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			PROLOGUE

			WARREN

			Greytown, fourteen years ago

			Females had always found him hard to resist. When he was small, his aunts and cousins cooed and fussed over him, telling him how gorgeous he was. His older sister was like a second mother: she spoilt him, couldn’t stay mad at him, wouldn’t let him leave the house without a hug. Other kids, their sisters called them retards and wouldn’t touch them without rubber gloves. 

			At thirteen he had a growth spurt, and suddenly wasn’t a cute little boy any more. Now his aunts went on about what a handsome young man he was becoming. When the phone rang in the evening half the time it was girls wanting to speak to him, which made his old man huff and puff. Once he overheard his sister on the phone: “Forget it, bitch,” she said. “He’s way too young for you. I don’t give a shit that his balls have dropped, he’s still only fourteen. Let me explain something: I worry about my sweet little bro. I worry about him getting pimples and an attitude and turning into a dropkick; I worry about him getting in with a bad crowd and leaving school with nothing to show for it; I worry about all sorts of things. But most of all I worry about my slut friends getting their slutty little claws into him and putting him off girls for good.” 

			Around that time his parents had a party. He helped out pouring drinks, picking up empties, slipping coasters under glasses left on the sideboard. This woman he hardly knew kept staring at him. Next time he came by with a bottle of sauvignon blanc, she waved her empty glass. He went over. She manoeuvred him into a corner, standing right in front of him with her back to the room. It was weird: she was his mother’s age and spoke to him like adults usually did, asking pointless questions — “So what’s your favourite subject?” — and not listening to his replies, but she kept touching him, squeezing his bicep and stroking his forearm. Her face was so close her breath warmed his cheek. Her leg pressed against his.

			He squeezed past her, saying he had to get some more wine. She followed him into the kitchen, eyes bright, lips curved in an unsettling smile. She pushed him up against the bench. Her mouth fell open as she reached out to pull his face down to hers. He tasted wine as her tongue flailed around inside his mouth. Footsteps in the corridor made her pull away. A guy came in looking for beer, and as soon as they started talking he slipped out the back door and ran down the street to a friend’s house. He didn’t tell his mates; they gave him enough shit about being a pretty boy as it was. Besides, they would have thought it was gross, some old bag sticking her tongue down your throat. 

			She was really friendly next time he saw her. Thinking about it that night, he decided it was probably because he’d kept his mouth shut: in Greytown gossip circulated at the speed of sound. He was tempted to knock on her door one morning after her husband had left for work just to see what would happen, but there was a fair chance it could backfire, big-time. He was curious, but not that curious. 

			He wasn’t academic, but he was worldly by the standards of Greytown teenagers and had grown up with an older sister. He lost interest in girls his age pretty quickly. He tended to lose interest in girls younger than him before their friends had finished asking him to ask them out. He gravitated towards older girls, but the smart, sparky ones took off as soon as they’d left school, whether to go to university or embark on life’s big adventure.

			Craig and Donna came up from Wellington to run one of the cafés which had sprung up along the main street. They rented the house next door while the owners, empty nesters, went travelling for a year. There was a party every weekend which ruffled his parents’ feathers, but he got on fine with them and scored a part-time general dogsbody gig at their café.

			He got on particularly well with Donna who he guessed was in her mid-twenties. She’d lived in Sydney for a couple of years and bummed around Asia, sleeping on beaches, smoking weed, doing Buddhism for beginners. The problem with the girls he went out with was that they didn’t know how much was enough, so they showed too much thigh or too much tit or were too eager to please, trying to swallow you whole when they kissed or sucking your dick without being asked and probably without wanting to because they didn’t want to be labelled cock-teasers. He actually didn’t mind a bit of cock-teasing; it added to the fun, gave you something to look forward to. Donna made them seem very young: indiscriminate, compliant little herd animals. She had a way of triggering a rush of longing with just a look, a sideways smile, a murmured aside.

			Not that he had great expectations. For a start, she was a woman and he was a boy. A good-looking, rapidly maturing one perhaps, but still a boy. Secondly, she was living with a guy. She laughed when he asked if she and Craig were married —

			“Oh yeah, that’s me: good little wifey” — but they seemed as much of a couple in their interaction as most of the husbands and wives he’d observed. And while Craig treated him okay and took the piss in that blokey way, he had the look of someone you wouldn’t want to cross. 

