piece out of my right knee and threw it into the paddock as hard as I could. I watched the place where it landed, panting slightly from the exertion.

      Turning to the runner, I held up a finger. "One moment." I walked to the back of the vehicle and opened the canopy door. First to hand was Warren's holdall with his winter clothes. His two other large bags were gone.

      I dragged it out by its handles and hefted it over the fence into the paddock. Next was a half-empty shoe bag. It was light enough that I could swing it around me like a hammer thrower and, with a grunt Maria Sharapova would have been proud of, sling it several metres. It disappeared behind a hummock in the grass.

      The runner stepped between me and the fence, his jaw loose with disbelief. "What are you doing?"

      I peered over the tailgate and was gratified to see Warren had forgotten his toilet bag. I pulled it out and drew my arm back just as the runner stepped forward to halt my momentum.

      "OK, please stop. Whatever your raruraru is, it's really disrespectful to the island, let alone whoever's stuff this is."

      "My what?"

      "Raruraru." He turned and vaulted over the fence. "Whatever your beef is with this person."

      I threw the toilet bag anyway, narrowly missing the runner's bum as he bent to retrieve the holdall. He shook his head and picked up the other bags, slinging the holdall and shoe bag over one shoulder and holding the toilet bag in one hand. He managed to climb the fence with the same grace with which he jumped it the first time. As he passed me to put the bags back in the ute, he said, "Don't ever do that again."

      "I won't need to. I feel better now." I closed the door of the canopy and turned to him. "Hey, you want any clothes and stuff? I don't need them anymore."

      It took him a moment to respond. "No."

      I shrugged my shoulders and walked around him. "OK."

      He followed me and placed a hand on the passenger door before I could close it. "Look, I don't think you are OK. Are you...booked into accommodation tonight? You're not going to be on your own, are you?"

      I looked at him properly for the first time. He appeared to be in his thirties, and his dark eyes were rimmed with thick lashes. Beneath them, rounded cheekbones offset a wide nose. He was almost handsome. How could someone be so genuinely concerned for a stranger who was not only rude, but behaved like they were a straitjacket away from crazy? I wanted to ask Are you for real? But what I said was, "I don't suppose you could help me tow a car? It broke down up the road."
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        * * *

      

      Once inside the ute, the runner replaced his t-shirt. I tried not to notice his obliques as he leaned forward to pull the shirt over his head, but I'd never seen any this close up before. The top of the V looked like it could flatten my finger should I place one in its groove. I turned my head away as he swivelled his towards mine.

      "Where are you from?"

      "I moved from Melbourne."

      The car groaned as I backed up from the fence post.

      "You moved here?"

      "Today." I U-turned and swung the steering wheel from side to side, feeling for any wheel imbalance. The ute was steady.

      "Wow, that's, ah, some commitment."

      "You have no idea."

      "I do, actually – I moved here a couple of years ago. I know exactly what's involved in making that decision." He gripped the seat as we approached a corner, and after I'd safely navigated around it, he said, "You don't sound Australian."

      I said nothing.

      The next bend revealed the HR sitting snug against the inside bank of the road.

      "That's Ted's car. That's odd."

      "Ted? Well, I need to get it back to him. Are you OK to steer it once I hitch it to the ute?"

      "It was Ted's car that broke down?" His voice carried a note of incredulity.

      "Yeah. I borrowed it and it decided to die here."

      "You borrowed it?" The incredulity changed to dubiousness.

      "If hot wiring it and driving off without the express agreement of the owner is the same as borrowing." I shrugged my shoulders and executed a three-point turn to position the ute in front of the HR.

      The runner undid his seatbelt, turned to face me squarely, and said slowly, "You know how to hot wire a car?"

      I cut the engine and mirrored his movement, looking him in the eyes. I delivered a "Yes" that I hoped brooked no further questioning.

      It worked – at least for the moment. He blinked and said, "Right."

      I moved to open the door and was fired another question.

      "You have a towing cable?"

      As I swung down from the cab, I said over my shoulder, "I always carry one in my purse. Never know when you're gonna need one." It sounded witty in my head but came out sarcastic. The runner's silence forced me into a better answer. "I borrowed it from that dude at the wharf – Macca."

