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URBAN LEGENDS


"There's a working bee to tidy up the Bolton Street Cemetery again," Nerida informed her mother. "Are you going?"

Patti smiled. "I always do."

"I know you always do – and I always wonder why."

Patti shrugged. "I just do."

"Mum, you're sixty. It's exhausting work with all that bending and I reckon it's time you quit. Tell them to find someone else."

Patti Paiwai looked at her daughter. "No, I'm still fit enough and I like to do it," she hesitated. "I owe a debt."

Nerida looked at her. "I've always thought there was a story behind your going on that working bee every single year for as long as I've known about it. Isn't it about time you told me?"

"Maybe it is. Make us a cup of tea, love, and sit down. I'll tell you and perhaps you'll laugh, but as Granny Ngaire always says, there's some strange things happen in the city and if you're smart you don't try to convince yourself you didn't see them. Lie to other people if you must, but never lie to yourself. I've kept quiet on this story most of my life but she's right, and I know it happened."

Nerida brought the teapot and mugs. They settled comfortably at the old kitchen table and Patti began.

"I was sixteen in 1962. My old man was a drunk – not the sort who hit any of us, but he spent every penny he could lay his hands on. My mother cleared out with my little sister and my brothers and left him a year earlier and in another year, I'd had enough of him too. I left school and got a job as an usherette in a movie theater, along with my best friend; we each had a room in a big old house up the back of the university, and we went out most nights around the coffee bars to have a good time.

"I wasn't sleeping around at all, but I was out with Rosemary at the coffee bars every night, dancing until midnight when a lot of them shut, having a good laugh with all my friends – and it's possible some of the boys thought that I was available. Some girls in the coffee bars had that reputation then."

◆◆◆

She remembered one boy in particular. A tall, good-looking boy named Douglas who'd come down from Auckland about six months earlier. The talk was that his parents had money. Whatever the truth of that was, he always had a pound or two in his pockets and he seemed willing to spend it on her for a few months. Until he found that she wasn't planning on paying him back for it in the way he'd hoped.

"Aw, come on, Patti. It'll be good. I know what I'm doing, you'll like it."

"No."

"Look, I'll be careful, I've got condoms. You won't get pregnant, honest."

"No."

"Aw, come on!" His hands were all over her and he was trying to push her down on the grass of the zigzag footpath. "It's dark. No one will see. Just let me." He was getting angry.

"No!" She thrust him away savagely and he yelped in frustration.

"Hell, I've spent money on you for months, what did you think I was taking you out to all those places for?"

"I didn't think you were trying to buy me, that's what. I thought you liked taking me out."

"I did, but jeez, Patti. A guy expects a girl to come across sometime. We've been going out for five months. It isn't as if I was trying to get you into bed the first time we met."

"You wouldn't have said no if I'd agreed then though."

He stared at her. "Of course I wouldn't. But everyone said you're a nice girl so I gave you time. I've waited, taken you places, let everyone see we're together. Now, how about it?"

"No."

He groaned. "For God's sake, can't you say anything but no? If you aren't going to, then I guess you and me are done. I'm not wasting any more time and money on a tease."

"I'm no tease, Doug Spence, and you know it. I told you the first time we went to the pictures that I don't put out. I'm not going to be like my mum, pregnant at fifteen and married. She was stuck with a house full of kids the rest of her life while my dad did whatever he wanted to do and left her alone with four kids every evening and no money in her purse."

Doug Spence gaped at her. "Married! Who said anything about us getting married? Look, Patti. I like you, but you're only sixteen an' I'm nineteen. I'm not getting married until I'm thirty an' I start to slow down."


Patti glared at him in exasperation. "I know. That's what I've just said. You don't want to get married, and I don't want to get married either. But mistakes have a way of happening. I daresay Mum didn't mean to get pregnant and have her father make the guy marry her either, but it's not going to happen to me. Got that?"


"Yeah yeah, all right. I get it, and I'm gone."

He turned on his heel and left her standing in the street. Patti looked wistfully after the tall figure, then shrugged. Plenty more fish in the sea. She'd liked his taking her out, they'd usually had a good time together, but she knew he'd been expecting her to sleep with him sooner or later and she wasn't going to. She'd been expecting him to give her an ultimatum eventually too, and she'd already known what she'd say. Oh well!

