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Act 1 

An Uplifting Experience 
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THE RICH IN HERNE BAY don’t really show off. They don’t have to. The wealth just sits there, quiet and confident, like it has been around long enough to stop explaining itself. Tennis courts hide behind tall hedges. Boats rest in the harbour like they belong there permanently. Houses that look older than the country itself stretch along the edge of the Waitematā, their verandas staring out at the water like patient old men watching the tide.

The streets are so clean it almost feels suspicious. Not a cracked bumper in sight. The oldest car parked on the road looks about two years old and probably apologises when it drives over a pothole.

This was the new home of Aunty Myra and Uncle Gray, or Mr and Mrs Hughley as the removalists kept calling them. The house stood proudly among the other old-money mansions, tall and confident like it had been waiting for someone rich enough to deserve it.

Braden looked like he belonged here. He stood out on the driveway with that posture of his, hands on his hips like a man surveying his newly inherited kingdom.

I was only there to help with the move, which made no sense because the removalists were being paid what looked like the GDP of a small island nation to move Aunty and Uncle’s entire life from one mansion to another.

“Those boys are very strong,” Aunty Myra said, watching the removalists at work. “They’re probably used to all the heavy lifting from wherever it is they come from.”

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at her remark.

“Are you sure you don’t want to move in, David?” she said. “There’s plenty of room. You boys would have your own wings.”

Wings. Like she lived in the White House.

I told her I was happy at Tennyson Brown. My friends were there. My life was there. Which was true. Mostly. Also, if I’m being honest, I had come here to be nosey. Their place in Parnell was beautiful, but this house was something else. Palatial. The kind of house where you half expect a butler to follow you around holding a silver tray.

Plus I was enjoying watching the removalists. Not necessarily watching them work. Just watching them.

Braden, of course, had not hesitated when Aunty Myra offered us rooms during dinner a few weeks earlier. I knew immediately he would say yes. Saving money, living closer to uni, dining in a house where the cutlery probably has its own insurance policy. It was everything Minkus loved. And honestly, it made sense. He would start semester two in a new home, a new life, a new everything.

But not me. I’m a free agent. I can’t do all that posh lifestyle stuff. It’s not me. I can’t be cooped up in some rich manor with more money than I could count while my friends are juggling Studylink payments and part-time jobs just to stay afloat.

I know it sounds ridiculous when I say it out loud. But it was what I wanted. My independence. Poverty and all. And my separation from Minkus. If Tennyson Brown had broken lifts and questionable plumbing, at least it was mine.

My bus back to Symonds Street would be here in seven minutes. I bid my twin farewell, waved off my aunty and uncle, and gave a quick nod to the cute removalists before heading back to the harsh reality of life.

Aunty offered an invite for her house-warming party. Yeah, nah. I think I’ll pass on the grand pomposity.

*** 
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The lifts in Tennyson Brown have a lot of history. That’s what I’ve been told. This is my first year at uni. Everything old has history as far as I’m concerned. It’s always been a mixed bag, this place. Like waiting for a bus and hoping it’s on time. That’s the same with the lifts. My room’s only on the fourth floor. It shouldn’t take this long for the lift to come down and collect me, but somehow it does.

I could feel the beginnings of a potty dance happening. I’d heard the phrase “touch cloth” before, but it was only now that I actually understood what it meant.

“I think it’s faster running up the stairs,” came a voice from behind me.

It was Persephone. My best friend who acted more like a mum than a mate. She’d be the perfect girlfriend if she was a guy.

“I’m never in the mood,” I told her.

We both stood side by side facing the lift doors. She gave me a concerned look. Clearly my dance choreography was worrying her.

“I’ve got a study date with Braden tomorrow,” I said.

“Ooh, a study date?” she said mockingly. “I thought I was the only one allowed to date your brother.”

“It’s not a date, date,” I continued. “It’s just a date. With books. At the library. Nothing inbred.” I realised what I’d just said. “Well, you know what I mean.”

“Are you okay?” she said, noticing the choreography was getting more intense.

“I’m fine thanks,” I replied, trying to sound calm. “I’m just practicing.”

“How was the move?” she said. “Did you steal any of the cutlery?”

“No,” I replied. “Aunty Myra knows exactly how many knives and forks there are. They’re all part of a matching set.”

“She sounds terrible.”

“She’s the worst,” I said. “I can see why she and mum don’t get along. They’re so different. Like me and Braden.”

