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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      When I called the mayor a "cockwomble", it didn't go down well.

      In my defence, he deserved it, but a lowly graphic designer for Invercargill City Council was never going to come out of an altercation with the mayor without being forced to eat excessive amounts of humble pie, no matter what shaky ethical ground His Worship stood on.

      I know what you're thinking. How could someone drop a verbal bomb that was at once on the limp-wristed side of offensive and able to collect an embarrassing amount of collateral damage in its blast radius?

      Here's how.

      It was Superhero Day at the library. The library often had theme days aimed at engaging kids. You know, promote literacy and all that good virtuous stuff, and because I designed all the library promotional material, I got an ‘invite’. The execs euphemistically called them "team events" because an invitation did not, in fact, offer an attendance choice. All in all, they're pretty generous with throwing out emotive rhetoric, like calling us "the council family", because it made you want to do your job for much less than the private sector would pay.

      So here I was. Dancing to the tune of the council panpipes.

      I hadn't gone for a full costume because I don't like the pressure of having to act a part. I'm also not partial to embarrassing myself or drawing too much attention or having to, I don't know, actually get involved. So my outfit choice for today was a T-shirt I designed myself from my Empowered Collection.

      However, when I saw the average age of the children at this particular event was eight – old enough to read my shirt but not understand it – I realised that maybe it would have been better to have feigned forgetfulness of the dress to theme memo and come in a plain T-shirt.

      I hid behind a shelf of books and watched the mayor read a superhero themed story to a couple of dozen kids at his feet with all the enthusiasm of a post-Botox-party eyebrow.

      Mayor McManus only visited the libraries before an election to help his street cred, which despite being rather obvious, seemed to work. He'd been re-elected three times.

      Anyway, at the end of the morning's "super" events, the staff shuffled off to a special morning tea in the library's meeting room. The mayor walked in, gave a short thank you speech, and when he'd finished and the hubbub of cross-coffee talk started up, he homed in on the only other male in the room. Rashid, the newish children's collection manager, who was dressed as Black Panther.

      The mayor gave him an Oh, a male librarian. How novel look, then slapped him on the back and said, "Good for you," which was reasonably patronising in itself, but the added, "Taking one for the team," really got the emasculation message across.

      I caught Rashid's eye and gave him a sympathetic smile.

      He widened his eyes as if to say, Shoot me now.

      Rashid was well over six feet, the mayor well under, but Rashid leant against the back of a chair, so they were pretty much eye-to-eye. The mayor adopted a wide-legged stance and laid a hand on Rashid's shoulder as he talked to him. The body language said, I am your buddy and the type of man who connects to people in a 'grass roots' kind of way. But you need to know I am still the dominant male.

      Rashid played his part, smiling and nodding and answering questions, and then as the mayor exhausted his male-librarian-inquisitiveness, he looked across the room and spotted me hovering by the Madeira cake.

      My T-shirt had a plus-size female superhero on it. Her speech bubble read Anything you can do, I can do bleeding. And the mayor didn't even take the trouble to lower his voice because he thought a) the person nearest to him, being male, would agree with him, and b) his brand of witticism wasn't offensive, and he rolled his eyes and said, "Vagina worship. Worst bah-loody thing to come out of the 70s. Apart from The Carpenters."

      And I had that thing, where I turned Hulk-like and transformed into an angry, indignant person. Well, okay, more of an angry, indignant person than I already was and with much less self-control. And while I was in the green, ripped-clothes stage, I marched over to him, pointed my finger at his chest and said, "We've been subject to the Cult of the Cock for millennia, so deal with it." And the thing was, because his hairline had receded to halfway across his skull, and his very high forehead was shiny and, thanks to my outburst, a little red and veiny, he looked a bit penis-like, so I added, "You cockwomble," and stormed off to immediately regret my actions.
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      Twenty pairs of eyes tracked the progress of my death march across the varying grey carpet tiles of the HR open-plan office.

      It wasn't my ideal exit scenario, but at least I wasn't facing my professional demise alone. I could cloak myself in the comfort of their, no doubt, well-intentioned voyeurism.

      I eyed the crowd and was just about to raise my glower to Incinerate when a woman at a desk to my right raised her hands to her chest, her fingers curled to form a heart.

      Behind her, a man smiled and winked.

      Huh.

      Maybe I wasn't about to go down in a ball of flame. Maybe I was about to get veiled sympathy and an obligatory but metaphorical hand slap.

      And yet, judging by the frown Yin-ing the Yang of the HR manager's smile, all possibilities were still on the table.

      Summer St. John, dressed in the ubiquitous office fatigues of a grey skirt suit, waited for me at the door to the glass-encased meeting room. Her eyes ran down the front of my shirt and both the frown and the smile deepened. If she intended to be disarming, it worked. I had walked into the office feeling, well, empowered, as promised by the branding of my T-shirt collection and fortified by the finger heart and the wink.

      Now I felt too shouty amidst the monochrome.

      By the time I reached her, her face had settled into a kind of warm-edged nothing much-ness. If that's a thing. If it is, I had no idea what it meant.

      "Have a seat." She indicated the low-backed chair on the far side of the table and closed the door to the fish tank of gawkers behind me.

      I sat and swivelled my chair away from our audience so that I could pretend Summer St. John and I were the only parties actively or passively involved in this conversation.

      "So, Jules –"

      "Jewel."

      She peered down at the memo in front of her. "It says Jules here."

      "It might do, but that's not my name." I reached forward, turned the paper around, and, grabbing the pen she'd placed beside it, wrote J-E-W-E-L across the top to help her. I mean who was I to question the accuracy of an official document, but I did have pretty good authority on this particular detail.

      I returned the paper and pen to their original positions and sat back in my seat.

      The frown and the smile returned. "Right. Thank you. Jewel." She sucked in a deep breath, and her nostrils flared slightly. "I would like us to have an open conversation about what happened this morning."