"Hey, Patti, where's Doug these days?"

"Gone off me," Patti said briefly. "I wouldn't come across so he dumped me."

"Hell, guys are pigs!"

Patti grinned at her best friend. "No, they're just guys. All they think of is what's in their pants and how they can get it into your pants instead."

"Yeah. So, you want to come down to the Cobweb or the Beachcomber tonight?"

"Why not?" Dancing all night was a good cure for a heart that wasn't broken at all – but maybe just a little bit scratched.

Patti put on her white outfit, long skin-tight jeans and a white Emma Peel top with polo neck and cutaway armholes. In it she felt really good. She flipped her hair up into a beehive, put on generous mascara and eyeliner, and painted her mouth with a dark pink lipstick. She dabbed "Evening in Paris" perfume behind her ears and on her throat and went to meet Rosemary.

"Wow, you look great!"

"Thanks." It must have been true because she danced all night and she was never short of partners. She laughed, danced, talked, and accepted their offerings of Coke and toasted sandwiches. But at midnight she headed home with Rosemary as her only companion.

"Let's take the short cut?" They both had rooms in a large house on the other side of the cemetery and cutting through the place halved the time it took to walk home.

Rosemary shivered. "I'm not going through there. I've heard some funny stories about that cemetery."

"Ah come on. It's all nonsense. So the university students have parties there sometimes."

"On the gravestones."

"So what?"

"My dad says that's disrespecting the dead and they don't like it."

Patti grinned. "They probably did the same when they were alive and students too. I don't think they'd mind."

"They say there's a coven meets there every full moon."

"That's true." Patti confirmed. "My cousin knows one of them. They're all women and they aren't doing black magic. It's some sort of earth magic thing. They're white witches. They wouldn't hurt you and anyhow, like I say, they're all women."

"There's the statue there. My cousin told me that the guy it's of used to practice black magic and when he died the Devil dragged him off to hell. It's dangerous to go near it after dark. He'll drag your soul into hell with him if you get too close."

Patti loved Rosemary. She was her best friend – but she didn't read much, in fact not at all since they'd left school, and Rosemary listened to the weirdest stories. What was more, she sometimes believed them. Patti could even work out where some of this particular story had come from.

"Your cousin Joe told you that?"

"Yeah, so?"


Patti giggled. "So he goes to music school and they've been practicing for that big end-of-the-year recital they're planning on doing. They're going to have it in the town hall and they're starting to sell tickets next month. His lot are doing Don Giovanni."


Rosemary was baffled. "I don't get it, what's that got to do with the Bolton Street Cemetery?"

"That's the story of the opera that Joe's doing. All about a statue that comes to life and drags a wicked man down to hell. He's been having you on, Rosie. Teasing you. The opera isn't real either, just some old tale that they put to music. And anyway, that statue's of one of our Prime Ministers."

Rosemary inhaled once, loudly. "Next time I see that Joe—"

"Yeah. So? Are you coming?"

Patti had to admit that the cemetery was spooky at midnight. It was silent, just the faint rustle of the trees in the light breeze, and the loom of pale gravestones. That damn statue ahead of them did almost seem to move nearer to the path when they got closer. But she knew it didn't really, it was Joe and his stupid stories and Rosemary believing them. There wasn't anything here, and she wasn't going to pass up the best shortcut home.

"Let's go this way." It avoided the statue, Patti knew, and while she wasn't Rosemary to swallow Joe's stories, the place was eerie and she wouldn't mind avoiding the statue herself.

"Okay." They giggled their way down the path, cut along the back of the cemetery and arrived at their rooms in the big old house on Salamanca Drive at the back of the university. Rumor had it that in a year or two the landlord was putting the houses here on the market. More rumors said that the university was going to buy the places and use them as an extension of the campus. Patti hoped it would take longer than that, she quite liked her room and the price was better than that of a lot of other rooms she could have rented.

The next morning Rosemary knocked at her door. "I'm just off to work, but are we going out tonight?"

"Let's go to the Picasso. I love that place."