Persephone scoffed. “It makes sense that Braden would move in with her. Those two are like peas in a pod.”

I almost took offence to that. “That’s my twin you’re disrespecting, Lady Gaga.”

“Well?” she said.

After a brief moment to think, all I could come out with was “those two are like peas in a pod.”

I could hear her laugh. I didn’t want to look. I was slightly embarrassed. After she settled down, she gave me a hug and walked away.

“I can’t be bothered waiting for the lift. I’ll catch you upstairs.” She said, disappearing up the stairwell.

Ding.

Of course the doors would open after she left. Normally I’d carry on with my day and step inside. But not at this moment.

“Hi, I’m Paul.” he smiled.

Normally, I wouldn’t have been bothered. Random guy in a lift, bit of awkward small talk, slow descent into mutual silence. Standard. But this was Paul. The Paul I’d heard about but never actually met until now. Paul’s not like normal people. You see, Paul has a foldable camping chair. He has a spare chair too. For what though?

He sat inside the lift on his chair. Beside him was a thermos and a backpack. Was this guy living in there? How had I never seen him before? And why was he looking at me like I was offering a free dance performance that he never agreed to?

“Would you like a chair?” he continued holding a chair out for me.

I didn’t know what to think. I don’t know if it was the shock of what I was seeing or my dance reaching its climax, but I took the chair, thanked him, and then made my way up the stairs.

“Hey, my chair!” I heard Paul call from a distance.

“Thank you,” I yelled back. “It’s lovely.”

The last sounds I heard as I raced upward in the stairwell were a ping followed by the sound of the lift doors closing.

Back on my floor, I ran toward my door like a man on a mission. Technically, I was on one. 

I swiped my keycard against my door and banged my head against it. Well that clearly wasn’t meant to happen.

I swiped my card again. 

Still no joy. 

I wrestled the physical key into the lock, turned it, and raced inside without removing the key from the lock. As one door slammed, another opened, and I let that slam too.

With one quick motion, I dropped my pants, planted myself down on the seat, and closed my eyes with relief.
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The New Guy 
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THE COMMON ROOM ON our floor had been decked out like a teen birthday party. There were balloons strewn around the walls, tables full of snacks and savouries. Those cheap colour-changing lights that you see on the Temu app painted the walls with rainbows. But do you know what I didn’t see? People. Who the hell was the set up for?

Slowly, students started filing in. They all had the same confused looks on their faces. Pink haired girl approached me. “Did you get the group chat message too?”

I was mortified. “There’s a group chat?” I asked.

She left me alone in my own confusion. Persephone approached. She could see something was wrong. My face always let me down. I had no idea how to do a Poker face.

“What’s the matter?” she said.

“Who set this up?” I asked.

She held up her phone screen to my face. It was a group chat invite from some guy I’d never heard of.

“Asher?” I said. “Is that meant to mean something?”

“Hey guys,” a voice with the energy of a main character chirped. “Thanks for coming to my party.”

The crowd cheered. It was some guy around my age. Not fat, but not skinny either; slinging an old film camera around his neck. Dark, ginger hair. Not as soulless as I’d grown up to believe. He dressed like an op-shop bargain hunter who would haggle down a fifty-cent item. Must be a photography student. I’m yet to meet a photographer with good fashion sense.

“I’m glad you could all make it,” he continued. “I just wanted to meet the guys in this building and get to know you all proper. I’m Asher Martin-Lloyd. I’m your new neighbour on this floor.”

New neighbour, eh? On my floor, eh?

“Wanker,” I accidentally let slip.

Asher grabbed a beer bottle from the table and walked over to me, holding it out in front of him.

“Have a beer, Chief,” he said, with that eerily fake smile.

“I don’t drink,” I told him and grabbed the bottle anyway, only to put it down on another table. “Also, alcohol isn’t permitted in public areas, Orange Man. That includes hallways and the common room. At least this explains all the rubbish balloons strategically placed in front of the security cameras.”

He stared at me longer than I was comfortable with. But as the seconds passed, his smile faded.

“Where do you find camera film these days?” I asked, hoping to cut out the awkwardness. “They can’t be cheap.”

He held it up like it was his pride and joy.

“I love capturing moments,” he said. 

He waved his hand over the camera like a magician performing a trick.

“Nikon F100,” he continued. “Released 1999. And the Nikkor 50mm f/1.4D. Lets in a massive amount of light. Perfect for dark places.”