      Good.

      Summer St. John parted her lips to continue and I said, "Mayor McManus is a sexist Neanderthal who provoked me into saying something a lot of us think but are contractually obligated to bury deep." I sat back in my chair and crossed my arms.

      Her brows rose, then knitted together and I understood that she'd thrown out "open" as one of those meaningless corporate warm fuzzy type words intended to convey trust and put me at ease.

      If there'd been a clue, some kind of face language, I'd missed it. I wasn't awesome on subtlety, but I did excel at the literal.

      I uncrossed my arms. This was not a good start.

      I tried for a smile. The unused muscles twitched out their progress like an automaton in need of a good oil.

      It shouldn't be this hard. I was a business woman after all. Romancing people was part of the job, but I was rusty and, to be honest, not very good at it. It involved words like "effusive" and "charm" and "tact", none of which were in my skill set.

      "Look. Sometimes –" By which I meant often. "– I have little control over the relationship between my tongue and my brain when I experience emotional spikes. Like anger."

      Summer St. John raised her eyebrows. After a pause, she said, "Are you autistic? I can't find your file."

      "No. But if putting me in a box helps you to process this situation, then by all means, label me."

      I had intended that comment to be helpful, an olive branch to show I supported her in her requirement to carry out this interview. However, the flush that swept up her chest and disappeared into her hairline suggested she did not see it so much as an olive branch but as a switch I'd just slapped her across the face with.

      I replayed my comment in my head.

      Ah. Yes. I saw it.

      It did kind of maybe sound a wee bit like it might belong on the aggressive end of the passive-aggressive continuum.

      God I was useless. At this rate I'd be out on my arse with all the other clueless, undeserving people.

      Fuck it. Might as well go for broke. I leaned forward in my chair. "I want to lodge a personal grievance against him."

      Summer St. John did something I was not expecting. She threw her head back and laughed.

      I didn't think I'd said anything funny. What was funny about being so offended by someone that you wanted legal recourse? Or was it bureaucratic recourse?

      It was her turn to lean forward. She spoke slowly as if trying to make my inner "autistic" understand the other language behind her words.

      My inner whatever understood just fine.

      "It's not within your best interest to follow that route," I was fairly certain translated to an approximation of: The mayor is pretty much untouchable.

      Which was great, because I was not. I was an expendable underling with rapidly narrowing options.

      "Regardless of behaviour that could be interpreted as off-colour, you would need a very strong case in order for any accountability to be sought."

      Translation: Even if the mayor is an actual dickhead, he's a powerful one. Don't bother with a fight unless you're sure to win. Like making a complaint about him putting his hand up your skirt in the middle of a crowded office with plenty of witnesses. And preferably some CCTV footage.

      Summer St. John splayed her fingers, palms upwards. "But, who knows? There is an election next week." Cross your fingers and hope the cockwomble gets voted out.

      She leaned back in her chair and waited for my response.

      I didn't need to think hard about it. I wasn't actually prepared to go up against a well-oiled council machine, not least because my employment situation meant I probably couldn't even if I wanted to. Which, I supposed, I should come clean about. "You won't be able to find my file because I'm employed as a freelancer."

      She twitched her head to one side. "Are you sure? Haven't you been here for a couple of years? I'm certain I've seen you around the building."

      "You guys have been giving me contracts for the last eighteen months. I come in every so often for meetings."

      "I see." Summer St. John steepled her fingers. "So why are you here and not standing in front of the Communications manager?"

      I would have thought that was obvious and told her so. "Because I was told to come here?" Then I clenched my fists until the nails bit into the palms of my hand and waited for the inevitable.

      "I'm afraid to say, there's only one course of action, Jules," she said, looking thoroughly relieved she no longer had to initiate any disciplinary procedure or a drawn-out personal grievance process. "I will be strongly advising the Communications Manager to terminate your contract and I have little doubt she will put up any objection. You'll have the decision formalised by the end of the day."

      I relaxed my hands and peered at the angry half-moons creasing my palms. Then I looked her in the eye and said the only word fitting for such a situation. "Arse."
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        * * *

      

      I drove home, made a cup of tea, then ignored it while I pressed my forehead to the sticky kitchen table.

      In theory, I shouldn't now be melting into a little puddle of panic and self-recrimination, because, as a freelancer, I'd have other contracts. I could 'touch base' with previous clients and see if they had anything in the works. I'd have sensible things that ensured new clients found me. Like a website. And a marketing plan.

      The truth was, I hadn't prepared a Plan B: What To Do For Income When I've Squatted Over My Only Source And Shat On It From A Great Height.

      Finding a new source was nowhere near as easy as I'd have liked it to be. In the cut-throat, high-octane world of graphic design, designers were two-a-penny. They emerged bawling and hungry from three years in the institutional womb and scrabbled over each other, leveraging themselves off shoulders, hips, heads to get to the top, to prove themselves, to be noticed.

      I was not that person. Not least because I hadn't stepped foot inside an educational facility since I left school at sixteen. I just didn't have that fire in my belly that gave me leave to be a shark. My two failings were: I had a love-hate relationship with the capitalist system, and I was not an arsehole. At least, I didn't think I was an arsehole.

      Most of the time I was not an arsehole.

      The front door banged closed and footsteps approached the kitchen. Two brown legs appeared, the fabric of a denim skirt fwap-ing in time with their march.

      "Hi, Kaitlyn."

      Kaitlyn's acknowledgement was not so much a "Hi" as an expulsion of air that carried the hint of a vowel at its edges.

      Her shoes clomped out of view and the jug clicked on.

      I sat up.

      Kaitlyn leant against the kitchen bench, phone in hand, right thumb swiping up.

      I was lucky when I scored the very small third bedroom at 4 Willowbank Way. The house came completely furnished, which meant I got a double bed that left me with just enough space to edge sideways beside it with my back pressed to the wall. And I got Kaitlyn and Brooke.