She did, and with its being in Upper Willis Street they could just cut up the zigzag there and skip using the cemetery shortcut. Rosemary would appreciate that.

"Yeah, me too. Okay!"

Patti grinned at the enthusiastic response. She knew part of that was having an excuse to walk home another way. But they had fun that evening, she seemed to be dancing all the time, she never had to buy her own Coke the whole night and two of the guys offered to walk her home, one suggesting that they go on to another coffee bar.

"That's all right. I'm walking with Rosemary, and it's work in the morning again. I have to get my beauty sleep."

She made it stick although they did seem very keen. She had a sudden thought and smiled to herself as she and Rosemary walked down the street. Maybe Doug had been moaning about how she was hard to get and some of the guys thought they'd have better luck. They wouldn't, but it was fun having them so keen. She'd dance with them all they liked, drink the Cokes they bought her and eat the food offered, but she'd still walk home with Rosemary. She wasn't for sale, and if she had been, it would have been for a lot higher price than a large Coke and a toasted ham and tomato sandwich.

Work itself was boring, Patti thought the next day as she took tickets, tore them in half, and passed people into the theater. But they didn't pay her that badly, it was good working with Rosemary and the other girls were nice, and she saw all the movies here for free. You could even let your friends in free now and again – so long as you didn't do it too often and always at the matinee sessions when the place was half empty anyhow.

"Yes, madam, just here. Intermission's at nine-thirty for this film."

She liked the old Majestic too. It was close enough that she and Rosemary could sometimes go home between the five o'clock and the eight o'clock sessions when there was a spare hour and have a cup of tea and make their own dinner. A tin of braised steak on toast and a good cup of tea. That was a lot cheaper than buying something from one of the cafes in the theater block.

Her room was bigger than Rosemary's and she'd quietly bought herself a cupboard that locked. In it she kept a couple of pots, a frying pan, a toaster and hot-water jug, and a single-element miniature cooker along with some cutlery and crockery. The landlord didn't know about any of that. It wasn't allowed – but what the eye didn't see the heart didn't grieve over, as her dad always used to say. Anyhow it was really handy to be able to cook meals for Rosemary and herself sometimes, so long as she was careful.

Intermission came around, she showed the stragglers in the audience back to their seats, and then she and the other usherettes were free to finish for the night. That was one of the good things about the job. It didn't start until one-thirty in the afternoon, she could go to a coffee bar after the eight o'clock session's intermission – around nine for most films – dance until late, and then sleep in. Rosemary and she usually had breakfast about eleven and then they went uptown for a while before they were due at the theater. If they met a boy, they could have lunch with him before they had to go to work.

"Hey, you daydreaming? I said, what say we go to The Beachcomber tonight?"

"Okay. But I'm not walking home from there. We get the last bus."

"Jeez, Patti, that leaves Courtney Place at eleven-thirty. By the time we've walked down there from the 'Comber, we'd have to leave at eleven."

"If I spend all day on my feet, and half the night dancing, I'm not walking for miles after that."

"Marty will probably be there. We could ask him for a lift?"

"If he is."

"He is most nights. Look, I'll tell you what. If he's there I'll ask him and if he isn't or he says he can't take us home, then we leave early and catch the bus, all right?"

Patti nodded. Towards the end of the week, her feet started hurting. As an usherette she had to stand a lot and when she was dancing, she never noticed, but walking home for miles made her feet burn at work by Thursday and she still had Friday to go.

The Beachcomber was good. Marty said he'd take them home and that meant they stayed even longer dancing, knowing they wouldn't have to walk at all. Marty dropped them off right outside the house at two a.m. and they staggered inside.

"Come and have a cup of tea before you go to bed," Patti offered. Rosemary nodded, following her friend into her room and watching as Patti made tea and brought out a packet of biscuits.

"Wish we could have stayed a bit longer."

Patti agreed. It'd been a really good night. Though, Doug had been there dancing with someone else for about an hour and he'd completely ignored her, making sure she knew it. It hadn't bothered her at all, and she knew she was over him. She said that to Rosemary.

"Better than being under him." Rosemary could come back with a smart line when she wanted to.

"Yeah."

