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      The blue uniform loomed in my wing mirror, obscuring the knowing wink of the red and blue lights of the patrol car. The joke's on you, Sadie Quinn.

      My tiny car idled on the grass verge of a quiet country highway – a road on which I had a reasonable expectation of encountering a tractor, a utility vehicle or two. Not law enforcement.

      "Yes, officer?"

      Hoping to buy some time, I hadn't yet wound the window down, so relied on the fact the man could lip read my greeting. Given all I could see of him was his crotch and the lower half of his stab-proof-vested torso, he would have to lip read through the steel of the car's roof.

      His right hand made a circular motion.

      I reached for the window crank and yanked it into life. The first revolution unplugged the glass from the seal with a pop, and the violent movement of the pane against the grimy rubber at the window's base produced an ear-splitting squeal.

      It moved little more than a centimetre.

      I placed my other hand on top of the first, bent into the movement, and forced the crank around in a series of jerky movements. Screak, screak, screak. 

      Despite the crisp mountain air funnelling into the heat-fog of the car's interior, a band of sweat wrapped itself under my breasts and around my ribcage. 

      One of the officer's fingers tapped against the cell phone in his hand.

      On the fourth revolution, the officer flipped open the phone casing. On the fifth, the pane thunked home into the window slot and he planted his feet, squarely facing the car door.

      "Do you know why I stopped you?"

      I pulled my mass of long, brown hair away from my neck to vent some of the heat rolling off my body, and watched the loose, shuddering knob of the gear stick turn one full rotation before deciding on my approach. "I don't, but I'd hazard a guess you wanted a close-up look inside an original Holden Barina. 1988. Classic hatchback."

      I thought I heard the officer snort, but given he'd waited for four of my elevated heartbeats to respond, like he was taking the time to gather his patience, I could have been mistaken.

      "We've had a call to our Roadwatch line about a car with this number plate weaving across the road. Any particular reason you couldn't keep to the left-hand lane this afternoon?"

      I let the breath I'd been holding escape in a whoosh. I'd been expecting a "hands where I can see 'em", or at the very least an unintelligible directive shouted through a mega phone on his approach to the car. It might have been disappointing if the relief surging through my veins wasn't so complete.

      I sucked in a sharp breath as a new fear gripped me.

      My possessions, crammed into the boot and above the parcel tray, meant the goat would have been obscured from view on the cop's approach, but it was only a matter of time until he peered into the car. He'd make me set her loose.

      I'd had two objectives in mind when I set out on the road from Auckland that afternoon. "Flee" and "with haste".

      I didn't want to complicate matters by stealing a baby goat, but when it stepped out onto the road and nearly put a kid-shaped dent in my front fender, it gave me little choice.

      Once the smoke from my tyres had cleared and my pulse settled from a drum roll to a rumba, I opened my door and stepped out onto the rough bitumen to ask if it was lost. With a single blah-ha-ha-ha, it trotted past me and jumped into the car.

      I looked from its disappearing rear to the mountains of the Central Plateau on the horizon, as if I could see into a possible goat-coloured future. Shrugging my shoulders, I climbed back into the driver's seat.

      The kid had decided I was hers to keep. Who was I to argue with a goat?

      And now the little ball of energy was responsible for my current predicament.

      I issued a sigh, knowing I’d protect her at all costs anyway.

      The officer's fingers drummed on the roof and I knew I shouldn't have pushed my luck with the “classic hatchback” comment.

      From the back seat, the goat nuzzled my hair and mouthed my recycled tin earring with a clack of teeth.

      "Shhh," I hissed, even though she'd said nothing.

      The officer placed a hand on his hip. "I beg your pardon?"

      I pushed the goat away and focused on the blurry edges of the truth of my situation, of what I could pull to the centre.

      Grimacing for the benefit of his crotch, and sucking air through my teeth for that of his ears, I said, "No power steering. I've only had her a couple of days and she takes some getting used to. She's an honest car, but drives like a tank." I attempted to give the dash an affectionate pat, but my coordination failed under the presence of his uniformed authority and I ended up slapping it like I was meting out bad-car discipline.

      The officer “hmm”ed and stepped in close to the bonnet, his right thigh resting against the peeling paintwork of the driver's side.

      He tapped something into his phone. No doubt, the recently expired date of the Warrant of Fitness. "Turn off your engine please."

      If the cop worried about the possibility of me being a flight risk, he hadn't looked closely enough at the duct tape holding on the front bumper or the blockish style of the car's body. The window might have been a clue.

      It was then that the goat decided to make her presence known. Her snout found the soft pink shell of my ear and bleated out a shrill goaty laugh. Blah-ha-ha-ha.

      I jerked my head away from her and my foot slipped off the clutch, throwing the car into a bunny-hop, which would not have been quite so bad in itself were it not for an officer of the New Zealand police force standing in front of the groin-level wing mirror.

      The mirror pumfed as it connected with the officer's soft parts.

      With a hiss, like that of a deflating balloon, he collapsed on to the bonnet.

      His pale eyes locked onto mine and widened. It might have been in recognition, or disbelief at his rotten luck. Possibly both.

      There was something familiar about the fairness of his hair, the alarming icy-blue of his irises.

      Then they closed and with a shmeee of flesh sliding on metal, he disappeared over the end of the bonnet.
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      "Fuck," I said to the space above the grill.

      Turning to the goat, I pointed my finger at her. "Stay there and don't eat anything I might need to drive the car."

      I cracked the door and winced against the prolonged screak of the hinges.

      In front of the wheel, the officer's prone legs stretched out past the white line of the road's shoulder and onto the highway, toes up. I briefly closed my eyes at the imagined barrump as the next car that came along failed to see the obstruction, and bent to grab his ankles.

      His Kevlar vest scraped against the rough bitumen as I dragged him sideways to a safe parallel-to-the-road position. His head now lay at an awkward angle, as if he was trying to peer at the rusted underside of my car.