      "I lost my job."

      A head nod. Scroll. Pause. Nose-wrinkle smile. Scroll.

      "I called the mayor a cockwomble and they fired me."

      Kaitlyn continued to furiously text.

      I drummed my fingers on the table. "I've got cancer of the eyelash. When all the hair falls out, the follicles will suppurate. I'll look like a crying Madonna. But with pus."

      "Uh-huh." With a small smile and a sigh into her phone like she'd just kissed a lover goodbye until the next time, Kaitlyn put her phone down on the bench to grab a mug and spoon vanilla-flavoured hot chocolate into it. "Oh hey, when you clean the bathroom this week, can you pick the hair out of the shower plug hole? It's like having a skin-detritus foot bath in there right now, which is just rank."

      I sighed and put my forehead back on the table. "K."

      Kaitlyn's spoon tink tinked against her mug, then clattered into the sink. "Thanks," she said as she walked out the door.

      I patted the table top until I located my phone and opened my banking app. The situation was just as dire as the last time I checked.

      As much as I'd like designing stuff for other people to be the thing that got me out of bed in the morning, it wasn't. Creating my T-shirts was, which meant the graphic design work supported my, as yet, very small business. And as everyone knows, starting a business is akin to taking all your spare money, including the stuff you might otherwise spend on leisure and having a healthy work-life balance, and sometimes your petrol money, putting it in a pile on the front lawn and setting fire to it.

      I had just enough in my bank account to see me through one more week of rent and maybe a couple of food. After that, my two choices were: live in my car, or impose myself on the boxes breeding in Dad and Rewa's spare room. I owned a RAV4, which is to an SUV what Danny DeVito is to Arnold Schwarzenegger in the 80s classic, Twins. So, either way, a win-win situation.

      Forcing myself to stand, I went outside to appraise potential new home number one. Once the ice-cream wrappers and festering damp towel were removed from the back seat, it didn't look too bad. That was assuming after I'd loaded all my crap into it, there would still be enough room for me.

      There was another option, a third option, but before I seriously considered it I needed to give notice on my room. Give Kaitlyn and Brooke time to find a replacement flatmate before they were lumped with the extra rent.

      I mean, I should do that.

      Absolutely.

      Even if I didn't technically have the money to cover the obligatory two weeks.

      However.

      The thing about not being an arsehole most of the time meant some of the time a bit of arseholery snuck in.

      So, I waited until Kaitlyn and Brooke had fallen asleep, then Tetris-ed everything I owned into my car and made a break for option three.
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      I woke to a muted roar and the orange haze of a candle-wick bedspread, both of which served to remind me of the shameful measure I'd resorted to the previous evening.

      Hello new day. Nice to see you too.

      I threw the cover off my face, sucked in a lungful of fresh air and contemplated the ceiling tiles.

      This person, the one who abused community leaders and ran out on people who almost didn't deserve it, was not the woman I imagined I'd be when I'd entertained my 12-year-old desire for life to hurry the fuck up.

      I attempted to make myself feel better by wrapping myself up in that great big, fresh-from-the-heated-rail towel of reason called "You're not as bad a person as them".

      It would take approximately the time for my rent to fail to show up in Brooke's bank account before they registered my absence and wondered why they hadn't noticed the smell. At which point I should probably block their numbers.

      I mean, it's entirely possible Kaitlyn and Brooke's indifference towards me was down to my inability to "do people", or at least do people in a way that didn't make them think I was both odd and lacking basic courtesy.

      Or they were just too self-interested.

      To be honest, it was fifty-fifty.

      Oh, who was I kidding? I was a terrible, terrible person who deserved to be flayed alive and then spat on.

      Okay, maybe not spat on.

      I gathered my strength to face the day, and possibly my karma-induced reckoning, and tipped my phone towards me.

      10:26 am.

      A respectful time to ring Dad and confess to having taken refuge in our holiday home. A somewhat shameful time for a twenty-two-year-old trying to pull her life back together to be rising for the day.

      Shuffling over to the window, I pulled back the curtains. Framed between the high wooden fences running the length of the back lawn, a gust of wind puckered the mirrored surface of Lake Puhiruru. It pushed the water into a sequence of dimples like something large had moved below.

      The lake and the colonial-flavoured town marking its eastern shore, sat deep within the mountainous folds of Fiordland, like the land had gathered it up into a tight embrace.

      The mountains rose sharply out of the dark water of the lake and circled towards each other, not quite meeting at the western end. Here, a hanging valley spilled its catchment into the blackness below in a three-hundred metre drop, and the ring of mountains pushed the sound of the waterfall towards Puhiruru township in a steady thrum.

      I opened the window to let the roar wrap around me, and shivered one of those happy shivers dogs, or people in syrupy family movies do.

      I loved our crib. I loved the mountains. I loved their cloud hats. I loved the lake. I loved the power behind the waterfall. I loved its ever-present-ness even when you couldn't see it.

      I did not love the facilities.

      The charm of the crib was that it was a tiny 1960s time capsule. Yellow, orange and green plaid carpet, piped couch edging, a chromed-trimmed Formica kitchen table, candle-wick bedspreads, and dark hardboard walls. All of which was contained within a very cosy forty square metres.

      Unfortunately, the charm did not extend to the external bathroom. There was nothing quaint about a long drop you had to make a fifteen metre dash for. Nor a jury-rigged shower that required operating a hand pump to get any water pressure.

      My bladder pushed painfully against my lower abdomen and I eyed the wooden shed across the large lawn resentfully.

      I pulled on some shorts, pocketed my phone for my Instagram-scroll-whilst-peeing habit that everybody has but admits only to themselves, and headed out to the privy.

      It was as I slipped my shorts over my hips and felt the weight of them suddenly lighten, that I considered my folly. The phone took the utterance of every syllable in "Fuckity fuck fuck" for it to reach its soft landing with a shudder-inducing ploomf.