"You ever going to do it?" Patti knew Rosemary did sometimes – if she really liked the guy, but she was a good friend and she never expected Patti to do anything just because she did.

"Of course. But not until I want to. Maybe in a couple of years when I'm eighteen. And my first time's going to be with a guy I really like. Not some bloke who thinks he's got the right because he bought me a Coke." Without intention her voice had become edged and Rosemary responded.


"Yeah, what a wanker that Doug is. You see him tonight? Swanning about with Lois Marama. Bet he was into her pants before he even bought her a Coke an' a sandwich."


Patti had a mental picture of Doug holding a large glass of Coke in one hand and a toasted sandwich in the other, while trying to work out how to get Lois's pants off. She began to laugh.

"What's so funny?"

Patti told her and Rosemary laughed so hard she almost fell off the bed.

"I can see that, yeah. Guy's a loser. You're better off without him. Jimmy Gillespie likes you. A bit of encouragement and he'd ask you out."

"I might. He's nice, and he doesn't think he's bought you just because he's got you a meal or something."

Patti found it the more surprising, then, that when she did go out with Jimmy on her night off, he took her to a live play at the town hall and in a dark doorway as he walked her home, tried to get his hand up her skirt. He was pushing her back against the door in the shop alcove, panting like a dog, kissing her neck urgently, and using his free hand to hold her upright against the door as she writhed away and protested angrily. She freed herself and snarled at him.

"Hey, what do you think I am?" In the light from the shop sign she could see that he was looking at her oddly. She couldn't place the expression at first but she finally understood when it changed to rather shame-faced embarrassment.

"Sorry, guess I got a bit carried away. Didn't hurt you, did I?"

"No." He looked like a smacked puppy and she relented, reaching up to kiss his cheek. "It's all right. But none of that stuff. I don't do it. You know that."

"Well, yeah, but…"

"But nothing, James Gillespie. I never let you think I would and if you expect me to, then you don't have to take me out."

This time his expression was one of plain relief. "I'm sorry. I know you don't. An' it's okay, I like taking you out anyway. You're a nice girl, Patti."

She was briefly puzzled by the tone of those last words. As if he were affirming something he'd always thought before – but the belief had somehow been temporarily shaken, and now he was happy that it was restored.

"And don't you forget it."

"Promise. Look, what say I take you dancing tomorrow night?"

"Okay. How about you get your mate, Ken, to ask Rosemary and we can all go together."

Ken had a car. It was only an old bomb but it went and if they used that, they could maybe go dancing out at Lower Hutt and not have to worry about getting the bus home.

Jimmy was nodding and Patti smiled at him. He was a nice guy really. Rosemary quite liked Ken too so they'd have a good night. She told Rosemary about it while they were changing into their usherette uniforms at work the next afternoon.

"Fine by me so long as Ken wants to ask. How was it with Jimmy?"

"Pretty good. We saw that live play at the town hall and he walked me home afterwards…" Her voice trailed off." Rosemary looked at her.

"Something happened?"

"Well, sort of. He tried it on and I had to really shove him away from me. He got me pinned in that doorway by the newspaper entrance."

"What?" Rosemary was looking furious. "What'd he do? I'll kill him!"

"It's okay, he didn't hurt me, but it was disgusting. He was holding me up against the door, trying to get his hand right up my skirt and into my pants and he was sort of gasping and all excited. I made him stop it and I had something to say to him, I can tell you. He said he was sorry and promised to behave. But Rosemary, he knows I don't. What made him think I would – and in a doorway in Willis Street?"

Rosemary had a thoughtful look on her face. "I don't like to say it, and I know you won't like hearing who could have been saying stuff, but I think I have an idea."

Patti stared. Rosemary nodded. "Yeah, Doug Spence."

"You think— "

"I reckon he's been going around telling the guys that you an' him did it. He probably gave some reason why it was him dumped you after that. Maybe said you were no good, or that he got bored with you wanting it all the time."

Patti took in a deep breath. She could feel her eyes almost sticking out, her face going red with fury, and she'd just bet that Rosemary was right. It would explain why she'd been getting such a rush from the guys ever since she'd dropped Doug. It was the sort of lying lousy thing he'd do and she wouldn't stand for it.