      Two things prompted me to brave the bite of the stones and kneel to shift his head onto my lap - the fact he looked extremely uncomfortable, and that I didn't think my immediate future would bode well if he woke to find a six-foot-three, female brick shithouse standing over him (not least one wearing a dress and no underpants).

      As I rolled his head towards me and scrutinised the angle of a nose long broken, an ice cube slid down the inside of my ribs and settled in to melt at the pit of my stomach.

      I knew exactly who those startling eyes belonged to. The boy who used to live next door to my grandfather.

      

      When I was eight and jumping on his trampoline uninvited (having climbed the fence), he came out his back door and stopped, watching me, before he returned inside for a few seconds, re-emerged and told me to look over the top of the roof of my granddad's house. There was an asteroid coming.

      I watched and bounced, watched and bounced. No asteroid.

      After a minute, a series of giggles broke out from underneath my feet.

      I peered through the trampoline's weave. 

      Three boys lay on the grass staring up at me, or rather, at my knickers, which were on full display beneath my skirt.

      A surge of rage at being tricked washed through me like a searing desert wind. My ears roared and my fists tightened. 

      I jumped down from the tramp, scrambled underneath, and leapt onto the blue-eyed ringleader, who still lay prone beneath. I hit him before he finished his last laugh.

      My punches were wild and rapid and mostly ineffective, but one clocked him nicely across the mouth, liberating an already loose tooth from its socket.

      He stared at me wide-eyed, then turned his head and spat the tooth onto the grass in a string of red saliva.

      I ran back to my grandfather's before the boy's howling drew adults out of the house.

      It was another seven years before I broke his nose.

      

      The officer's eyes fluttered open, his blonde lashes caging the blue for a second or two before they focused on me. "Sadie? Sadie Quinn?"

      As each quick blink took away the fog of unconsciousness, the surprise at finding his head in my lap, and no doubt the throbbing in his groin, brought him to clarity.

      He sat up and scrabbled away from me, his boots scraping against the loose grit as he pushed himself backwards.

      When he had established a safe-enough distance between us, he raised a one hand as if to ward me off and clamped the other one to his testicles.

      I lifted a hand. "Hi, Callum."

      Ordinarily, I would have assumed my indignant face, with one brow raised, and dispensed scorn at a man choosing to be affronted or even intimidated by me. It happened often enough that I had my reaction down by rote, but to be fair, Callum and I had only encountered each other three times in our lives, and all of them had resulted in me, intentionally or unintentionally, dishing out a whole lot of hurt.

      I kept my eyebrow in line with the other one and attempted to make light of the situation. "If you stopped me to have another look at my underwear, you're going to be mightily disappointed. I'm not wearing any."

      My flippancy appeared to ease some of the tension.

      The raised hand descended to settle over the top of his other one, and Callum's eyes flicked down my body as if he could x-ray vision his way past the black fabric of my dress.

      Before his features could rearrange themselves into a semblance of 'why?' or even, my ego fancied, a look that might have suggested he wouldn't have, in fact, been disappointed, the nasal tone of a 1988 Holden Barina horn erupted into the quiet King Country air. PAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARP.

      Callum's eyes shot to the windscreen, and I closed mine, counting the long seconds until the goat shifted her head or her arse off the steering wheel.

      On nine, the horn cut out, and Callum and I were plunged into a sound vacuum. Any livestock, any birds, who'd made the mistake of venturing within a kilometre of us, had been shocked into silence.

      I opened my eyes and contemplated the dandelions weaving their way through the paddock fencing, as if getting a better view of them was why I knelt on the side of the road and not because I'd inadvertently attempted to neuter a policeman.

      I didn't have to wait long for Callum's next move.

      "Why is there a goat driving your car?" He spoke the words mildly enough, but his underlying tone suggested a belief he'd been sucked into a strange and ill-fated alternative dimension.

      I snorted. "The goat is not driving my car."

      "Looks like it's making a pretty good attempt."

      The engine ticked. Tink tink tink.

      Callum shook his head as if trying to erase the experience from his memory. "Sadie, you have an unrestrained goat in your car."

      "Yes."

      "Okay," he said, drawing the word out. "And is that why your driving's terrified the locals?"

      I replied, "She chose me," as if that explained everything.

      With a sigh, Callum pushed himself to his feet, one hand still cupping his groin. "Come on, you can woman-handle the goat into the back of the patrol car. It has a partition. I'll escort you to your grandfather's, which, I presume, is where you're heading, and you can make me a cup of tea and explain how the goat chose you."

      I watched him waddle his way to his vehicle, his tall, thin frame curved protectively over his middle, and moved towards the car to reason with the goat.

      The loose top of the gearshift was gone. As was half my head rest.

      I couldn't fault her. She'd done exactly as requested and not eaten anything vital.

      She sat, resting on her hind haunches in the front passenger seat, her back legs sticking straight out in front of her and her forelegs placed between them. When she opened her mouth to bleat a greeting a piece of seat padding fell out.

      A laugh bubbled behind my ribcage, loosening the strain of the last few weeks. It spilled into the car's interior, mixing with the goat's high-pitched chortle.

      "You are utterly ridiculous," I said, reaching for her.
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      The small town of Tokawai lay nestled at the bottom of a green basin as if cupped by the hands of a giant. Outcrops of curved limestone dotted the sharply folded hills walling in the shallow valley, and patches of bush spilled over the rocky promontories and advanced down their crevices towards the pasture ringing the town.

      Poppy's house was on the outskirts, right at the meeting point between town and country, so that his back yard looked over fields.

      I pulled into his driveway as the fuel light winked on my dashboard. His car sat in front of the open garage door as if he'd decided to have an outing and then forgotten why five seconds into it. At least it meant he was home and we could both pretend he had a choice when I announced I was moving in.