			His bedroom window looked out onto his father’s vegetable garden and into next door’s spare room where Craig had set up his weights. One day he was idly watching Craig pump iron in front of a mirror with his shirt off when Donna appeared in little shorts and a tight singlet. He kept watching, but closely now. Suddenly Craig got up off the bench and came over to the window. He gave him a weak grin and a wave; Craig held his expressionless stare for five seconds, then squeezed out a thin smile. Next day at the café Donna told him he should feel free to come over for a workout if he ever got the urge. He blushed and started to apologise, but she grazed a fingernail down the side of his face. “It’s okay, baby,” she murmured. “It’s cool.”

			He sometimes wondered what she made of Craig’s habit of laying a heavy dose of charm on any attractive woman who came into the café. This particular day he was behind the counter watching Craig do a number on this woman from Carterton who’d started coming in on her own pretty regularly. Suddenly Donna was standing right behind him, resting her hand on the small of his back. 

			“Look at that wanker,” she said. “He thinks he’s irresistible. You could teach him a thing or two.” 

			He turned his head to look at her. She was so close they were almost bumping noses. “What about?” 

			She gave him a lazy smile. “Oh, you know, how to look at a woman. Raw lust doesn’t do it for most of us, any more than being taken for granted. We like to see a little tenderness.” 

			Then without warning, without saying goodbye, without a word to anyone, Donna and Craig were gone. It was the shock of his young life: he was used to deciding when a relationship’s time was up, as opposed to having it decided for him. Whatever there was between him and Donna was undeclared, unfulfilled and at least partly in his head, but it was more real and more significant to him than any number of teenage pairings with their juvenile rituals and matter-of-fact sex. And while there was an element of fantasy, it was a fantasy she’d encouraged. He hadn’t imagined that. He was crushed that she could leave him desolate, without a word or gesture to acknowledge the depth and purity of his infatuation.

			It turned out that they’d skipped on a raft of unpaid bills, including several months’ rent. His mother went into I-told-you-so mode, insisting she always knew they were fly-by-nighters, there was just something about them, good riddance to bad rubbish. His Donna thing hadn’t gone unnoticed by his contemporaries. Boys who’d had to make do with his sniffling cast-offs and girls he’d ignored or casually dumped delighted in telling him that he’d made himself look ridiculous, having a crush on a grown-up woman who obviously didn’t give a shit. 

			His old man, of all people, was the only one to shed any light. Donna and Craig were chancers, he said, drifting from place to place looking for an arrangement, a set of circumstances, which worked for them; when it didn’t materialise, they moved on. Because they never stayed in one place long enough to form real relationships, it didn’t bother them to run out on their debts or abandon people who thought of them as friends. That set his mother off again: they were common criminals, she snorted; it was just a matter of time before the police caught up with them and they got what they deserved.

			He hardly slept that night. Now he got it. Why would they stay in Greytown? What would keep them there? It was a place you had to get away from, and that’s what they’d done. No explanation, no apology: when it was time to go, just disappear without a trace. That way you could start again somewhere without having to worry about the past — people who’d passed their use-by dates, pain-in-the-arse complications — stretching out its long, bony arm to tap you on the shoulder.

			Another couple, gays this time, took over the café. It was just drudgery now, but he stayed on because he needed the money for what he had in mind. A week before the end of the school year, he got a letter, care of the café. It was from Donna. She was sorry for taking off like that, but things had got messy and they’d done their dash in Greytown. He had to get out of there, she wrote, or he’d end up just another drongo stuck in a shit job, living a shit life. If he made it to Auckland, he should check out the Ponsonby café and bar scene: if she was still there, they were bound to bump into one another sooner or later. There was a PS: “Burn this and don’t tell anyone you’ve heard from me.”

			His plan firmed up. His parents were spending Christmas and New Year in Mount Maunganui with relatives; a couple of his mates were going down to Wellington to watch the cricket test at the Basin Reserve. He told his parents he was going to the cricket and would crash on the floor of a friend of a friend’s flat; he told his mates he’d ride with them down to Wellington but peel off to go camping in the Sounds with his sister and her boyfriend.