      Ah, so this was what karma looked like.

      I clamped my urethra closed, because the least I could do was not urinate on a phone I could not afford to replace, and pushed my way out the door.

      Then I closed it, laid my head against its peeling paint and watched the veins fattening in my hands. It made a better alternative to, say, having to actually think about what just happened, and even harder, what I was going to do about it.

      How on earth did I get here?

      It was a question I knew the answer to, and reminded the action-before-thinking Jewel Bauer of, as I squatted in the frigid lake in such a way that almost didn't look like I was relieving myself.

      I had neither the genetics, the common sense, nor the luck to invite success.

      There was only one of those things I could do anything about and my lack thereof had resulted in me losing a vital piece of moderately expensive tech to a pile of shit not five minutes ago.

      I took a moment to enjoy the spreading warmth around my lower half and contemplate the raw beauty of the waterfall.

      ...

      ...

      ...

      Then, with an empty bladder making more room for my brain, I snapped a few pieces into logical position to give my middle finger to anyone who'd ever doubted me and set off, dripping, back to the crib.

      One sieve duct-taped to a broom handle later, I had my phone back.

      Thankfully, because the toilet hadn't been used in nearly a year, most of the liquid had either evaporated or been absorbed in the composting process. My phone was less "stewed" and more "garnished". I shook the earthy-looking clumps off and thanked the Lord of the Telecommunications Universe that I would not be contending with an ongoing leakage problem. But just to be sure, I would wrap it in cling film once I'd sterilised it with toilet cleaner and the best thing for working little bits out of small places.

      My tooth brush.

      And then I had no excuses not to ring Dad and confess to being both a failure and a bludger. But first I needed coffee. Such a conversation required it.

      I opened the blue and white striped coffee jar on the bench top and chiselled a teaspoon-worth off the instant coffee that had been left to solidify sometime around 1992.

      The mound rocking on my teaspoon had a bluish tinge to it. I put it back and opted for a greying teabag instead.

      It took four rings and twenty-five rapid heartbeats for Dad to answer the phone.

      "Hey, Dad."

      "Jewelsy!" Dad announced, as if I only rang him at Christmas instead of visiting him every other day. "It's Jewelsy!"

      "Jewelsy!" echoed Rewa from somewhere in the background.

      "Hang on. Let me put you on speaker."

      The line went dead.

      I waited, as I always did when Dad attempted to put me on speaker, for the return phone call and the explanation that he forgot to press the speaker button before putting the phone in its cradle.

      "What am I like, Jewelsy?" he laughed when I answered my phone. "I forgot to press the speaker button before putting the phone in the cradle."

      "It's a two-step process, Dad, which means you only have to remember the order of one thing, the first thing, to get the whole thing right."

      "Ah well. As long as I remember which order to put my underwear and trousers on, a little technical ineptitude isn't much to worry about, hey?"

      "Rewa remembers which order to dress you in."

      "Yes, she does. It's like an assisted reverse strip tease. She loves it."

      A tongue cluck issued from the background.

      "You know what I don't love? You telling me that."

      "Me either," said Rewa. "Mostly because it's not true. Tell your daughter you've been dressing yourself for several years now."

      I said, "I'm calling because I have some news," as Dad told me he'd been dressing himself for several years now.

      "Ooh. Is there a boy?" Rewa said before the sibilance of my 's' had subsided.

      "Is there a boy?" echoed Dad.

      Is there a boy? was default question number one when any kind of space was left for them to guess what was going on in my life. I should have known better and said the whole thing before they had space to push air past their larynx.

      "There's no boy." I rushed on before they could ask default question number two: Have you met the Prime Minister yet? Because working for local government gives you a direct line to the country's most powerful decision maker. Apparently. "What I have to tell you is..." I rummaged around in my brain for some mildly comprehensive corporate jargon I'd heard in the council offices that might dress the situation up. "I'm pivoting to, ah, nurture my enterprise. Develop things in a more...fruitful direction."

      Silence.

      "Oh my God, you're pregnant. She's pregnant, Dale."

      "I'm not pregnant."

      "Oh, thank Christ," breathed Rewa. "I can't imagine where you'd have put a baby in that tiny room of yours. Dangled it from the ceiling in a tiny hammock."

      "Or a drawer," said Dad. "Drawers make a good little crib if you've nothing else. You've got a set of drawers don't you, Jewelsy?"

      "I don't need drawers for any baby accommodation, Dad. I'm taking time out to concentrate on my business. It's going to be my priority from now on."

      "That's what the fruitful talk meant?" said Rewa. "Couldn't you have just said that instead of giving me a near bloody heart attack?"

      "Yes," I conceded. "I could have done that."

      "Time out," said Dad. "Imagine that, Rewa. My daughter. The big-shot business woman. Brains and beauty."

      I was not a beauty. I had dull hair that at a generous stretch might be called 'golden brown', but which was, in fact, a shade of mouse. My lips were on the thin end and my nose was slightly hooked to one side like it couldn't decide which direction to grow in. At least it managed to get the downwards bit right.

      What I did have was large eyes and strong brows. Thick and slightly arched, like Madonna in her plastic-punk years.

      "I think this calls for a Green Ginger Wine Moment," said Dad.

      "It doesn't call for a Green Ginger Wine Moment," I said.

      "It absolutely calls for a Green Ginger Wine Moment," said Rewa.

      Dad spoke in capitals a lot. Presumably, it was the result of his chronically cheerful disposition, despite a life relegated to a wheelchair courtesy of a small patch of gravel on the shoulder of a sharp bend on State Highway 99. Six years as a paraplegic hadn't dampened his constant jolly-ness.

      "It's not even midday."

      Dad's chuckle rumbled in my ear. "Worried about the scandal?"