      Callum emerged from his car a split second after I exited mine and winced as he took a step. Waving away my “sorry”, he said, "I'll look in the garage for something to tie the goat up with. Keep an eye on her and make sure she doesn't try to eat her way out of the car."

      Ten steps down the driveway, he turned and pointed a finger at me. "Don't think I've forgotten about your expired Warrant of Fitness, Sadie Quinn."

      I raised my right cheek in one half of a smile. "Don't think I've forgotten about you fainting, Officer McLintock."

      He pivoted on the ball of his left foot and shouted over his shoulder, "I'm comfortable enough in my masculinity to wear that. You need to improve the calibre of your blackmail."

      There was no reason to raise the blackmail bar. The WoF didn't matter. The car was a hundred dollar purchase to get me out of town with all my gear. I'd surrender the plates in the next few days and sell it for scrap.

      I gave her roof a pat for meeting her end of the bargain and approached the rear of the patrol car.

      The goat raised her head from chewing a seatbelt buckle when she saw me and voiced her hello with all her baby might, extending her tongue to bleat as if she had to use all working parts of her mouth to express herself.

      I pressed my hand to the window and the goat nosed it, her breath fogging the glass. Then she withdrew her head, confused at the lack of contact.

      A movement across the road drew my eye. Mrs White stood in her front garden snipping flowers for a basket at her elbow. Judging from the scowl bruising her hawkish features, she had one eye on me. She had always been quick to let her disapproval known of my and my sister's behaviour, of our play in the front yard or out on the quiet street. It was too loud, too dangerous, too unbecoming.

      "Afternoon, Jean."

      Her face drew in on itself, her lips puckering like a toilet-deprived anus straining against the pressure of last night's vindaloo. "That's Mrs White to you." She pronounced it ‘Hwait', as if she had been raised in Windsor Castle instead of the marshy back blocks of a country half a world away.

      The invitation was too good to miss. "OK, Jean."

      Before I had time to register her reaction, an "ah, Sadie?" drew my attention back to Poppy's property.

      Callum stood beside Poppy's car, staring into the backyard.

      It was not the bemusement in his voice that had me running, but the accompanying alarm.

      I covered the length of the driveway in a dozen of my long strides and ground to a halt beside him.

      In the middle of the backyard, Poppy hung from the washing line.

      His skinny, trouser-clad legs poked out from a pair of large Y-fronts, which were attached to the outer line by a set of men's suspenders.

      He faced out towards Callum's former back lawn and pumped his legs to get up a swing.

      When he'd reached the perfect zenith, he threw his head back and cackled.
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      "Poppy!"

      His head whipped around, eyebrows raised in a question. "Sadie, my girl!" He glanced at his watch. "About bloody time. Give us a spin."

      I looked to Callum as if he might be able to explain how Poppy not only knew I was coming, but that I would be late to make my appearance.

      All Callum did was frown and take a large step away from me, presumably to reach a point of safety from my hurt zone.

      I frowned back and lumbered towards Poppy as fast as my big frame would allow me. "Stop, Poppy. You'll fall." Halting beside him, I placed a hand on the small of his back and one on his knee and pulled him to a stand still. "All that's between you and putting a femur through your nostril are suspender clips." My voice rang out across the lawn, its pitch increasing with every word. "Are you insane?"

      Poppy's eyes glistened. It might have been excitement, or the rheumy-ness of old age. "I sodding well have all my faculties. I'll thank you very much. And it's perfectly safe. I've done it before with pegs." He bounced up and down in his seat. "See? Not going anywhere."

      I gripped his hips and held him still. "OhmyGodpleasedon'tdothat." I turned to Callum, who hadn't moved from his spot by Poppy's car. With his gaze fixed on my grandfather, one corner of his mouth twitched upwards, as I said, "You tell him. Pull some 'by the power vested in me' shit and forbid him or something."

      Callum waited until he had evacuated all the air in his lungs on a noisy exhale, before taking a step towards us. "That's a priest." Stopping beside the washing line, he casually placed a hand on its metal arm. "Alright, Gerry?"

      Poppy looked to me. "Why'd you bring the knobhead?"

      I drew breath to remonstrate with him, but Callum beat me to it by pointing out in an even tone that police hadn't worn pith helmets since 1995.

      Poppy didn't miss a beat. "Right you are, Callum. Give us a spin?"

      As my mouth worked towards the 'O' shape of my forthcoming "No!", Callum pulled back on the metal arm. Then he met my eye and, holding my gaze, propelled it forward.

      Poppy shot around clockwise, his legs splayed and his chortle spinning out over the lawn.

      I had to step backwards before he collected me on his way past. "What the fuck, Callum?"

      Callum ducked to avoid one of Poppy's newly liberated gumboots. "It's Officer to you, Ms Quinn."

      I balled my hands and placed them on my wide hips. "What the fuck, Officer?"

      Another lip twitch. "It's what he wanted." He looked at me then. "Give him what he wants. He's not a child."

      "But-" I shifted my gaze from Callum's frown to Poppy's slight frame. The collar of his shirt was loose around his neck and the knobbles of his spine sat in a proud line against the fabric of the Y-fronts. "-He's so breaky."

      "I'm sure he knows his limitations." He said it quietly enough, but punctuated his words with a decision to walk off in the direction of the garage. He might as well have shouted them.

      My fists slipped from my hips.

      The idea that I might patronise Poppy was abhorrent. He'd never assumed he knew what was best for me, unlike almost everybody else who was important in my life. Who was I to assume I knew what was best for him?

      Even though Callum was right, it didn't mean I appreciated having a virtual stranger point it out to me.

      I raised a hand, locked narrowed eyes on Callum's receding back to communicate my resentment through the power of telepathy, and put all my weight into swinging the line around.

      Poppy's head snapped sideways and bounced off the taut length of suspender.