			His mates dropped him off on Lambton Quay. He lugged his bag to the train station and bought a ticket to Auckland. He left without warning, without saying goodbye, without a word to anyone.

			ADRIAN, CHRISTOPHER, FRASER, JONATHON

			Waiheke Island, six years and three months ago

			These boys’ weekends went back fifteen years. Before going their separate ways they’d settle on the when and where for the following year, taking it in turn to make the arrangements. They had a week to square it with work and home, then it was set in stone. Come what may — children’s big sporting moments, favourite nieces’ weddings, suicidal colleagues, parents-in-law on life support — they were committed, immune to persuasion, pressure or emotional blackmail. It was the annual boys’ weekend. It was a tradition.

			There were four of them. Two met at boarding school; the other two had flatted together during their student days. They’d connected through marriage: two — one from each pairing — were married to women who’d been best friends since Brownies. They coalesced in Auckland in the mid-1980s, drawn together by history, a love of games and a shared world view, essentially an in-your-face, you-only-live-once materialism. They were white, well-off, respectable married men who liked letting their hair down in controlled conditions.

			It began with a relatively low-key golf weekend in Taupo. They stayed at a mid-range motel, went out for a meal and a few drinks, played Wairakei on the Saturday, had an early night, teed off again first thing Sunday morning, and were home in time for the Sunday night roast. As they were having a sandwich before the drive home, the property developer (Christopher) suggested they should do it again next year. The dentist (Adrian) pointed out that there was more than one decent golf course in the upper half of the North Island. The businessman (Jonathon) said, why limit ourselves to the upper half of the North Island? The lawyer (Fraser) said, why limit ourselves to golf?

			They’d had weekends in the three other main centres organised around All Black tests. They’d done the rugby league grand final in Sydney, the Aussie Rules grand final in Melbourne, and the Adelaide Grand Prix. They’d done wine tours of Hawkes Bay and Central Otago. They’d even done a tramp in the Marlborough Sounds, but the decadent variety with husky youngsters to carry their backpacks to the next luxury lodge and a hot bath, a five-course dinner and a soft bed. 

			There were two rules, which had never been articulated let alone formally adopted: the weekend’s main activity, its ostensible raison d’être, had to be something which held little or no appeal for the wives so they wouldn’t feel they were missing out. Secondly, there would be no shenanigans involving other women, whether as a group or individually. That way, when pressed for details or a few illuminating snippets, they could look their wives in the eye and invoke the principle that what happens on tour should stay on tour.

			This year it was the Hauraki Gulf on a chartered launch, fishing optional. They gathered at Westhaven on Friday afternoon. After loading the supplies, they headed up to Kawau where, in keeping with tradition, they got drunker than they’d been since last year’s boys’ weekend. In the morning they swam to clear their heads, had a late breakfast of whitebait fritters and Bloody Marys, then motored down to Waiheke for a long lunch at a vineyard restaurant.

			They rolled out of the restaurant at five, and went up the eastern side of the island to a private bay where one of the businessman’s mates had a weekender. They went ashore, lit a fire in the courtyard fireplace, and got to work on the case of syrah they’d bought at the vineyard. 

			Over the years, the wine they consumed had got steadily better and their consumption had steadily increased. That reflected a paradox: as they’d become more prosperous, more secure, more embedded in their circumstances — more content, one might think, looking in from the outside — the boys’ weekends had become more of a relief from their everyday reality.

			And after a decade and a half of in vino veritas without a single breach of confidence, these weekends were also a chance to let off steam, to say out loud things that normally stayed inside their heads. For instance, Fraser, who was now an MP, took the opportunity to tell racist jokes. Like the others, like many Pakeha of his age and background, he was instinctively mildly racist, but in public life and in his infrequent interactions with Maori, Polynesians and Asians, he bent over backwards to present as Mr Multi-culture. 