      Dad didn't drink as a rule, but when there was something in his daughter's life to celebrate like the loss of a first tooth, the first few spots of menstrual blood, the first sale of a superheroine T-shirt, then the bottle of green ginger wine was brought down from the top of the bookshelf in the lounge, where it sat trophy-like, and dusted off.

      "Before you get all celebratory, there's another thing I have to tell you. I'm staying at the crib so I can focus on the business without worrying about finding rent money. I know I should have asked if that's okay before I came, but I didn't." I felt there was something missing. Maybe I should add an apology? "Sorry."

      Dad grunted his dismissal. "You're the only one who uses that place any more. I don't mind. I just ask that when you're rolling in the big bucks you move the bathroom inside."

      Fortunately for me and my current on-the-precipice-of-destitution situation, I was the only one who used the crib any more. It was bought for Bauer family holidays in the early 70s. My grandparents were dead, my two uncles chose to carry out their lives overseas as soon as they were educated enough to ensure a meal ticket, and my father had little interest in travelling to a place where you had to be wheeled across the lawn to relieve yourself.

      Glass clinked in the background.

      "I bet you sold lots of T-shirts this morning."

      "Three yesterday."

      "You did?" Dad said like I had won the Nobel Peace prize. "I knew I'd fathered a genius when you said 'Dad' at two weeks old. Your Nana said it was wind, but I know better."

      "Dad," I began, about to unburden myself about the running out on my flatmates situation.

      "Hang on, Jewelsy. Rewa's doing finger hieroglyphics in the kitchen. From my extensive knowledge of pigeon sign language, I think she wants to know if you've got any Wi-Fi up and running." He said it like wee fee.

      "Actually," Rewa shouted, "I was wondering if you've got the wigh figh up and running."

      "Potayto, Potarto."

      "Not the best way to support your argument, my lover. One of those pronunciations is wrong. As is wee fee."

      Dad sighed the sigh of the long-suffering, but I knew he was smiling. Being teased by Rewa was one of his top five pleasures.

      I, however, was not smiling.

      I had two questions for myself: How the fucking hell had I forgotten about a critical online business aid like an Internet connection? And: How on earth was I going to pay for it? Out here the only service was rural broadband, which cost double the standard fee for half the gigabyte allowance.

      It was official. I was the biggest numpty this side of Planet Spackbrain.

      "Um. Not yet. I'm working on it, though."

      "Well, that's good," said Dad, "because that would be fairly detrimental to running an online business." He ho ho-ed out a laugh and as much as I would have liked to join him to keep up the appearance that I had my shit together and had this whole stealing off to the crib to become a badass business woman thing all worked out, I very much did not have my shit together. So I chose silence. And then panic.

      "I should go," I rattled out. "Get some business stuff done."

      Dad's lips smacked in my ear as he took a sip of ginger wine. "Okay. Bye bye, Jewelsy. I love you."

      "Yep." I hung up.
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        * * *

      

      Some quick calculations on my phone told me I would be arguably okay for twelve weeks on five dollars a day. As long as I didn't use any water or electricity. Or eat on weekends.

      I mean, I made some money. I sold a couple of T-shirts a day via a print-on-demand process, so my outlay was minimal, but I had to reinvest that into advertising, so it's not like I could use any of it.

      This not having a Plan B thing was really backfiring.

      I dictated my new strategy into the note function on my phone:

      1. Find a way to access the Internet for free. Illegal options open to consideration.

      2. Work out the cheapest way to eat without risking tooth loss or organ failure.

      3. Romance some good karma, because the bad kind was kind of shit.

      Then I got down with the busy.

      I added "toothbrush" and "sieve" to my mental list of shopping items, and placed a jar in the middle of the kitchen table with "For my sins (and Brooke + Kaitlyn)" written in barely legible Biro across a rectangle of duct tape on its front. The $3.70 I had prised from various car crevices made a satisfying series of clinks when I emptied them into it. I figured it was approximately six months’ worth of coin detritus, which meant at that rate it would take me sixty-seven and a half years to pay my ex-flatmates back.

      But, hey. It was a start.
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        * * *

      

      After a...fortifying? but wholly unsatisfactory Marmite sandwich brunch, I set the kilometre counter on my dashboard to zero and drove into town. 3.2 klicks to the Puhiruru Mart and general grocer, or a forty-minute, petrol-saving walk. It would be almost an hour and a half round trip when I needed to make it, but time was the one thing I had.

      There were only two parking spaces left in a car park that had clearly been designed to accommodate a fleet of perambulators. I edged the Rav4 into one of them and after briefly accommodating the thought that an exit via the boot might be easiest, managed to extract myself through the narrow door gap without leaving any car-paint imprints on the neighbouring SUV.

      The store's automatic door wheezed open and before I could step inside, an elderly man in a mobility scooter rolled up and stopped in front of me, barring my access. The doors shuddered against the scooter's rear end in their attempt to close, then whined a retreat.

      He squinted up at me for several seconds before thrusting his head forward and addressing me at the volume of someone who is going deaf and doesn't realise they struggle to hear themselves.

      "Loopy."

      Tufts of whiskers sprouted in the grooves at the corners of his down-turned mouth from where he'd missed them shaving. As he set his jaw back into place, the slack skin under his chin shook like a chicken wattle.

      I could have been mistaken for presuming he was referencing himself, aggressively announcing the unbalanced state of his mind in introduction to a complete stranger. But I knew around here, "loopy" referred to the tourists. Not everyone looked favourably upon the tourist dollar if it meant pressure on infrastructure, walking a block instead of being able to park right outside the store you want to visit.

      I couldn't disagree with him. Not really.

      I'd only ever interacted with Puhiruru on a temporary basis and could hardly claim residency status after twelve hours of habitation. I certainly felt the actions that had led me here were on the other scale of loopiness.

      I did, however, have a driving need to get in the store and buy some coffee that looked and behaved like it was meant to.