"So I left home," she said in a hissing whisper, "but they love me and I go back every few days to see Mum and my little sister. I've got two big brothers and a whole bunch of cousins and they won't let him spread that kind of talk. I'm going straight to Mum's tomorrow morning to tell my brothers before they leave for work."

"You don't want to do that," Rosemary cautioned. "I could be wrong and if you make a fuss, it's you that looks bad. It's better if we go out with Ken and Jimmy tonight and you get Jimmy alone and ask him. Make him tell you. Then when you know for sure you can maybe ask Marty too. He's a decent guy. If Doug's been saying that sort of thing Marty will tell you if you ask him straight out. Then you tell your family and with Jimmy and Marty to back it up that that's what Doug's been saying, you're in the right."

It made sense to Patti. "I'll do that." She gave her friend an impulsive hug. "Thanks."

"No trouble. Now let's get some customers ushered to their seats before the boss comes to ask us what we're doing wasting the time he pays for."

The film was a good one that night. Patti found herself easily distracted on the surface, but underneath she was still seething. Oh, yes, she'd talk to Jimmy – and Marty, and then she'd do a lot more talking to her brothers and some of her cousins. If Doug Spence thought he'd get away with trying to wreck her reputation he had another think coming.

It was quite easy to separate Jimmy and Ken. After they'd danced at The Beachcomber for an hour, Rosemary suggested they go outside to enjoy the cool night air for a while. Then she took Ken by the hand, led him around the side of the building and started kissing him. As both youths expected, Patti promptly led Jimmy away so that they strolled down the Parade until they reached a bench where she sat.

"Jimmy, I want to talk to you about something."

"Look, if it's the other night, I said I was sorry."

"It sort of is. Jimmy. You know I don't go all the way, but you – well – for a minute there I was scared you were going to rape me and…" she allowed her voice to trail off and shivered visibly.

Jimmy sat up sharply. "Jeez, no, Patti. I wouldn't have. I guess I got a bit – well – you know, worked up. But I wouldn't do that, I swear. I'm sorry if I scared you."

"I know, I've always trusted you, that was why I went out with you after Doug wanted me to go all the way and I wouldn't. But Jimmy, are you sure it was your fault? Are you sure Doug didn't say something to you and the other guys about me?"

"Um, you didn't? With him?"

"Of course not. That was why we split up. He kept wanting me to and I kept saying no and then one night he got rough about it and I told him I wasn't ever going to, not with him. So he called me names and dumped me. He said he'd spent money on me and he expected something back for that. That wasn't how you felt, was it?"

She could see his face turn towards her. His voice was low then, and ashamed. "I gotta say, Patti, it sort of was, but not until Doug kept talking about you. I should have known better. He's a loudmouth any time, but after you and him split up he kept talking about how he'd had you at all sorts of places. Up on the zigzag, behind a couple 'a coffee bars, an' in his friend's car. I sort of knew it couldn't be true but…"

"But you hoped it was because if I'd done it with him, I might do it with you," Patti finished for him.

"Yeah. I guess so. You don't hate me, do you?"

She considered the question, and decided no, she didn't hate him. She just felt let down, disappointed that he'd been prepared to try it on, on the basis of a story he'd admitted that he was pretty sure wasn't true anyway. She said so and saw his face redden.

"I know. That Doug, I was a fool to listen to him an' I'll say so next time I see him."

Patti smiled. It wasn't a very pleasant smile, as Jimmy could see in the streetlights. "Don't bother. I want to have a word with one of the other guys then I'm going to tell my brothers and a couple of cousins. You keep quiet about that too. Promise?"

"Yeah, okay. He's got anything coming to him that they'll do I reckon."

Patti walked back along the Parade, collected up Ken and Rosemary and went into the coffee bar. Once inside she scanned the dancing crowd until she saw her quarry. She pounced.

"I need to have a word with you if you've got time?"

Marty studied her and nodded. He was older by seven or eight years than most of her crowd and a decent, reliable man. "I can guess what about." He opened the side door, took her through then turned to shut it behind them, before facing her. "You've finally heard what Doug's been saying. Who told you? Jimmy?"