      "Sounds like you've had an interesting first day."

      I opened the rear passenger door to retrieve the cable from the footwell. "I've had worse."
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        * * *

      

      When we pulled into Ted's driveway, the easels were gone and the house looked no less fortified.

      "He's pretty elusive, this Ted," I said when we stepped from our vehicles to push the HR back into the garage.

      "He's a recluse. You probably scared the shit out of him." The runner turned towards the house and called, "Hey Ted, just returning your car. The lady says she's sorry." He turned back to me and raised his eyebrows.

      I raised my eyebrows back, then stifled a sigh and shouted at the closed back door. "Yep, sorry, Ted. I'll make it up to you." I looked at the runner. "I probably need to make it up to you, too."

      "Nah, us islanders look out for one another. There's no owing anything when we help out." He unhooked the cable from the front of the HR. "I'll push, you steer."

      Once the HR was tucked up in the garage, I offered my hand to the runner. He took it and gently shook it with a look of mild bemusement.

      "Look, I'm sorry for being a bit of a dick. You've been really nice even though I haven't deserved it." I looked down at my bloodied knees. "The reason I'm in this state is that my partner deserted me when we turned up at the house." I jerked my head in the direction of the roof-line next door. "Drove back to the ferry and left me standing in the road." I added, "He's from Auckland," as if that explained everything.

      "Shit."

      "Yeah."

      He scuffed a foot. "Do you know anybody here?"

      "Not a soul. Well, Macca, but he might want to steer clear of me after today's drama."

      The runner jammed his hands in his short pockets and pursed his lips as if contemplating something difficult. "You're welcome to come over for a kai tonight, if you need some company."

      "Dinner? No, I think I'd like to be on my own. Thanks, though."

      "OK, well, let's swap numbers. For if you need anything. Phone reception's patchy, but I move around a lot, so I usually get my messages at some point in the day." He removed a mobile phone from his pocket, and I recited my number.

      "What's your name?"

      "Em."

      "As in the letter?"

      "As in two letters. E and M."

      "Short for Emily?"

      I didn't answer. Instead, I asked, "What's yours?"

      "Anaru."

      "What?"

      "Anaru."

      "OK, I'm never going to remember that."

      "It's easy. 'Ah' as in 'up' – ah-nah – and 'ooh' as in 'moo'. A-na-ru. Can you roll your Rs?"

      "Probably."

      "Give it a go."

      I didn't want to. I'd butcher it and make a bigger fool of myself than I already had. "What does it mean?"

      He shrugged. "It's a transliteration of Andrew."

      "Can I just call you Andrew?"

      "That's not my name."

      "Nobody calls me by my proper name – I don't mind."

      He laughed. It was more a sharp expulsion of air than an indication he thought I was funny. "The answer's still no."

      My phone pinged with a text. It was an emoji of an exotic-looking bird. I pocketed my phone without creating a contact. I didn't want to embarrass myself further by asking him how to spell his name. "Do you need a lift anywhere?"

      "Nah, I'll just run home. It's not too far." He swivelled to face the road, then turned back to me. "See you around, Em."

      "Yep. See you around."
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        * * *

      

      The house hadn't staged a Cinderella transformation in my few hours' absence; hadn't, as I'd desperately willed, been subject to the whirlwind of a house-pimping TV show. The rich network of moss still looked like it was the only thing keeping the walls on the shadowed side of the house erect. The roof still had an alarming curve to it in one corner where there should only have been straight lines. And the gaps in the weatherboards looked like black fingers paused in the act of stroking the soft green.

      As I edged up the driveway to view the state of the back of the house, I squinted against the coming disappointment, as if seeing the decay through the blur of my lashes would render it less real, less confronting. Like looking at Keith Richards in soft focus.

      But it wasn't the house that arrested my attention.

      The vegetation, while dense and unruly on either side of the house, had clearly been cultivated at the rear of the property for one spectacular reason. Low trees and shrubs framed a wide horizon, encouraging the eye to trace the land as it gradually fell away towards the sea.

      I gasped. I had thought the "sea vista" photo on the real estate website was one of those misleading drone shots, where they showcase what you'll see once you go to the expense of adding a second storey, but the photo didn't do the view justice. "Sweeping" was the adjective they should have used, or "expansive". “Breathtaking” was exactly the effect it was having on me.