I couldn’t even begin to understand much of what he said.

I gave him two thumbs up.

“Awesome,” I said. I froze in my position.

He silently shook his head and walked away to congregate with the other students.

“That looks really expensive,” Persephone said. “Don’t you think that looks really expensive?”

I shook my head. “So what,” I replied. “It’ll spend the rest of the semester on the shelf when he runs out of money for film.”

Click!

***
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As the night wore on, I didn’t spot a single RA.

“This party is arse,” I said to Persephone who wasn’t anywhere near me. I got so used to her being by my side that seeing her not there was jarring. She was across the common room talking to some random guys. You go, girl.

Asher approached me. I had no reason to dislike him, but the mere sight of him made me want to hit him. The same way my coulrophobia makes me want to punch a clown. No other reason.

“Hello, Asher, how are you? What do you want? Can I help you with anything?” I said in quick succession hoping my weirdness would prompt him to leave me alone.

It didn’t work.

“Are you having fun?” He asked.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m having all the fun in the world, thanks for asking.”

I turned away to stare at an empty corner of the room.

“You know we can keep this our secret, eh?” Asher replied.

I turned back to him.

“What secret?” I said. “Bro, we’ve literally just met.”

Asher put on a cheerful smile. “Right answer. You’re good all right, Boss.”

“Thank you?” I said. I shook my head. I turned to walk away but he followed me.

“The whole night,” Asher replied. “The cheap décor, the budget beers, the gangsta rap music.”

“Nobody’s enjoying the music, Carrot,” I said. “Read the room. They’re only here for the free booze.”

Clusters of students were spread out around the room. All drinking booze. All having their own conversations.

Asher wasn’t going to take that defeat. “They’re enjoying the 90s gangsta rap,” he said.

“I don’t think they are,” I said. “It sounds AI.”

“Seriously though,” Asher said, placing his hand on my shoulder. “This is our secret, yes? Nobody else has to know. Just you and me.”

Removing his hand off my shoulder, I said, “stop talking.”

And we were back to square one again. Him saying things that didn’t make sense and me, trying to escape.

“I’m going to go stand in the corner,” I told him. “Laters.”

I felt a hand grab my elbow. It was Persephone.

“Come with me,” she said. “I’ve got someone I want you to meet.”

“I gotta go now, Carrot.” I said to Asher and let Persephone take me away.

“Remember what I said,” he told me.

“Already forgotten,” I responded.

We approached a small circle of students. Typical students. Nothing stood out. That was my first green flag of the night.

“Dink,” Persephone started. “I want you to meet my friend Saffron.”

“Call me Saff,” Saff said, holding out her hand. Her voice sounded quite dainty and petite. She leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek. She leaned in for the other cheek but I pressed my fingers on her forehead and pushed her back.

“You smell nice,” she said, admiring my scent.

“Dior Sauvage,” I replied. “I stole it from my brother.”

“It’s nice,” she complimented me.

Saff was my age. Nice dresser. She clearly cared about how she presented herself in public. Maybe it could rub off on me. I gladly shook her hand and nodded.

“It’s nice to meet you, Saff,” I greeted her. “Are you new to the floor too?”

“No,” she said shaking her head. “I don’t live here. Seph invited me.”

I gave them both a look. First at Saff, then at Seph.

“Saff and Seph,” I said like it was a Eureka moment. “How do you two know each other?”

“We’re both in Crochet Club,” Persephone said proudly.

I tried to hold in a snort. “That’s lovely,” I said clearing my throat. “It sounds uber gay, but still lovely.”

“I miss seeing your face at the fish and chip shop,” she said enthusiastically.

I hadn’t worked at the fish and chip shop since semester one. It was nice that she remembered. I didn’t realise I’d made that much of an impression between the fryer grease and my tragic little visor.

“I went there all the time,” she continued. “Then one day, you were gone.”

I gave her a nod.

“Do you want me to get you a drink?” Saff said.

Persephone cut in. “I’ll get them. You two get to know each other.” She quickly blended into the crowd.

Another awful AI song blared on the Bluetooth speaker.

“So what are you studying?” Saff asked.

“Bush See,” I said.

“Oh, Bachelor of Health Science?”

I was in awe. This girl knew what I was talking about. She knew the acronym for the papers I was studying.

“No flies on you,” I said.

“No flies on me,” she replied. I could see her blush. It was cute.