"Ah huh."

"And you want me to tell you that Doug definitely has been saying stuff about you and if I had to guess any further, I'd say you want to know what?"

"Ah huh."

"All right then. This is what he's been spreading." He spoke quietly for a few minutes while Patti listened, her expression hardening. He concluded with the comment. "I'll tell you, Patti. I never believed it and I told him when he started talking, that unless he was a complete idiot he should shut his mouth."

"But he didn't?"

"Around me he did, but I know he was still talking to some of the other guys."

"Then that's all I need to know. Thanks, Marty."

"No trouble. Listen; be careful if you try some scheme to get back at him. I've heard this and that about Doug Spence and I don't think he's a good enemy to have."

Patti nodded. "I'm going home. In the morning I'll be telling all this to my brothers and a couple of my cousins. They'll probably make it clear to Mr. Spence that he shouldn't come anywhere near me again, and he definitely should keep his mouth shut."

Marty said nothing but opened the side door, saw her through to meet up with Rosemary and their friends, then went back to his car. He didn't like any of this, the Paiwais were a large extended family and they hung together. Patti might not live at home any longer but to her brothers she was their little sister and they wouldn't take kindly to what Doug had been saying – particularly since none of it was true.

Doug Spence had no worries about that. So far as he was concerned Patti wouldn't have a clue about what he'd been telling the guys around half of the city's coffee bars. And what did he care if she did find out? She lived in a cheap room and worked as an usherette at a movie theater. It wasn't as if she was going to sue him for slander or anything. What could she do?

He discovered that two nights later. Three big men loomed up out of the darkness at him as he walked home. Before he could yell for help, he was hauled into an alley, a fist hit him in the stomach and he had no breath left to call out. More fists landed wicked body blows as he twisted, attempting to avoid the impacts. The blows drove him to his knees and then to the pavement – where he discovered that kicks hurt even more than fists.

He tried to protest, to tell them that he wasn't whoever they thought he was. Until the largest of his attackers leaned down to where he lay on the filthy pavement and spoke, and Doug discovered he was wrong – yet again.

"You've been talking to your mates about my sister. A couple of them don't like you so much and didn't believe a word of it, so they were happy enough to tell us that it was you spreading the rumors. Just in case you've been making a habit of it so you aren't sure what girl I'm talking about, I'm Rangi Paiwai; this here's my brother, Tamati, and our cousin, Piripi. If you go talking about Patti again, you'll get a lot worse than we've given you this time. Next time we break something. Understand?"

A foot thudded into his ribs to underline the question. Doug moaned. "Yes, yes. I understand. I'm sorry." There was a grim chuckle from the speaker.

"I reckon you are. Just remember that you'll be a hell of a lot sorrier if we have to come looking for you again." A final kick wrung a gasping shriek from Doug.

Footsteps padded off down the alley and their victim managed to roll over. They were gone, thank God! He crawled to his feet, hunched over against the flaring pain between his legs, and realized something else; not one blow had landed on his face. No one but he and Patti's family had to know what had happened.

It occurred to him then, in a flash of thought, that it could be that if something were to happen to Patti – if it was the right sort of thing – she would keep quiet too, at least initially. God, he hurt! He thought he might have cracked ribs, and it felt as if he'd been castrated. Slowly, gingerly, he straightened up and began to walk.

"That cow," he muttered softly as he winced his way along the empty street. "That bitch. I'll make her sorry. I've got friends too. She'll find out. She won't be so keen to go running to the police when I'm done with her, and her family can all go to hell. I'll fix the cow and be right onto the overnight bus back up North."

His mouth worked as he spat viciously. His family had money; he could buy a plane ticket to Australia here in Wellington before he got on the bus. Once overseas he could vanish into the Sydney crowds and her family wouldn't even know where to start looking. Maybe he'd go on to England for a year. He had family there and his father had a branch of his business in London.

He spent nearly two weeks holed up in his flat while the bruises healed and the pain subsided. Then went out and bought a seat on the bus to Auckland, a plane ticket to Sydney, and an expensive wig. What he planned would bring the cops looking too, but he'd see to it that they had no proof. Anyway, he'd get a couple of other men involved, if anything happened, his father would get him a good lawyer and all the blame would go onto the other guys. He'd say that he was just a boy led astray by older men.