      With concentration, I inhaled and muttered a "Holy shit" on my exhale. I climbed out of the cab and walked to the edge of the scraggly lawn.

      Far below, a wide bay welcomed waves rolling in from the Pacific Ocean. The deep blue of the water beyond the forested headlands on either side of the bay gradually gave way to turquoise as the seabed rose towards the shore. As if that wasn't Fantasy Island enough, the sand had the good grace to be almost white. This time, "Are you for real?" slipped all the way out to my tongue.

      I closed my eyes and breathed in deeply. When I opened them, the view was still there. If this was what I would wake to every morning, enjoy every evening as I sipped my Pinot Noir from the deck, there was nothing the house could throw at me that I couldn’t ignore. I slowly turned to face it.

      I was wrong.
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      The house’s shell had obviously undergone several stages of repair over the years, and the patchy paint jobs used to seal each bit of new work were garish. A different colour had been used for every mend as if the previous owners had borrowed dregs from paint tins the island over.

      My retinas protested, jabbing the back of my eye sockets with merciless savagery. I closed my eyes against it and patted the top of my head for my sunglasses. Sliding them into place, I willed myself not to look at the carnival on the back wall and stalked around the side of the house to the front door.

      The key slotted home easily, and I turned it with the same determination as I had just walked down the driveway. However, when the latch unsnibbed, my confidence evaporated. A montage of disastrous scenes flickered through my head: Caved in ceilings, tilting floors, cracks in walls, fungi in damp corners. I swallowed twice and edged open the door.

      The interior was dark. I removed my sunglasses and felt on the inside wall for a light switch. Three pats and I located it – an old-fashioned model with a thin, protruding switch. I flipped it down.

      With a brief flare of light and a ping, the bulb blew. The key shot out of my hand and into the darkness as an involuntary "Fuck!" escaped. I stood still, waiting for the frantic drum of my pulse to quieten.

      Over the course of eighty slowing heartbeats, my eyes adjusted to the gloom. Five doorways opened off a hallway that ended abruptly with a closed door. Towards the far end of the hall, a second and empty light socket dangled from the perfectly intact ceiling.

      Light bulbs. Strangely enough, neither Warren nor I had thought to pack any. I made a mental note to slot a couple in alongside the towing cable in my handbag for the next time I was abandoned by the most important man in my life.

      I clucked my tongue at the dark ceiling and turned to inspect the room on my right. A double bedroom. The opposite doorway revealed another one, even larger.

      A third small bedroom, the perfect size for an office, sat adjacent to the master bedroom, and the two doors across the hall from it revealed a toilet and a small bathroom.

      I pushed against the bathroom door. It swung open with a whine, and in the dim light, the spectre of a woman stared back at me, pale and wide-eyed. "Jesus!" she mouthed as I leapt back into the hallway.

      I groaned and forced the door open to its full width, stepping back into the room at the same time as the ghost. We raised our hands in greeting, and I looked around me. While the poky space found room to house a large built-in bath, no shower had been installed above it.

      "Great." I smiled at my mirror-self. "Welcome to the 1950s. Where women vacuum in high heels, and never get dirty." I crossed the short space to the basin. "Who has time to run a bath, let alone actually have one?" I grumbled into the plug hole. The taps turned with more effort than I would have liked, but I was gratified that the water not only ran clean, it had a reasonable amount of pressure behind it.

      I peered at the wild woman in the mirror and grimaced at her mascara-smudged eyes. Wetting my fingers, I set to work wiping away the black smears. Her matted hair would have to wait until I'd unpacked my hairbrush.

      It was then that I noticed the mirror was not fixed to the wall. For whatever reason, it had been left – perhaps forgotten – by the previous owners. I pulled it away from the wall and examined the back. The glass was attached to the backing by tiny clips. Satisfied, I settled the mirror in place and turned to go and open the door to the lounge.

      I knew what was coming. I had a reasonable idea of the layout of the house from the photos, but it still hit me like that wall of humidity when you step off the plane on your tropical island holiday.