      I clapped a hand over my mouth as he emitted a series of loud hacks, like the G-force had sucked his lungs out of his chest cavity.

      Before I could slow the line, he had swung around to face me, his mouth wide in laughter. "Switch the sprinkler on, Sadie." Poppy's voice crackled under the strain of volume and seventy years of nicotine addiction.

      I palmed the line to maintain its speed and willed my tongue not to betray any condescension. "It's fourteen degrees, Poppy. I'm not turning the sprinkler on."

      Callum emerged from the garage with a length of rope in his hand and strode back up the driveway, ignoring the both of us.

      Slapping my hands against my thighs, I turned my face to the patchwork blue and white above me as if it could tell me what had snapped in my grandfather's brain.

      As far back as I could remember, he was a grumpy man of few and occasionally offensive words. I had rarely seen him express the notion that something might be fun, and certainly not in any way that would necessitate employing laughter.

      My hands closed around the line, jerking Poppy to a stop. The fear my eighty-eight-year-old grandfather was in the throes of a senile episode, lent its weight to the pressure building in my chest to unburden myself. The baggage in my car was only the literal half of a much bigger picture.

      I pulled on the line until he faced me, knees to thighs. "Do you mind if we stop...playing for a minute? There are some things I need to tell you."

      Poppy reached forward and took my left hand, pulling it onto his lap and placing his other hand over the top. He often did this. He wasn't anything of a hugger, but I knew this gesture carried just as much love. I'd called it a "hand sandwich" for as long as I could remember.

      My hand had grown to proportions nobody could ever have predicted over time and Poppy's had thinned. His arthritic knuckles forced the bread into a curve as if the sandwich had been left to curl in the sun.

      I longed for that time when he could swallow my hand entirely. It had felt like the safest place in the world.

      He grunted. "Figured there might be, with you arriving with the local constabulary."

      I wanted to laugh. Point out that was a red herring and if Callum was still childless in fifteen years, I'd be getting the blame, but the heaviness beneath my breastbone pushed upwards and any laughter stilled in my diaphragm. I shifted my gaze from our hands to his eyes. "You want chronological or order of magnitude?"

      Poppy gave my hand a squeeze. "Does Dolly Parton sleep on her back?"

      "Magnitude it is." I placed my right hand on top of the pile. A club sandwich meant serious business. "I'm not wearing any underpants, my car's wing mirror took out Callum's fun sack, and I've adopted a kid."

      I took a deep breath, as much for dramatic effect as to push back against the pressure in my chest. "Callum's going to tie her to the washing line. Thought I could use the old shed to house her in if it's still standing."

      Poppy eyed me. One blink. Two. And played me at my own game. "Good. Been mowing this bloody lawn for seventy years. Could do with a break."

      I smiled then. It wasn't much of a one. Circumstances weighed the ends of my mouth down. "You don't mind?"

      "Not until she's proven to be trouble of the good kind or bad kind."

      "I'm pretty sure she's a good kind of trouble. But to be fair, I have only known her for an hour or two."

      "You're not putting her in that bloody shed, though. She can have the old dog kennel." His directive wasn't a surprise. For as long as I could remember, the grandchildren had been forbidden to go anywhere near the old shed. It had been rotting in the depths of the back yard since well before I was born.

      It was then that I noticed there was nothing for Poppy to climb on to elevate himself to the height of his makeshift swing. "How did you get up here?"

      "Eddie helped me."

      "Who's Eddie?"

      "My best friend."

      I'd never heard of an Eddie before. As far as I knew, most of Poppy's friends had turned up their toes with increasing regularity in the last ten years. But if he had a best friend, it meant he wasn't a lonely last man standing. "Eddie who?"

      Poppy narrowed his eyes and shook his head slightly, like I'd said, What's that stuff that we breathe called again?

      "Eddie."

      "Right." My gaze dropped to the over-sized underpants. "I s'pose these are Eddie's?"

      Poppy frowned at me. "Eddie would never wear Y-fronts."

      Callum emerged from around the corner, a goat under his arm. She bleated when she saw me and kicked her legs as if miming running would bring her to me faster. "I'll be adding a replacement seatbelt to your WoF infringement."

      He placed her on the ground and she bolted towards me, stopping an alarming centimetre away from my right thigh. Then she lowered her head and nudged me.

      A "heh" bubbled up from the back of Poppy's throat. "A love bump. What did you do to earn that?"

      "Not run her over."

      Callum shoved his hands in his pockets. "If only all love was so easily won."

      The sock on Poppy's gumboot-free foot brushed against the goat's cheek. Without taking her eyes off me, she extended her tongue out of the side of her mouth, pulled the offending item between her teeth and chewed.

      "Hey." I tugged on the end of the sock. The goat clamped down harder. "Poppy needs that."

      "Leave her." Poppy's toes, now naked in the cool afternoon air, wiggled and flexed. He stretched his leg towards her crown and stroked it, like you might a cat, with his foot. "I have other socks."

      I took a step away from him and whispered, "You know any Eddies?" to Callum as he knelt to secure the goat to the pole of the washing line.

      "Yep."

      "Any Eddies that might suspend an eighty-eight-year-old from a washing line?"

      Callum stood upright, stepped away from me, and crossed his arms. "One or two possibilities, but none I'm willing to share if it means you're going to meddle."

      He was right, of course. Which only heightened my indignation.

      I straightened my spine, pulling myself to my full height, and narrowed my eyes. "If pre-judge were a word, I might be inclined to use it right now. But seeing as it's not and I'm pretty sure you haven't been gifted with mind-reading superpowers and aren't able to determine my action before I do anything, I'm not inclined."

      Callum, reading my sarcastic sanctimony for the bullshit that it was, narrowed his eyes back. "You owe me a cup of tea and a goat explanation."