      A male voice from among the shelves of goods said resignedly, "Mr Hardacre, try not to frighten the customers. They pay my wage."

      Without taking his eyes away from mine, Mr Hardacre snarled, "It's my rates that pay to flush your turds and take them away to the land of convenience." He held out his hand. "I want a contribution."

      "Mr Hardacre," said the disembodied voice. "Leave them alone or you can get your Hackers’ Monthly elsewhere."

      Hackers’ Monthly? It seemed unlikely reading for somebody approaching their second century.

      Mr Hardacre snarled, reversed two feet, and with a flick of his wrist, accelerated forward, bearing left just enough to make it look like he was making an effort to avoid me, without actually avoiding me.

      I had to duck sideways to prevent the basket on the front of his scooter from collecting my right hip.

      Luckily for Mr Hardacre, the need to coordinate my body to take urgent action absorbed any energy that might otherwise have been directed to my tongue. By the time my verbal power returned, the window for outrage was lost and I silently watched his scooter speed out the car park entrance.

      Then I stepped into the store and wondered if I'd been teleported into another dimension.

      The carpark was full, yet the store was devoid of people. The only sound was the quiet hum of the refrigeration units. If it wasn't for the lack of ransacked shelves, I might wonder if I'd missed something big. Like the zombie apocalypse.

      I moved through the fruit-laden entry, my Converse high-tops squeaking on the linoleum tiles.

      The checkouts were unmanned.

      I passed three aisles, looking for one that might house coffee. Not a soul perused the goods, no workers stacked shelves, no undead feasted on cranial matter.

      I stopped and listened. The only sign of life was the crunch of gravel as a car pulled into the car park.

      A banana skittered across the floor towards me.

      I picked it up and approached the aisle it had been jettisoned from. "Hello?"

      Silence. Mr Hardacre's rebuker had disappeared into the Twilight Zone with every single one of the car owners.

      A car door slammed and an arm shot out from behind a towering display of toilet paper to my right. It grabbed my wrist and pulled me into the gap behind the display.
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      I managed the "What" of my intended "WHAT THE FUCK?" before a hand slapped over my mouth and a large body pressed against mine.

      There wasn't a lot of room between the tower of toilet tissue and the end of the shelving unit. An air bubble at best. I had an eye-full of khaki fabric, a nose-full of lemon fabric softener, and a cheek-full of hard chest. I shifted my jaw, working my tongue up to voice my indignation and a low "Shhhh" issued above my head.

      A Vans-clad foot slid one of the tower of toilet rolls across the gap I'd been pulled through.

      The entry doors hissed open, and closed again without anybody entering.

      The large body tensed.

      Now, don't get me wrong, I enjoy a good mystery as much as the next person. I like the mental exercise of working the puzzle out before the answer jumps out at you and shouts, "Boo!" mostly, because surprises were shit. Take my Dad's accident, for example. Or the sudden void where Mum's presence used to be when she decided she wasn't up to potential round-the-clock care for the lifetime of her disabled husband.

      So, while part of me was indignant about having been man-handled without being asked first, the far larger part of me was intrigued by what was about to unfold.

      I decided to settle in.

      From my limited vantage point behind the wall of fatigue-green, I was able to see tiny slices of the outside world. The packets had been stacked to create small windows, like arrowslits in a castle wall.

      A hand reached into the crate of bananas at the shop entry, extracting one, before the hand’s owner dive-rolled behind the fruit crates further in.

      The chest I was pressed against went still and I held my own breath, as if the nervous anticipation was catching.

      In the frame of one of the slits, another man commando crawled between the two checkouts, banana cocked in one hand like a gun.

      So the bananas were guns.

      Um.

      Had I just unwittingly allowed myself to be a participant in the supermarket arena of The Hunger Games?

      A crash from somewhere in the refrigerated goods area sent the commando crawler scrabbling for the cover of the second checkout.

      My hair ruffled with a whispered "Diversion".

      Diversion? For what? My heartrate shifted into a higher gear even though I was fairly certain no one had ever died from being shot by a banana gun.

      But when a middle-aged man with a crew cut and a Clint Eastwood squint crept down the aisle, banana cocked and poised for action, I wondered if I’d underestimated the versatility of the seemingly innocuous fruit.

      Two metres out from the tower, he paused, eyes narrowed.

      The body edged away from me and a draught of cool air rushed between us. A large fist appeared in front of my face, three of its fingers extended. A countdown. To what?

      As the first finger curled into the hand's palm, the stack of beach towels on the shelf behind the crew-cut guy began to quiver.

      The fist stilled, the countdown paused.

      The towels inched sideways and a hand covered in tā moko appeared, the Māori tattoo unfurling like fern fronds up towards the wrist. As the fist neared the back of the crew cut, the pointer finger extended, its tip glistening, and edged towards a wet docking with the ear nestled beneath the buzz cut.

      The banana wielder cocked his head, eyeing the toilet paper out of the side of his eyes, before wheeling around and catching the finger a centimetre from making contact.

      "Bumholes," said Mr Hardacre's rebuker. "Nearly got you."

      Buzz Cut released the finger, and turned to address the towels. "The point is to get me before I get you, son. 'Nearly' is as useful as using your ballsack as a silencer. On the battlefield, you have to take your opportunity as soon as it waves its red-flagged arse at you, understood?"

      "Understood, my captain," the rebuker replied in a sing-song voice.

      "Good." The 'captain' raised his head and boomed, "Simulation over, team."

      A face appeared between the towels. A man in his late twenties with a wide mouth and deep-set eyes. "Where's everyone else?"

      The captain narrowed his eyes. "Still under cover. Not for long though."

      I made to edge my way out from behind the tower and a finger appeared in front of my face. Wait.

      "Forest?" the captain barked.

      A distant "Captain?" sounded from the other side of the store.