      Through the French doors, the last rays of the day's sun sparkled off tiny watery peaks down in the bay. Above them, the bush on the headlands glowed with a golden light, and in the space in between, birds wheeled and circled and dived. The backyard vegetation obscured the beach, but it was nothing a good trim wouldn't fix.

      A wave of elation surged through me, rising from the pit of my stomach and swelling up through the roots of my hair. My body vibrated in its wake. It felt like falling in love. Or so I imagined. It was so long ago since I'd been incapacitated by that emotion, I couldn't be sure.

      That, of course, made me think of Warren.

      Before I could fall into the rabbit hole of "why"s and "how could he"s and "if only"s, I pivoted to take in what the room had to offer.

      Someone in the house's seventy-year lifespan had the good sense to remove the wall between the kitchen and the living room, though the 1980s pink and grey kitchen cabinetry would have to be rehomed. As I repressed a shudder, a dark stain beneath one of the kitchen windows caught my eye. I walked over to inspect it more closely. It didn't look healthy.

      I pushed my pointer finger against it, and the wall disintegrated around my hand. With an "Oh my God," I quickly withdrew it and bent to look at the damage. Across the driveway, leaves stirred gently in the breeze, their lazy wave perfectly framed by the new hole in the wall. The rot I'd punched through was obviously the result of being exposed to the elements, courtesy of one of the gaps in the weatherboards.

      It took a beat to collect myself, and when I did, my reaction surprised me. I closed my mouth, stood upright, and said, "Fuck it. Extra ventilation."

      I turned my back on it and went to unpack the car knowing there would be worse surprises to come. A hole in the wall was nothing a ball of newspaper couldn't fix. Plus, I had other, messier problems to deal with. Ones I hadn't even started to address.

      

      I set up the blow-up bed in the largest bedroom, not only because of the room’s size, but because it would get the most sun. When done, I closed the heavy curtains and walked back into the bathroom. I stood over the bath, willing a shower to appear. Then, with a sigh, I put the plug in and ran the taps.

      The bath was hot and deep. I gingerly eased my scraped legs under the water, hissing at the sting and watching small clouds of dried blood and dirt drift away from my knees. When I acclimatised and relaxed into the water, a wave of exhaustion hit me. I didn't fight it. I closed my eyes and let it take over.

      I woke when I started to shiver, unsurprised but still disappointed to find it wasn't all a bad dream.

      The room was dark. Evening had descended while I slept.

      I quickly dried myself and sought out my warmest pyjamas. The blue flannelette ones with the sloths on them. Then I went into the living area and sat heavily in one of the two camping chairs we had brought and waited for my intermittent trembling to subside.

      On the folding table beside me, the two hundred and fifty-dollar bottle of Dom Perignon we'd bought to celebrate with still sweated from having been removed from the chilly bin an hour before. Right now, a very expensive liquid dinner seemed like an excellent idea.

      I tilted the bottle and expertly popped the cork into my hand. Years of Warren and our friends finding any reason to celebrate with a bottle of bubbly – or three – had given me the skill to strip and uncork a sparkling wine in less than five seconds. No one had ever beaten my record, at least not without taking an eye out.

      That particular prowess gave me no comfort now. I poured the champagne into my enamel mug, raised it to the empty chair on the other side of the camping table, and said, "Here's to you Warren. Thanks a fucking lot."

      I took a sip and rested the drink in my lap between my hands. I gazed down into it, watching the bubbles rise to the surface and listening to their gentle fizz.

      When I eventually looked up to remind myself of the view, all I saw was the reflection of a child in pyjamas. She looked lost.

      I got up and turned off one of the handful of working lights in the house. There wasn't much to see. The first stars had begun to appear, winking above the dark shapes of the shrubs and trees. I followed the contours of the land in my mind as if I were a bird soaring down over the dark hills towards the inky water.

      Warren would never see it. He'd made his choice and never given it a chance. Anger bloomed in my gut, and for the first time since he'd left me coughing in the ute's dust, I allowed myself to contemplate the enormity of the day's events.

      The naked truth paraded itself in front of me, bold and unapologetic: Warren was no longer part of my life. He'd opted out of the relationship in such an appalling way it was staggering.

      A barrage of questions that I couldn't answer voiced themselves: If he felt the relationship was failing, why didn't he talk to me about it? Why did he agree to make the move here? Why did he leave it until past the last reasonable opportunity to back out?