      "Ah." Poppy clapped his hands together, making the goat flinch. "A cuppa. Bloody excellent idea. Bring the Afghan biscuits out with you, girlie. I made 'em this morning."

      I turned and looked behind me as if some other Sadie, who might do tea duty, stood at my left shoulder.

      The pressure pushed against my breastbone and rolled upwards towards a verbal release. I swallowed it back down. I couldn't unburden myself while Callum was present. The sooner he drank his tea and was on his way, the better.

      I nodded to no one in particular, gave the goat a pat, and headed for the back door.

      

      When I returned with the tea tray, Poppy sat on the bottom step of the back porch with Callum next to him. The goat mouthed the washing line pole and strained against it, as if she could pluck it out of the ground and wield it like a stick.

      Placing the tray on the ground in front of us, I sat on the far side of Poppy and handed him his tea. He wrapped his fingers around the cup to warm them, the pointer and middle finger on his right hand still yellowed with nicotine, three years after quitting.

      He smacked his lips. "I'd sell my left kidney for a durrie right now. Cup of tea and a smoke on the back step. God-loving bliss."

      "Apart from the cancer. Nothing particularly blissful about that," I said, grabbing Callum's cup to pass it to him just as he reached forward to take it. Tea slopped over the side and across his knuckles.

      "Jesus Christ!" He attempted to shake the hurt from his fingers. "How do you manage it, Sadie?"

      "I don't know," I said miserably. "I'm really sorry. It's not personal."

      "Do you have a habit of breaking anybody else?"

      "No. Just you. Here." I held out the container of biscuits, hoping the offering might make some amends.

      Callum gingerly reached a hand into the tin with one eye on me, as if I might snap the lid closed on his wrist at any moment.

      He extracted one without incident and I removed my own cup from the tray, inspecting the biscuits as I did so. The chocolate icing gleamed under a perfect butterfly-wing curl of walnut.

      Poppy's Afghan biscuits were Tokawai legend. Large and crunchy from the golden cornflakes hidden inside, truckies would drive a half hour detour to pick one up as a chaser to a Quinn's Bakery steak pie. When Poppy took over the family business at twenty-five, his goods became a local dietary staple.

      I sucked back the drool pooling at the sides of my mouth and plugged my lips with my cup in the hope the others might think I'd vacuumed up a mouthful of tea instead of my saliva.

      Callum peered at me over the top of Poppy. "You not having one?"

      "I try not to eat if I can avoid it."

      "Why?"

      "Have you seen me? Pretty hard to miss."

      Callum stared at me for a beat. "You're kidding."

      "Nope." I turned to watch the goat and took a more measured sip of tea. "Seventeen years of only ever having my physical appearance commented on, despite being Dux of my school and holding two Master’s degrees." Did beautiful women have a similar issue? I'd trade problems with them in a heartbeat.

      A small pool of heat seeped through the fabric of my skirt from where Poppy had placed his hand on my thigh. Nobody said anything. Even the goat had stopped grunting in her effort to remove the washing line.

      I wondered if Callum's brain was doing a mental eye roll. How much he wished I wasn't here, so he could shake his head and mutter, "Women," at Poppy. "So," - here he'd choose from a list of interchangeable adjectives - "dramatic/sensitive/neurotic" and make the inevitable comment about our obsessions with body image.

      But when he spoke, I looked at him sharply for an altogether different reason. "I want to say 'I'm sorry' on behalf of all the clueless people out there, but that might ruin my rep."

      Poppy made a noise like scoria in a blender. My guess was laughter, but then I wasn't very qualified to identify that particular sound from him. "Callum, my son, you can come for a cup of tea on the back lawn whenever you want."

      "Thank you, Gerry," Callum said before nodding at me. "So, the goat?"

      I sighed. "Things at the moment are very -" I searched for a word that wouldn't betray too much. " - Challenging. The goat is just what I need right now."

      The goat sat on her hindquarters and pulled her way across the lawn towards us, like a dog with worms. Her eyelids fluttered in ecstasy.

      "I should probably drench her."

      The hand on my thigh contracted. "I think a goat is not the highest point in your order of magnitude, my girl. I think that whatever it is, is the reason for this unexpected visit."

      "He doesn't know?" Callum looked at me from under his eyebrows.

      "Know what?" Poppy asked slowly.

      "Judging from the amount of gear packed into Sadie's car, I'd say she's here for more than a visit."

      I raised my cup as if toasting him. "Thanks for breaking it gently, Officer Callum."

      "I'm not usually a stickler for convention, Sadie, but it's common practice to place the last name of the police officer after the rank. And you're welcome. It's the least I can do after today's incident."

      I sniffed disdainfully. Then wished I hadn't, given I was halfway through a sip of tea. The steam rushed up my nostrils, encouraging any residual fluid in my sinuses to empty back into the cup.

      I wiped my upper lip and eyed my tea with distaste.

      Poppy's hand remained on my thigh. "You're here to stay?"

      "I need a home, Poppy. I'm hoping you'll be happy to provide me one for a little while."

      He retracted his hand, leaving the cold to gather over the small patch of skin. "You know I'm going to say 'yes', but you also know I have to ask 'why's that' and 'is it to do with you not wearing any underpants?'"

      My "yes" was out of me before my brain could catch up with my tongue.

      I flicked my eyes between the two of them. Then I pointed my finger in the direction of the garage and said to Callum, "Please stand there by the shed, put your fingers in your ears and sing some Whitney Houston or something."

      Callum met my gaze for three unblinking seconds. Then he sighed, placed his cup carefully on the tray and pushed himself up from the step. Two metres out from the garage, he turned, locked eyes with me and inserted an index finger in each ear.

      I returned his gaze with an equally contrived blank expression and waited.

      Callum blinked first.

      He shifted his eyes from mine to the heavens as if to ask, 'Why me?'. "I'll give you two choruses and the bridge. That's all."