			The openness extended to their private lives. This tended to mean that the two happily married men — Jonathon and Christopher, the property developer turned consultant — had to listen to the two unhappily married men — Adrian and Fraser — moan about their marriages and brag about their affairs. These bore out the banal truth that proximity is the greatest aphrodisiac — Adrian had been through a string of nurses, receptionists and hygienists; Fraser’s late-night trawls of the Beehive had landed a few research assistants and members of the press gallery — although in the telling their lovers were invariably pretty, lubricious, and gratified. Whenever Christopher and Jonathon compared notes back in Auckland, they’d conclude that their friends were full of shit. Their scepticism was borne out when one of the press gallery catch changed jobs to become an unsightly presence on the six o’clock news. 

			They were sitting in the courtyard drinking syrah and smoking the Cuban cigars which Jonathon, by some distance the richest of the four, always provided. 

			“I’ve got a joke for you,” said Adrian who now spent most of his working life in Sydney maintaining the ivory grins of newsreaders, models and trophy wives. “It’s a fucking classic.”

			“Is it dirty?” asked Fraser.

			“Not really,” said Adrian. “But there’s more to life than dirty sex, you know.”

			Jonathon laughed. “Coming from you.”

			“Exactly,” said Fraser. “And, anyway, who says there’s more to life than dirty sex?”

			“The Pope?” suggested Christopher. 

			“Well, he would, wouldn’t he?” said Fraser. “You know why the Pope showers in his undies? Because he doesn’t want to look down on the unemployed.”

			Adrian groaned. “Oh, please. You know how old that joke is? I heard it from my scoutmaster. He was trying to seduce me at the time.”

			“When you say ‘seduce’,” said Jonathon, “that implies some reluctance on your part.” 

			“Au contraire,” said Adrian. “He just wouldn’t take yes for an answer.” The others guffawed. “Now, you want to hear this fucking joke or not? Okay. A businessman rushes up to the ticket counter at some American airport. He’s in a panic because the last plane to Pittsburgh is about to depart. As he opens his mouth to speak to the woman behind the counter, he notices that she’s superbly endowed in the knocker department. ‘Yes sir,’ she says, ‘what can I do for you?’ The guy’s still eyeballing her stupendous norks. Without looking up he says, ‘A return ticket to Tittsburgh please.”

			“Half an hour later, on the plane, he’s still mortified by his faux pas. The guy in the next seat can see he’s a bit uptight and asks if he’s okay. ‘I just had the most horrendously embarrassing experience,’ he says, and explains what happened. ‘Tell me about it,’ says the other guy. ‘I know how easy it is to get your words mixed up when you’ve got something on your mind. At breakfast this morning I meant to say to the wife, ‘Darling, would you pass the marmalade,’ but you know how it came out? ‘You fucking cunt, you’ve ruined my life.’”

			The joke met with a mixed reaction. Jonathon shrugged as if he didn’t really get it; Fraser emitted a low, appreciative chuckle; Christopher spluttered a few times then let out a roar, like a motorbike kick-started on a cold morning. 

			“Settle down,” said Jonathon. “It wasn’t that bloody funny.” 

			“Actually, I wouldn’t have thought it was your sort of joke,” Fraser said to Christopher. “Twenty-five years of married bliss and all that.”

			Christopher dabbed his eyes. “You like racist jokes, but you’re not a racist — or so you keep telling us. And since when was I going on about wedded bliss?”

			“Maybe not this time,” said Adrian, “but you’d have to admit it’s been a bit of a theme over the years.”

			“Yeah, well, that was then,” said Christopher.

			“If I didn’t know better,” said Jonathon, “I’d say that sounds like trouble at mill.”

			Christopher shook his head crossly. “I thought I married the girl next door, not bloody Wonder Woman.” He stood up. “The shithouse calls. I might be some time.” He went inside. 

			“Well, I’ll be fucked,” said Fraser, eyebrows aloft.

			Adrian said, “Are you two thinking what I’m thinking?”

			“I’m not thinking about sex,” said Jonathon, “so probably not.”

			“I reckon he’s got something going on.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“A bit of stray,” said Adrian, “a bit of crutch, a bit of what makes you throb in the night.”

			“You think he’s having an affair?” said Fraser.

			“Don’t be daft,” said Jonathon.