"I'm telling you, she's a professional tease. She makes a habit of it. The bitch gets a guy to spend a fortune on her taking her out to restaurants, buying her pretty clothes and jewelry. He's showing her a great time, then when he expects something in return, she smiles at him and says she doesn't do that. She needs to be taken down a peg."

He could see both of the men liked what he was suggesting. They just weren't sure it was safe for them.

"What about the cops?"

"Come on. You ever been at a rape trial? She's got to prove it was rape. It's three against one, if the cops come asking you—" whoops, nearly gave his escape plans away there, "—we … just tell them she was willing, even asked us for money. We don't have to hit her. We just grab her. Two of us hold her while the other one's busy. Turn about and she hasn't got the black eye, the split lip that'd make the cops believe her an' take it to court."

"Who is she?"

He wouldn't give Patti's real name. This pair lived in the city, and they could know the family.

"Patti Jackson. She's a real little tart. I reckon if you did pay her, she'd roll over anyhow. But I've spent enough, I want it for free and you get it free as well. No one's going to listen to her if she talks. The police won't even bother. And I'll give you ten pounds each to celebrate afterwards."

He saw the hungry gleam in two pairs of eyes and bit back a triumphant smile; ten pounds was a week's pay to these men. That'd clinched it for him. They'd help. They could have her after him and he'd be able to watch that pride of hers crumble. She could take her "I don't do that, and I wouldn't with you anyway" arrogance and stick it. He smothered a giggle. On the contrary, he'd stick it for her – right where the monkey hid his nuts.

"Give it another two weeks to let the bitch think she's got away with it. Then you stay by the phone in your boarding house every night around ten o'clock. If I find her and she's going to be alone I'll ring you. Then when she leaves, I'll ring you again. You grab a taxi and meet me at the Bolton Street Cemetery, the entrance just up from the cenotaph. She often goes that way home as a shortcut after she's been in the coffee-bar."

It was easy enough to arrange. Patti knew her brothers and cousin had given Doug a thumping, and no one had seen him since then. When, after two weeks, he did show up he steered well clear of her. That suited Patti. The truth – that he'd lied about her – had quietly spread and no one was much surprised when Doug kept his head down. Five weeks after Doug's beating, Patti was in the coffee bar on her own. Ken had had a bit of luck, he'd found a wallet, handed it in to the police, and been given the reward of ten pounds. To celebrate he'd taken Rosemary out for the night, just the two of them.

There'd been a customer complaint about Jimmy's work and he was doing overtime on the annual stocktaking. Doug heard Patti talking about both events and sneered to himself. Stupid tart thought it was all a big coincidence. Doug had spent time and good hard cash to arrange both events and he'd get his reward in a couple of hours.

It wasn't much fun on her own, Patti thought. Well, an earlier night than usual wouldn't do her any harm. She'd gone with a group of friends to the small coffee bar down near the railway station – someone had suggested it, saying they'd heard that there was a good folk singer there tonight – there hadn't been, but they'd had fun anyway. From here she could just cut up through the cemetery and be home in half an hour at the most.

"See you tomorrow night."

"Yeah, take care, Patti."

She walked along the road past the cenotaph with its stoic lion statues who seemed to know all, to the curve in the road where the steps up to the cemetery started. Drat Rosemary's cousin, Joe, and his urban legends of walking statues, and that other stuff she'd heard about seeing places in the city that were long gone. All that rubbish had made her jumpy even though she knew perfectly well that none of it was true.

It was spooky under the trees. She thought she heard footsteps behind her once as the path leveled out, but when she looked, she couldn't see anyone. It had to be her imagination working overtime. She stepped out a bit more briskly though. A man stepped silently past the tree behind her. Two hands grabbed and Patti found that with one arm about her waist and the other over her mouth she was unable to scream or fight.

"That's it, get her down on the ground."

She felt her skirt pushed up, cold metal against her leg and heard a tearing sound. They were cutting off her pants. Oh, God! She knew what they were going to do. If her struggles had been strong before, they now became frantic.