      "Fine."

      Callum opened his mouth, and in a falsetto made wobbly by the highness of the pitch, began the chorus of 'I Wanna Dance with Somebody'.

      Ordinarily, I would have laughed. Clapped along to encourage him, or mocked him in that careful way that encourages instead of quashes.

      But I didn't have time to waste on such luxuries. I turned to a smirking Poppy and did my best verbal impression of ripping off a plaster. "I'm bankrupt."

      A blink. "Financially, I hope."

      There was no time to wonder at my grandfather's ability to doubt my moral code. As Callum expressed his desire to be warmed by the dancing body of a lover, his voice cracked on a high note and I drew a shuddery breath to prepare for the dam bursting. Then I rattled out a précis of my downfall. "You know how I started an events management company with just-discharged-from-the-army-Jordan? I was in charge of the project management and he was in charge of security? Well, it turns out Jordan has a gambling problem, and he siphoned off the company's profits and sunk it within two months. Too fast for me to notice, and now, after six years of hard graft to reach the point of establishing a business, I have absolutely nothing."

      I glanced at Callum. He had his eyes closed and his face screwed up in the effort to hit the high note on the first refrain of the bridge. I had, at best, a half-minute left.

      "So, yesterday, I went to his house when I knew he'd be drowning his sorrows at the pub and lifted everything the repossessors hadn't. Took it to a pawn shop and sold it all."

      On that last sentence, Tokawai came to a standstill. No pimped-out Toyota Supras with over-sized mufflers rumbled up the main street. No testosterone-engorged and sex-starved bulls roared their frustrations in the adjacent valley.

      My blood evacuated all superfluous areas, like my face, and pooled beneath my breast bone in a sharp rush of heat.

      Because neither was there any Whitney Houston warbling across the back yard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      With his fingers still in his ears, Callum peered down at his feet where a seatbelt buckle, connected to the goat's mouth by a string of saliva, sat nestled amongst his laces.

      His eyes moved up to mine. "Guess it's just the WoF I'll be billing you for, then."

      My pulse receded from a roar to a thrum. "How much did you hear?" I asked, my voice small.

      An expression rippled across Callum's face. It was somewhere between curiosity and distaste. "Something about porn." His eyes flicked again to the unlined area of my nether regions.

      In the ensuing moment, the part of my brain that sends instructions to my tongue short-circuited under the groundswell of relief and the desire to correct him, which had been quickly gagged and hog-tied. All it could manage was, "Ah."

      It wasn't entirely an impotent response. Better to let him think I'd removed my knickers for money than burgled for it.

      Callum shifted his weight from his left foot and shook the buckle free of his right. "Are you sure that's something you want your grandfather to know?"

      I pulled my lips to one side as if considering the sensibility of his question.

      Beside me, Poppy shook. Then he emitted a series of muted grunts before throwing his head back and spilling his laughter into the cold air.

      "Apparently so." Callum bent to pick up the buckle. He wiped it on the grass, his mouth down-turned. When he straightened, he looked me in the eye. "You, Sadie Quinn, are one incredibly lucky granddaughter. Don't for a minute take that or him for granted."

      I opened my mouth to retort that I would never - could never - and who was he to think that I might? But Callum turned his gaze to Poppy. "So long, Gerry. You take care. Thanks for the biscuit." And without a backwards glance, he walked up the driveway.

      I kept my eyes on the corner of the house Callum had disappeared behind and said, "For what it's worth, Jordan won't report it to the police. I sent him a 'Thank you' text, in case he had any doubts it was me who worked his place over. He knows how much he owes me." I swivelled my head to face Poppy. "I won't bring any trouble to the house."

      Up the driveway, the patrol car's door slammed, and the engine fired.

      "More than I already have."

      Poppy's mouth stretched into a closed-lip smile.

      "You're really not appalled at what I've done?"

      "Not on your life. It's going to make this next bit a lot easier."

      I dropped my chin to my chest and peered at him from underneath my eyebrows. "What next bit?"

      He patted me on the knee. "Come inside and I'll show you."

      

      Poppy sat me down at the kitchen table, pulled something from the bread bin and slapped it on the scratched wood in front of me. Scrawled across the top of a crumpled and crumb-laced piece of paper in shaky cursive script was the word MISDEEDS. Beneath it was a list.

      Number 1 read Lace the communion wafers with laxatives.

      "Poppy," I said slowly. "What is this?"

      "It's all the naughty things I did when I was young. I want to do them again."

      I looked up from the piece of paper. "A bucket list?"

      Poppy leant against the back of one of the dining chairs. Even while standing, he was only marginally taller than me sitting. I frequently felt like Gandalf in Bilbo's hobbit hole around him. "It's not an arsing bucket list. I have no intention of dying. Why would I tempt fate by crossing off a list where the unwritten last item is 'die'?" He sniffed and his eyes glistened in the low- slung light over the table. "My list is about living." He tapped the paper with his index finger. "Reliving."

      I peered at the list again. "You put laxatives in the communion wafers?"

      He pulled out the chair he leant on and sat down next to me. "The bakery made all the wafers. Was easy."

      A small part of me felt scandalised that I didn't know this part of Poppy's history. That before he was a grouchy adult, he was a havoc-wreaking juvenile delinquent. The far larger part of me was excited by the unfolding of that story. "What happened?"

      "I pretended I felt sick to get out of going to the morning service, then lay in wait opposite the church. They didn't make it through the final prayer before the church doors burst open and people stumbled out, their legs clamped together like they'd been hobbled at the knees. It was beautiful."

      "How old were you?"

      "Seven."

      I stared at him for a beat. "Is there, like, some evil genius somewhere in there you've put to bed? Now it's stretching and yawning into wakefulness?"

      "I didn't do it on my own. I was seven."

      "Who helped you?"