			“You’ve got to admit,” said Adrian, “that was way out of character. Like a whole different person.”

			“Give the man a break,” said Jonathon. “His life’s been turned upside down — that’s got to take a bit of getting used to.”

			“Jesus, it’s been a while now,” said Fraser. “Besides, what’s the big deal? It wouldn’t take me too long to get used to my wife making a shitload of money.”

			“Nor me,” said Adrian. “Then she could fuck off and fend for herself. There’s something’s going on there, you can put the ring around it. You guys see more of him than I do so maybe it’s harder for you to pick up, but I sensed it the moment I laid eyes on him at Westhaven.”

			“You know what I don’t get?” Jonathon asked Adrian. “If things are that bad at home, why don’t you just split? Okay, she’ll walk away with half, but you’re the most expensive fucking dentist in Australasia: you’ll make it all back and more in ten years.”

			“Fuck that for a game of soldiers,” said Adrian as Christopher rejoined them. “I haven’t sweated my balls off all these years to hand the bitch half of everything I own on a silver platter. And I don’t want to work for another ten years either. In five years tops I want to be an ex-dentist kicking back in Noosa.”

			“Suit yourself,” said Jonathon. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m pleased you don’t want to do that because I happen to like your wife. But if the relationship’s as poisonous as you make out, you could retire to the Riviera and still be unhappy.” 

			“He’s got a point,” said Fraser.

			“Pity this isn’t America,” said Christopher. “You could just look up Dial a Hitman in the Yellow Pages.”

			Adrian extended his arm across the table for a high-five. “Right on, brother.”

			JOYCE

			St Heliers, Auckland, six years ago

			It all boiled down to self-discipline. Sure, being organised helped, but a lot of what people called organisation was really self-discipline: having a structure to your life; sticking to your plans and routines regardless of what circumstances and other people threw at you. Having a few brains helped too, but less than you’d think. Look at her: nobody’s fool, no question about that, but certainly no Einstein. She came across plenty of people who were brighter than her. For that matter some of her employees were brighter than her. So how come they worked for her and not the other way round? How come she was more successful than all those brainboxes out there? Two words: self-discipline. 

			She did her stretches at the bottom of the drive, glancing up at the dark mass of the house. 

			Where would their lovely home be without her self-discipline? Gone west, that’s where. 

			Self-discipline had got her through a degree while holding down a full-time job. Self-discipline had enabled her to raise two well-adjusted, high-achieving kids while working part-time. And self-discipline had been the key to building a thriving business from the ground up when their comfortable little world was on the verge of falling apart.

			It was 5.59 am. She shook the traces of sleep stiffness from her arms and legs, set her watch and eased into a jog. Within twenty-five metres she was moving at the brisk tempo she’d maintain for the next three quarters of an hour. 

			Self-discipline had enabled her to roll back the disfiguring effects of childbirth without resorting to cosmetic surgery, like some people she could mention. To heck with that: this body was all her own work. And pretty darn trim for fifty-one if she said so herself, as she often did when she inspected it in the full-length mirror in her walk-in wardrobe.

			Self-discipline got her out of bed at 5.40 every second morning to go for a run. Even on mornings like this when the chill turned your nose red and your fingers white and it would be so easy to sink back into that big, soft bed. Even if she’d been up late getting on top of her paperwork, or cleaning up after a dinner party while her husband was upstairs snoring his head off. Assuming he was capable of negotiating the stairs. Even if she had a rotten cold, because you couldn’t let a little bug rule your life. Every second morning, without fail, she was down at the gate stretching by 5.55 and on her way by six. You could set your watch by her.

			Her route never varied. What was the point? It was exercise, not sight-seeing. Mind you, she’d be doing the old eyes-right when she passed a certain house that had just gone on the market, a snip at $8.7 million. Dream home was right. Dream on. Not that they couldn’t have done the deal. Since the business took off, getting money out of the bank was the least of her worries — they were almost offended that she didn’t want more. Once bitten, twice shy though. She had nothing against bankers — well, nothing much anyway — but she didn’t want them owning a chunk of her home. When you own it outright, no one can take it away from you. 