      And then, with sudden clarity, my anger gave way – not to heartbreak, not to a desperate keening for the man I had spent my entire adult life with, but to something much worse.

      A coldness unfurled in the pit of my stomach and tracked its way with every quickening beat of my heart out to my limbs. I hugged myself as another shiver seized me.

      I was alone. I was on my own on a tiny island in the middle of the ocean and I didn't have a single friend.

      I'd taken a huge risk swapping out a life in the city for one on an isolated island – an island I'd never been to before. It was a desperate measure. And I'd forced Warren's hand. I'd given him little choice but to try to want what I wanted. And it had been a big mistake.

      There was nothing I could do about it for at least another week. I couldn't flee back to the familiarity of Melbourne – throwing myself on the mercy of the friends I'd withdrawn from over the last few months. Not until the next ferry arrived.

      I was trapped.

      I stood abruptly and began pacing in front of the French doors.

      Who was I kidding? When the week was out, I knew I wouldn't leave. My pride, my determination, my stubbornness wouldn't let me. It wasn't a ferry timetable that trapped me.

      My new life stretched ahead of me – a dark and murky and very long path. There was nobody else on it.

      The iciness in my stomach gave way to a heat that prickled on my brow and down my back. What did I really know about this place? About these people? The heat flared under my ribs. What would my life be like if I never fit in?

      A knock on the front door stopped me in my tracks.

      I blocked my mouth with my fist and peered in the direction of the knock as if I could see who it was through the walls.

      Another knock. Louder.

      I gulped at the air, trying to steady my breathing, then I tucked my still-damp hair behind my ears and opened the lounge door.

      When I got to the end of the hall, I turned the light on in my bedroom so I could see whoever it was, and unsnibbed the lock.

      A man with a saucepan. The runner from today. Andrew.

      Behind him, the faintest tinge of day clung to the hem of the gathering night.

      "Hey," he said.

      I sucked in a shuddering breath and croaked out something that hopefully sounded like, "Hi."

      His eyes ran down my choice of bedroom attire, but he didn't say anything.

      I offered, "I like sloths," anyway.

      He smiled. "You sure do." He waited for me to say something more, and when I didn't, he said, "I know you wanted to be alone, but I thought I could at least drop off a decent meal." He held up the pot. "You eaten yet?"

      I shook my head.

      "Good." He pushed the pot into my hands. "It's a curry – lentil. I didn't know if you ate meat, so..."

      The back of my eyeballs prickled. I hoped my reddening nose and bloodshot eyes weren't visible in the dim light. "Are all islanders as nice as you?"

      "We're a pretty good bunch. Community this small and isolated has to look out for each other. I guess we're kinda like whānau."

      "Kinda like what?"

      "Family."

      "Good. I think I'm gonna need that."

      A nod and a smile. "There's no reason to be lonely here." He fiddled with the zip fastener on his fleece. "In fact, I should probably warn you. This is going to sound insensitive after what happened today, but you're likely to attract a lot of interest. You know, being new to the place and...single."

      I laughed humourlessly. "Fresh meat?"

      After a pause, he grinned back at me, his teeth very white. "Yeah. You could put it like that."

      "Huh, OK. Thanks for the warning. And thanks for the food." I bounced the pot in my hands, feeling its weight. "There's a lot in there."

      "Should do you a couple of meals."

      My throat started to constrict, and before I let myself cry in front of a stranger, I muttered another thank you and pushed the door to close it.

      But before I snibbed it shut, I hesitated, thinking of the long night ahead of me.

      I pulled it open again, swallowing the lump in my throat. "Um," I said to his disappearing back. He turned. "You want to join me? Company might be nice, actually."

      "Sure."

      I led him down the hallway and turned the lights back on in the lounge. The chairs and table looked very small in the middle of the bare room.

      "Drinking in the dark?"

      "Yup. It's been one of those days."

      "I bet."

      I gestured for him to take a seat then went into the kitchen to spoon the curry into the only two bowls I had. "You want a glass of champagne? It's the real deal."

      "Whoa, what does a bottle of the real deal cost?"

      "Stupid money." I added a facetious, "The deposit for this house."
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