      Poppy puffed out his cheeks and set his jowls quivering. "Will you help me get through this list or not?"

      I eyed it again. My stomach pitched forward on reading number five. "These are pretty spectacular. I doubt they'll be as satisfying the second time."

      Poppy slapped a hand on the paper and pulled it to him. "You want to live here? It's my condition."

      "I am not helping you put laxatives in the communion wafers! We'd have to break into the bakery for a start and I'm not prepared to tempt any more arrest-gods."

      "No, we wouldn't. The church buys in commercially made wafers these days. Those useless buggers at the bakery wouldn't know a wafer from a cracker biscuit. But -" he pointed a finger in the air. "- I make them for special occasions. Like Christmas and Easter."

      "Poppy, Christmas is three months away. Easter, seven."

      "We do the list out of order, then."

      The clock above the stove ticked four times. "Couldn't you just jump out of a plane like a normal eighty-eight-year-old?"

      "You want to start your new life at your parents' place?"

      I attempted to stare him down, knowing that I'd crack before my first blink. He had the authority of being the elder, and all the leverage.

      "Fine," I said resignedly. "But we're not reliving the laxative wafers. They'll work out who's responsible in a heartbeat and you'll spend the rest of your life in jail, which would be a shit finale on any bucket list."

      "It's not a bloody bucket list. And we'll start at number two. Maybe by the time we've got through the rest of the list, you'll be amendable to doing the wafers."

      I “hmm”ed doubtfully. "I have a condition of my own. I'm not sleeping in the room with that creepy statue."

      Poppy's eyes flicked to the room in question, like he could see it through the walls. "You'll have to. The front room’s turned into a fort."

      "You turned the front room into a fort?"

      "Eddie helped me."

      Bloody Eddie. "Well, can't we un-turn it?"

      "No. The fort stays. I might bend my knees enough one of these days to play in it."

      "I tell you what. We can shift the fort to the back room. I'll even do it without your help. You'll never know it's not in the front room."

      "You need to see it to understand." He pushed himself up from the table with a groan. "Come with me."

      

      There was no way I could replicate what had been created in the front room.

      The fort was exquisite. Sheets were draped between the curtain railing and picture hooks to create a multi-level roof line with the promise of a maze of rooms within.

      Protruding from the back wall, and towering over the rest of the construction, were several cardboard boxes, cut and painted to look like a turreted defensive wall.

      Between the draped sides of the blanket door, cushions and pillows spilled luxuriously across the floor.

      "It's awesome," I breathed.

      "Wait." Poppy bent and turned on the switch of a power point socket. A rainbow glow of shimmering Christmas lights illuminated the fort from within.

      I gasped.

      I wanted to crawl into it and pretend I was five years old again, but knew with a familiar pang of disappointment my large frame would prevent me, that I’d struggle to move through the space without wrecking it. I swallowed my resentment down and said, "Your friend made this?"

      "I helped a bit."

      My fingers twitched to feel the carpet, to slither into the fort on hands and knees.

      "Why, Poppy?"

      He shrugged. "Because it's fun."

      I accepted defeat with the good grace of a granddaughter who was grateful to be offered a lifeline. "Guess I'm bunking with old smug face."

      He bent to turn off the lights and said through a wheeze, "We have a deal?"

      "Oh God, Poppy, what if you get hurt, or arrested? I'm going to get the blame for that."

      "Girlie, it seems to me like you've arrived here because life has given you a kick in the stomach and you're looking for a boot up the arse in the right direction. What have you got to lose?"

      "Nothing. I have absolutely nothing in this world that I can risk. Only you."

      "Right, then. You might find that living with one foot dangling over the precipice is exactly what you need to get your mojo back. I know you can do it. If you can burglarise your former business partner, you can help me misdemeanour the buggery out of this town. Shake on it." He hoicked into his palm and held it out.

      My stomach turned. "No," I said thickly.

      "You want to sleep in the dog kennel with the goat?"

      "Fine." I spat on my hand and slapped it wetly against Poppy's. His thin fingers wrapped around the back of my hand, and our palms squelched.

      My mouth filled with a bitter mixture of bile and soured tea. I swallowed it back down and turned to race for the bathroom, thrusting my hand under the tap and lathering it with soap.

      "You won't be much use to me with such a weak stomach," Poppy called after me. "A few nights with Our Lady watching you sleep should toughen you up."

      I ignored him and left to unpack the car and take my things through to the back room.

      It was small and dark, with a window obscured by an overgrown camellia bush. Two single beds took up most of the space and faced a low, mirrored dresser and a tall chest of drawers. Atop the dresser was a five-foot statue of The Virgin Mary. The kind you see in alcoves in Catholic Churches.

      Poppy had never explained where she came from, or why she had pride of place in one of the bedrooms, no matter how often I asked.

      Trying not to make eye contact with the statue while squeezing myself into a pair of control briefs proved more difficult than it should have. She looked down at the occupants of the beds with a benign almost-smile on her face and her hands out, palms upwards, as if imploring.

      I'd always felt over the years, when we came to stay, that she was imploring me to be a better person. Smaller, more feminine, happier.

      It didn't matter what I did. She always looked disappointed.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, I swapped out Poppy's car from the garage with mine, having convinced him if I didn't house it, it would fall apart from exposure. Then Poppy announced that a trip to the pub was mandatory to a) mark our agreed living arrangement, and b) celebrate the first step on his path to reliving the adrenaline-fuelled antics of his childhood.

      I protested, stating the responsibilities of a new-found mother, at which point Poppy threatened a goat curry alternative to the standard Sunday night roast if I continued on my current course of objection.

      I acquiesced, but only after insisting the first round (and any possible subsequent ones) were on him.

      The truth was, the last thing I wanted was to be out in public. I had envisaged a new life in Tokawai doing something wholesome and fulfilling, like weeding Poppy's garden or making goat's milk feta - anything that involved fresh air and talking only to plants, insects or goats. People, I had decided, were not worth the bother.