I stared into her eyes for quite a while, mirroring her. I felt calm around her.

“I’m very happy to meet you,” she said.

“I’m gay, by the way,” I replied. “I don’t want you getting your hopes up and then find out later. Better to get it in early, eh.”

“I don’t care about that,” she said. “It’s cute.”

She still had that smitten look on her face.

“Good because I sometimes forget it,” I joked. “Also, getting back to your crochet club, I said I’m gay, but come on. That’s a bit too gay even for me.”

We just exchanged smiles and stood around waiting for our drinks to come. It was getting warm indoors. I took Saff by the hand and dragged her out to the balcony. It was cooler there.

I could see Saff tense up from the cold. I took off my jacket and put it over her shoulders. It was the chivalrous thing to do. And it doesn’t hurt to score brownie points with likeminded people.

She gratefully wrapped herself in the jacket and sat down on the bench along the wall. She seemed to enjoy the Sauvage scent that had transferred to it from me. 

The background city lights were amazing. Like a painting. Almost romantic. If you’re into that sort of thing.

“There you are,” Persephone said, bringing us our drinks.

I got an L&P with mango juice. It was fast becoming my favourite drink. Saff had something pink and bubbly.

“Thanks,” I said. It didn’t feel like an appropriate drink outside on the cold balcony. Sure, it was a perfect idea back inside the hot house of a common room. I ended up leaving my glass on the bench.

I decided to leave the two girls to chat while I made my way back inside in search of corn chips.

Inside, Asher had found me again.

“I mean, it’s no different to you being here,” were the words that came out of his mouth. What a weird way to start a conversation.

“Look, Carrot. I’ve just come back in to get some snacks,” I told him. “Not to have a meaningless conversation with you.” I examined the food tables for anything of interest. You’re just looking feral.

“Straight up. You really don’t like me, do you?” I heard him say. “We’re the same.”

I scooped up some cashews and threw them in his direction.

“We’re not the same. Just go and enjoy your party, bro.” I said. I grabbed a large bowl of corn chips and exited the room.

The whole interaction with Asher made it difficult for me to concentrate the rest of the night. Saff and Seph seemed perfectly happy talking to each other that I didn’t feel I was needed outside. I ended up calling it a night, told Saff to return my jacket whenever she felt like it, and that I’d see them again the next day.
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Out and About With My Chair 

[image: ]




THE LIBRARY HAS THIS sound that isn’t a sound. It’s like if anxiety had a frequency and a hundred students were all broadcasting it at once. You can’t hear it, but your skin can. The building feels like it’s quietly sweating.

Anyway.

Table 4 was not anxiety. Table 4 was a sibling hostage situation. Braden was already there when I arrived, sitting upright like posture was being assessed for course credit. Textbook open. Highlighter out. Neon yellow. He was highlighting with the kind of precision that makes you want to commit a small crime just to restore balance to the universe. I brought my foldable chair. Not because there weren’t chairs. There were heaps of empty seats everywhere. I brought it because you don’t get to survive campus life without principles and readiness. Braden looked at it once, the way you look at a seagull that’s wandered into a food court, then went back to his page like I was weather.

I leaned back on my chair and let it perch right on the edge of the heavy oak table. It wobbled a little, which is how I knew it was working properly. Then I reached over and started rummaging through Braden’s backpack with the practiced entitlement of a twin.

“Where are they?” I whispered. My whisper echoed. Not loud, but loud enough to feel embarrassing.

Braden didn’t even look up. His highlighter kept moving. “Where are what?”

“The snacks,” I said. “Where are the study snacks. Why didn’t Aunty Myra pack you any. She’s loaded. Kei hea tō kai?”

That got him. He stopped mid-sentence, his pen hovering like it was about to stab the concept of Baroque music history. He turned his head slowly and stared at me. “She didn’t pack me any food, Dinkus. Do I look twelve to you?”

I pulled my phone out and aimed the selfie camera at my own face. I studied myself for three seconds like I was a detective solving a case. Jawline. Hair scruff. General vibe. Then I put the phone away.

“I suppose not,” I said, disappointed. “But I’m never too old for dinosaur crackers.”

“I’m not interested,” Braden said, dropping his voice an octave in an attempt to maintain the library’s sanctity. “I’m trying to focus on Baroque music history. Where’s your head at right now, Dinkus?”

I patted my empty pockets. “I’m on the spiritual plane, Minkus. I’m an idea. A concept.”
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