      "Very impressive, soldier. Full points for stealth."

      "Booyah! Did you hear that, Rā? Full points for being a ninja."

      Whoever Rā was, they didn't answer.

      "No points for initiative, though. You were on the defensive the entire time. You could have ambushed me in aisle one, son. Instead, you scuttled away like a cockroach on a hotplate."

      A petulant grunt rolled through the store followed by a "Sir" that sounded like a hasty afterthought.

      "Take Liam. He had the perfect set up for an ambush. Liam get out here."

      The foot once again slid one of the toilet roll towers aside and large hands steered me sideways through the gap.

      I turned to find the face that matched the massive frame.

      Dark-lashed eyes flickered to mine before a lock of black, shoulder-length hair slipped forward and curtained them off.

      "Perfect set up, son. If it weren't for Joe's attempt to kill me with a wet willie, you would have been upon me. Full points for strategy."

      The wall of hair nodded.

      "But did your skull jettison its contents when you involved a civilian? Civilians are a liability, trooper. Get them away from the kill site as soon as you can, otherwise they just end up as collateral damage and you might as well use them as meat shields. This one looks like she'd provide good cover for your clackers."

      "Thank you?" I said.

      "But she's too small for any decent protection."

      "I'm actually okay with that," I said, but the captain had already shifted his attention.

      "Rānui?"

      A "Captain" issued from somewhere above us and a face peered out from between the boxes stacked on top of the shelving units.

      "Full points for initiative, but your cover’s a liability. You need to be quick and take your target by surprise. How can you do that surrounded by heavy objects you’d have to move out of the way in order to get to me? I’d hear you well before you could do any damage wreaking.”

      “I could have used my banana grenade.”

      “Great. Why didn’t you?”

      A pause. “I only thought of it now.”

      The captain tapped his temple. “You have to be quick thinking in the field and take the opportunity as soon as it’s presented, or they’ve got you first.”

      The woman grunted.

      “Still, it's a significant improvement on last week, team. Well done." The captain clapped his hands. "Unit dismissed."

      "Back on the job, everyone," said the face in the towels as the captain exited the aisle. The face propped a hand under his chin and stared at me in what looked like wonder but could just as easily have been amusement. "Who are you?"

      I would have thought it was obvious, but just in case he was asking because he thought I was a willing meat shield for the large guy's genitals, I said, "A customer."

      The face laughed. "I understand that, my heart, but you are someone I am going to need to know the name of, because –" he gestured at my torso.

      I was wearing one of my designs from my Empowered Collection because going out in public was an opportunity for what should be passive marketing, but actually required me to hand out a business card with my online store's details on it and do some of that "effusive" stuff I was no good at.

      It depicted a girl superhero, hands on hips, pigtails blowing in the breeze. Her speech bubble read:

      Run like a girl

      Throw like a girl

      Scream like a girl

      Thanks for the compliment!

      There was an opportunity here. One that shouldn't be too hard to fuck up. "Jewel Bauer."

      "Jewel Bauer," he said, as if rolling it across his tongue and tasting it. "Well, Jewel Bauer, I love your T-shirt. Isn't her T-shirt phenom, Liam?"

      Liam turned away from me and straightened a shelf of air freshener.

      "I design them. My website's shero wear dot com. You should have a look." I pulled a business card out of my pocket and thrust it at the face.

      “Shero?”

      “Shero. Hero with an S.”

      "You design them? That is a fabulous superpower, Jewel Bauer." The face thrust his hand out towards me. "I'm Joseph Kiriona, but you can call me Joe, and I will definitely have a look."

      I took the proffered hand and shook it.

      "So, what brings you into the store today, my love?"

      "I need coffee and some other food stuffs that meet basic nutritional needs and finite budgetary requirements."

      "Oh, goodie. I love a nutrition-slash-budget puzzle. Liam will help you," Joe said in his sing-song voice. "Won't you, Liam?"

      “Why?” said the woman as she climbed down using the shelves as ladder rungs. “We don’t do personal shopping, Joe.”

      Joe winked at Liam. “We do today.”

      Liam swivelled away from the shelves, his black Vans squeaking on the linoleum and disappeared around the end of the aisle.

      I presumed he meant me to follow him. So I followed him.

      In the next aisle, he stopped in front of a set of shelves, his body half turned away from me. Jesus, he was massive. He had to be six-foot-five with shoulders I could curl up and sleep on.

      I thought back to the precarious situation of being abducted behind a pile of toilet paper. Had his intention been less honourable than protecting me from a stray pretend bullet, he could easily have crushed me with those massive hands and no one would have been the wiser.

      He raised a finger towards the packets of instant coffee and I selected one based on cheapest-price-to-weight ratio, because extreme budgeting did not allow for qualities like "real" and "decent" to feature.

      "What else do you need?" His voice was the low rumble you might expect from someone so very large.

      I pictured my mental list. "Sieve, rice, carrots, soy sauce, eggs, bread, and whatever fruit's the cheapest."

      Liam backtracked to the store's entrance and slung a basket over one arm. He grabbed five carrots when he asked me how many and I said, "Five," through a mouthful of my banana gun, then he moved on to the apple bin.

      He was an odd large. He walked with his shoulders hunched over as if straightening them out caused him pain. And when he squatted down to select a bag of rice from the bottom shelf, his trousers rode up to reveal the tops of frilly socks decorating the high ankles of his shoes.

      I mean, who was I to judge how men chose to accessorise, but it did look a little incongruous with the whole I could snap you in half with my bare hands thing he had going on.

      My list complete, he escorted me to the checkout, placed the basket on the conveyor belt and headed back towards the fresh produce.

      The cashier didn't react to my presence. Instead, he blew his long, purple fringe out of his eyes and attempted to peer up at the expanse of his forehead, his eyes crossed. Then he rolled the curtain of hair into a barrel curl, like a rockabilly queen, and took out his phone to peer at himself in it. The combination of purple hair and turquoise fingernails accentuated the dark blue of his eyes.