      Poppy was the only exception.

      I would accompany him if it made him happy. And besides, who was I to say no to a free drink?

      

      When we arrived, the car park was full.

      It wasn't a great start. I had hoped for a quiet drink, a little forced-but-polite conversation with people Poppy knew, and only a few stares and repeated glances.

      I gritted my teeth, pulled up my metaphorical big-girl panties and plucked the literal ones out from between my buttocks. Then I strode towards the entrance.

      Five steps from our vehicle, I stopped.

      On the roof of the pub, and tied to the flagpole, was a bound and gagged naked man. His genitals had been stuffed into a grey sock with the face of Dumbo drawn around it.

      Poppy didn't falter. He marched ahead, lifted a chin towards the man and nodded at him. "Mitchell."

      As Mitchell nodded back and issued a muffled, "Hi, Gerry," Poppy disappeared through the pub's double doors.

      I looked between Mitchell and the pub entrance, then followed my grandfather.

      The entire pub lifted their heads to look at me as I walked in. I knew my physique had a tendency to be head turning, but I had never been a room stopper before. A wall of fire swept from the pit of my stomach up towards my scalp, but was extinguished by the patrons' collective "oh" of disappointment. All heads turned back to their beers and their conversation.

      I sidled up to Poppy at the bar. "What on earth's going on?" I whispered.

      "The Fuzz Cup," he said, raising a finger to attract the bar woman's notice.

      "The what?"

      "They stage idiotic things to get the attention of the police and place bets on what time they get here to sort it out."

      "By police, do you mean Officer McLintock?"

      He gave a single nod and said to the approaching woman, "Barmaid, a handle of your finest bitter."

      She looked to be about five foot four, fifty kilograms (give or take), and a dress size 8. Just over half a Sadie.

      Her grey hair was tied into a bun and a moko kauae decorated her chin. She narrowed her eyes. "I'm nobody's maid, Gerry. Least of all yours. Keep up that kind of talk and you can pull your own bloody beer." The Māori tattoo beneath her bottom lip danced as she spoke.

      Poppy grunted. "That's the spirit. Bitter's best served with a slice -"

      "- of ire. I know." She rolled her eyes, placed a glass under one of the beer taps, and flipped it towards her. To me, she said, "Fuzz Cup. Brainchild of the tenuous marriage between bourbon and bravado."

      Poppy sniffed. "The ol' whiskey lobotomy."

      "At the end of the season, the person with the closest number of bets wins the cup."

      "It's a season?"

      "Traditional pig-luring season gone a little metaphorical. Though we actually quite like Callum, which is why the cup has the somewhat respectful name of Fuzz above any porcine references. It happens this time every year over the course of a month. Excellent for business." She nodded at the crowded tables.

      "People try to get arrested for the sake of a tin trophy?" The idiocy of an alcohol-fuelled brain never ceased to amaze me. Then again, the way things currently stood, I'd probably be quite good at beating them at their own game.

      "They try not to do anything arrest-worthy, but the limit's always being pushed. Callum has the sense of humour of a saint."

      "Don't you mean patience?"

      "Nope. But he's got that too." She placed the handle in front of Poppy, who brought it to his lips for three long swallows, then she peered over his shoulder. "Nikora! Put the lighter down."

      I turned. At a table behind us, a young man held a guttering cigarette lighter in one hand and a bottle of Blazin' Saddle chilli sauce in the other, his eyes large and on the diminutive bartender.

      "Lord help me," she said under her breath, before raising her voice. "You cannot light burps off the fumes of hot sauce."

      His eyes flicked between the bottle, the plate of nachos on the table before him, and the glass of what looked to be whiskey at his companion's elbow.

      "Don't make me come out there." She took two steps towards the end of the bar and the flame retracted as quickly as gonads in an ice bath.

      The bartender shook her head. "Surrounded by meat puppets." Then she turned her dark eyes on me. "Who's your companion this evening, Gerry?"

      Poppy placed his glass back on the bar and licked the froth from his top lip. "Granddaughter. Sadie. 'S come to live with me."

      She raised her eyebrows. "You're a mightily brave woman. Tēnā koe, Sadie." She held out a hand for me to shake and with a firm grip, pulled me partway over the bar to kiss me on the cheek. "I'm Manawa. Proprietor, sometime bouncer, and bartender," she said, looking at Poppy.

      He raised his glass and nodded at her as if there'd been no censure in her words. "Small but mighty, this one." Then his eyes moved to me and he said, "You did remember to put underpants on before leaving the house, didn't you?"

      I froze, unsure whether to be mortified or amused at his inability to comprehend appropriate topics of conversation.

      Before I could choose the delivery of my response, Manawa said, "I would have thought that was a question for her to be asking you, Gerry. I know how hard it can be to get basic things right when you're approaching your third century."

      Poppy took another sip of his beer and smacked his lips. "Gets better with each mouthful. You have a go, Sadie. Order a bitter and see how good it tastes when you wind the barmaid up."

      I told Poppy I'd take his word for it and ordered a soda water with a slice of lemon in it. Calorie count - six. He raised an eyebrow, but no comment about my decision to teetotal passed his lips. It wasn't his way with me.

      When Manawa placed the drink in front of me and got the answer of "indefinitely" after asking how long I'd be in town for, she narrowed one eye. "You looking for a job?"

      "Maybe," I answered, picturing gentle days in the sun picking tomatoes in Poppy's garden and wringing out cheese cloth in his kitchen. Being surrounded by people and assisting them on their way to beer-fuelled lunacy was a long way removed from the golden light of that dream.

      "Another female presence will help moderate the behaviour of this rabble."

      I jumped to the only conclusion I could. "You offering a job because of my gender or my size?"

      "Both. Is that OK?"
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