			If it was up to her husband, they’d be moving in next week. He still didn’t get it even though it was his over-confidence and, let’s face it, lack of self-discipline that had landed them in the poop in the first place. Oh well, he was what he was and that leopard certainly wasn’t going to change his spots. Besides, she wouldn’t have fallen for him if he’d been a different person, more like her. They were a classic case of opposites attract. No, it wouldn’t happen next week, but it would happen. And the first he’d know about it would be when she tossed him the front-door key and said, ever so casually, “Darling, you know that house in Lammermoor Drive that we were so keen on—.” 

			People couldn’t believe she went jogging without an iPod. What a waste, drifting through this precious, uninterrupted time with your head clogged up with music. This was when she did her best thinking. 

			Maybe she would have checked before crossing the road if she hadn’t been preoccupied with the looming confrontation with her increasingly distracted personal assistant. Maybe she would have noticed the car if the driver had had his headlights on. But there was so little traffic at that hour of the morning in those leafy suburban streets.

			By the time the engine noise did penetrate her cocoon of concentration it was too late. She was in the air for several seconds, her body a bag of shattered bones, her limbs as limp as a rag doll’s, because death was instantaneous.

			ROGER

			Ponsonby, Auckland, three years ago

			Jesus, who’d live in the suburbs? Stuck in traffic twice a day and sipping sparkling mineral water while the rest of the crew got shit-faced. As opposed to this: a ten-minute walk from SPQR to his front door, seven if he took the short cut through the old bakery site. He could do it on autopilot and often did.

			At least Phil didn’t do the stuck record thing tonight, thank fuck. He just didn’t get it. You couldn’t really blame him. People who grew up poor craved financial security — it was their holy grail. They lay awake at night fantasising about getting that big break and never having to worry about money again. 

			So when they were offered a truckload of coin for the company, Phil couldn’t think past the thrill of seeing telephone numbers on his next bank statement and the fuck-you call to Mum and Dad. Hey, guess what? Your dropkick son who left school at fifteen and still smokes dope is a dead-set millionaire. Not a theoretical, if you sold everything you owned and lived in the in-laws’ spare room-type millionaire, but a real fucking millionaire. Keep buying the Lotto tickets, man.

			Phil wasn’t thinking about what a pain in the arse it would be having to answer to other people after twenty years of being your own boss. Shit, it would be bad enough reporting to the guys in London, but at least they had an industry background and seemed to accept that making films and TV programmes wasn’t always and only about the bottom line. That dipstick in Sydney, though—. As far as he was concerned, if it didn’t have celebrities with big tits, forget it.

			Phil couldn’t — or wouldn’t — see how soul-destroying it would be jumping through hoops and kissing arse to get the green light for projects that right now they could decide on over a long lunch. And while the guys in London weren’t dipsticks, they weren’t Kiwis either. How fucking hard would it be to get London excited about uniquely New Zealand stories? 

			There’d be paperclip-counters always looking over your shoulder, insisting on proper budgets and timesheets and fully documented expense claims. There’d be some sanctimonious bloody company code of conduct that would knock the fringe benefits on the head. For Christ’s sake, half the fun of being in the fucking film industry was the hot chick factor. 

			Take the new girl; he certainly intended to. Man, did she spark up in the bar just now when he was talking about hanging out at Cannes with George Clooney and Brad Pitt. It crossed his mind to ask her if she’d mind popping back to the office to help him get out a pitch document, but experience had taught him the value of patience. Give her a while to get her head around the idea of fucking the boss who was old enough to be her father. Besides, when the time came he wanted to put his best foot forward and he was a few glasses of red past that point. 

			Sure, it was different for Phil: like all the other old hippies, he probably wanted to send his kids to private schools. But he knew the score. Shit, whose bloody idea was it to have that legal agreement that both of them had to approve any change to the shareholding structure? 

			It was a shame Phil had his tits in a knot but he’d get over it. He always did. It wasn’t as if it had been sweetness and light and never a cross word between them, especially the last couple of months. But at the end of the day, they complemented each other. As a partnership they had credibility and runs on the board; if they split up, they’d just join the queue of hustlers and wannabes and bullshit artists hawking their half-arsed ideas to anyone who’d sit still. So Phil would get over it. He had to. He had no fucking choice.