      I cleared my throat.

      He jumped as if the sight of two people approaching his checkout and the sound of the basket hitting the rubber belt had occurred one dimension over.

      "Sorry." He let go of his hair and it flopped down over his face again. When he made to grab the bottle of soy sauce and missed, as if his fringe-obscured eye had removed his depth perception, I pulled a bobby pin from my hair and offered it to him.

      He looked at my palm, then up at me, a smile edging one side of his mouth up. "Can you?" He passed me his phone with the camera app already open.

      I held it as he secured his fringe in place and turned his head from side to side. "Do you think I look like Dita von Teese?"

      "Who?"

      He flicked his eyes towards the aisles. "I'll ask Liam."

      A door whined open behind me and I turned.

      The captain poked his head out of a door marked "Staff only". "Joe, what's the Wi-Fi password again? My computer has the memory of a Day 2 recruit."

      "Captainsmart, sir. One word. All lower case. Put it on a sticky note on your computer screen."

      The "Staff only" door closed, Barrel Curl beeped my first item through, and I once again reflected on the nature of karma.
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        * * *

      

      I felt good. I had a plan. I was captain of my universe and I could steer my little ship out of its collision course with an iceberg and into less sink-y waters.

      After my coffee, I would feel invincible. If for only the amount of time it took for two teaspoons of sub-par caffeine to wear off, but I would take what I could get.

      "I got rid of the net curtains," I told Dad. My second call for the day was in case my hurried exit from the previous conversation had raised any paternal concerns. Well, more paternal concerns than normal. "It was like living inside a giant tissue."

      Dad's chortle distorted in my phone and I pulled it away from my ear.

      "A giant tissue. Do what you want, Jewelsy. Any change you make can only improve the place."

      It was the first time I'd been able to see out the window, or any of the windows in the living area, since ever.

      "Shall I tell you what I can see?"

      "I want to know," shouted Rewa in the background.

      "There are people beyond the fence. We have neighbours. Who'd have thought?"

      "No!" said Dad. "Other people! What are they doing?"

      A digger bucket tore a hole in the roof of a building not too dissimilar from ours. "Demolishing their house. Or someone they've paid to demolish their house is doing it for them."

      "There goes another one, Rewa," said Dad.

      "Another bloody one," she agreed.

      "The gentrification's no longer creeping in, it's at a run," I said. "There's not too many original cribs left now from what I could see on my drive around today. The new builds are all house and no property."

      "Holiday cricket on the lawn's a dying art, hey?" said Dad.

      Our crib was built on a quarter-acre section. Modest by 1960s standards, palatial by 21st century standards. Due to the small footprint of the building, the section was mostly empty. A large, grassy rectangle.

      It used to be that all the sections along the lake front were like that.

      On the other side of the house, a double-storeyed, black steel plane hangar stretched the length of the section like a toppled monolith. They'd left just enough room to park a boat out the front, and host a barbecue for six out the back.

      "The rising tide of the nouveau riche," said Dad. "Used to be those little houses were castles. They were the statement of luxury. The difference is, we knew how lucky we were to have them."

      "Well, whoever built the military compound next door is probably appreciating how lucky they used to have it. It's up for sale. Can't have been finished more than six months."

      "Is that right?

      "I don't feel sorry for them. In a few months we'll be completely hemmed in. I have to go all the way down to the lake now to get the view we used to have a year ago." To prove my point to nobody but me, I picked up my coffee and headed out of the crib, across the lawn. "And the town's changing. The craft shop's gone. It's now a café with fake steel ducting and black tiles. A flat white there costs seven dollars."

      "Did you hear that, Rewa? Seven dollars."

      "Seven dollars," echoed Rewa in her "what's this world coming to?" voice.

      "Ah well," sighed Dad. "Tell me how The Old Girl is today." The Old Girl was Dad's name for the lake, as if she was an elderly relative he visited rarely, but had fond childhood memories of.

      "She's pensive, but happy."

      Today was a typical Murihiku day – steel-grey, calm skies, and low light. The kind of day that might have been depressing in the middle of the Murihiku plains, but was comforting in the close embrace of the mountains, like a thick, woollen rug.

      The lack of sun hadn't allowed the dew to lift from the grass and as I sat on the small bank at the end of the lawn, and burrowed my feet into the shore's tiny pebbles, they clung to my skin like raised scales.

      I lifted my coffee to my lips, breathed in its bitter steam, and took a sip.

      "Give her my regards, won't you, Jewelsy? I bet you've already given yours."

      I thought of the only interaction I'd had with her so far. Using her as a toileting alternative was not my first choice in regard-giving possibilities.

      "She knows how I feel about her."

      A series of splashes broke through the low roar of the waterfall and a woman in a rowing boat emerged from behind a promontory on the shore. Her stroke was strong and smooth and she quickly covered a hundred metres before drawing in her oars and peering over the side.

      "Hold your phone out. Let me hear the waterfall."

      The boat continued its trajectory for a few metres, and the water dripping from the oars created a series of concentric circles in the still water.

      The scene was wholesome. Romantic even.

      I raised my arm and turned my phone to face the cascading wall of water.

      In the boat, the woman turned towards the bow and knelt. She struggled for a moment with a large object, and then with a grunt, forced it over the side.

      The object was wrapped in something pale and had the unmistakable shape of a body.

      "Mother of God," I gasped and stood up, my coffee tipping over in the grass.

      "What is it, Jewelsy?" Dad's voice sounded tinny from where my hand now dangled next to my thigh. "What's happened?"

      My movement caught the woman's eye and she swivelled her head in my direction.

      And waved.

      "Good afternoon!" Her voice drifted across the still water, the cheer in it clear. "Lovely day for it."

      I...slowly raised my hand and waved back.
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