"Christ, it's like trying to skin a bloody eel! Hold her still."

She knew that voice. Doug. She didn't know the others and she'd bet they didn't know who she was either. If she could just get her mouth free? She bit. A man yelled in pain and Doug, moving more quickly than he'd ever moved in his life before, got his wadded up handkerchief stuffed into her mouth before she could speak. That'd been close! At least his wig hadn't fallen off.


Patti twisted violently, squirmed, struggled, and kicked with all her strength. She was snapping at them like a dog. She'd make them leave marks; no one would be able to say she'd agreed to this. But she was weakening. In her mind she screamed for help, there were stories about this place. They said strange things happened here. She could do with one of them now. Please, someone, help me!


Behind and above her, standing on his plinth as he'd stood for decades, someone heard. Slowly, stiffly, the statue descended, strode to where three men held a frantic girl on the ground and tapped the shoulder of the nearest. The man turned. In the dim light, he didn't at first know what he was seeing, only that some fool was interrupting their fun.

"Mind your own business or…" He hit out viciously as he spoke. His fist crashed against an unyielding substance. His hand broke and Patti's would-be attacker howled in startled agony. His friend straightened.

"What the hell…"

He punched, and in turn he also screamed and doubled over his smashed hand. "God, what are you?"

The person facing them moved, and a shaft of moonlight lit face and figure. Douglas Spence screamed too then. His cry of terror was echoed by his friends' howls as they fled. The statue took a slow pace towards the third man, frozen where he stood. This time Doug's shriek cut through the Thorndon night like the cry of a goosed banshee. He snapped out of his terror-stricken trance and departed in haste, not so much running as low flying. He fell down the steps towards the road, scrambled to his feet and continued his flight.

His two partners were long gone and he didn't care about them. He was heading for the bus, then the mid-morning plane. He'd keep moving after that as well. The further away the better, in Doug Spence's opinion. Alaska wouldn't be far enough, even Outer Mongolia would be too close to a city where cemetery statues walked up to interfere with a man's pastimes.

Patti staggered to her feet and looked dumbly at the statue. What did you say to something that'd come to save you when you needed it most? Well, she could think of one thing.

She managed a small, trembling smile. "Thank you. Thank you very much!"

The statue of Dick Seddon, one-time Prime Minister of New Zealand, nodded politely, climbed back on his plinth, assumed his usual position, and froze as if he had never moved. They'd said a lot of things about Dick Seddon over the years, but he'd never been the sort of man to stand idly by when a woman begged for his help.

◆◆◆

"And," Patti said to Nerida as she finished the story, "just before he became a statue again, he winked at me. I went home and never told anyone but Granny Ngaire about the statue. I told people I'd been attacked and managed to get away. I reckon Doug's still running and I never found out who the other two were. But they'd have heard who I was and they probably left the city as soon as they did. My brothers would have killed them if they'd found them."

"So you help with the working bee every year?"

"I owe him." Patti told her. "I've never forgotten how much. Every year I go up there to the working bee. Yes. I take a bunch of flowers with me as well, lay them on his pedestal and say thanks again."

Nerida drank her tea, and walked home, but before she reached her house, she went to a florist's, bought an expensive bunch of roses, and stopped by the statue. She looked up at it and nodded.

"That was my mother you saved that night. "When she gets too old to do the working bee I'll come in her place. Thank you."

She laid the bunch of yellow roses on the statue's plinth beside its feet, straightened up, and nodded politely to it. Somehow she could have sworn the statue winked at her too then, and Nerida winked cheerfully back before she walked away, smiling to herself. Paiwai family debts owed would always be remembered – and just as faithfully repaid.


THE BULLY


The start of this was a common enough tale when new sections in a government department are created out of nothing. When this happens, it provides a section without structure. One where a bully can get a quick foothold. In this case too, there should have been a supervisor who could have seen what was happening and put a stop to it, but if it's the supervisor who is the problem, then no one knows who to go to or what to do. I've seen people like those who were involved in this come and go. This time it didn't end the way it usually does, and in the end, I kept silent on one thing. I could never have told that bit. What happened was bad enough.
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