			Once he’d got over it and they had a serious, edgy project on the go, he’d remind Phil that he’d saved them from a fate worse than death: working for the man, coming in every day to do shit they’d be embarrassed to put their names to, being bad-mouthed behind their backs as pretenders who’d talked the talk but sold out the first time a big cheque was waved under their noses. And Phil would thank him for it.

			In a couple of weeks the new girl would be ripe for the plucking. No, he wouldn’t use the old “Can you work late tonight?” gambit, tried and tested though it was. The casting couch — as Phil called it — in his office had seen plenty of action over the years, but it was really designed for wham, bam, thank you ma’ams, not that they didn’t have their place in the scheme of things. But if you were contemplating something more than a one-off Friday night quickie, repeat business as it were, home was the go: the outdoor fire, the spa under the stars, the super-king bed that seemed to bring out the beast even in the good girls. But even though he’d be pawing the ground, he’d have to remember not to come this way. Fuck, it was dark. No wonder that last chick freaked out and bailed on him.

			He froze when the arm snaked around his neck and a male voice snarled in his ear: “Take out your wallet and drop it on the ground.” The choke hold tightened. “Do it, fucker.” As he pawed feebly at the hip pocket of his jeans, he was swung around. A gloved fist slammed into the middle of his face. He reeled backwards, blood filling his mouth. Through the firestorm of pain and terror he saw a hoodie, saw a knife blade flash, saw nothing else. 

			EVELYNE

			Remuera, Auckland, nine months ago

			They were two of a kind, she thought: stubborn old bitches.

			She looked down at the golden labrador lying at her feet. Wag just pipped her age-wise, fifteen dog years being ninety-plus in human terms according to some chart her daughter had found on the internet. They were really just hanging on because the alternative — slipping away into oblivion — was even less appealing.

			They still had their marbles, thank God, but were a couple of physical wrecks. Now and again the woman who did her shopping and cleaning tried to interest Wag in a walk around the block, but after fifty metres or so she’d just lie down on the footpath and refuse to budge. A far cry from the days when she followed you around like a shadow until you gave in and got the lead, then dragged you through Cornwall Park practically ripping your arm out of its socket. 

			As for her, the stairs were her Berlin Wall, a barrier to the outside world. Going down was manageable but, Lord above, getting back up. Her son’s solution was for her to move into a ground-floor apartment or a “unit” — what an evocative term for home, sweet home — in a retirement village. Not on your Nellie, buster. She’d lived here since 1968 — they’d actually signed the contract the day the Wahine went down — and moving now would seem like a repudiation of the best years of her life and the memories that sustained her. She wasn’t going anywhere; they’d have to carry her out in a wooden box. 

			Her solution was much more elegant: install a basic kitchen upstairs, convert one of the spare bedrooms into a living-cum-TV room, et voila: the stairs were no longer a problem because there was no reason to go downstairs. Someone asked her if she ever got bored being restricted to one floor. What a daft question. House-bound was house-bound: what difference did it make how many rooms your world has shrunk to? Besides, boredom was as much part of old age as loneliness and infirmity, although it didn’t get as much recognition. 

			By and large she’d learned to live with loneliness. The only way she was going to see her husband was if he was waiting for her on the other side. Much as she’d like to believe that, and much as she’d like to think her decades of conscientious church attendance would be rewarded, she wasn’t taking it for granted. If there was an afterlife, she hoped her mild scepticism wouldn’t be held against her. 

			She always went along with her friends’ suggestions that she must miss the entertaining, but that was for their benefit — they’d probably be offended if she disagreed. In fact she didn’t miss it at all. It was something she and her husband had done together. He loved planning a dinner party, putting together a menu, organising the food and wine, and his enthusiasm rubbed off on her. And in those days she had a decent appetite and liked a glass of wine or three. Now she ate like a bird and a second glass of wine left her feeling as if she’d been sandbagged.

			She missed her daughter and grandchildren — and son-in-law up to a point — but they lived in Brussels. Their visits every second Christmas were, by some distance, top of her ever-diminishing list of things to look forward to. Her son and daughter-in-law lived on the North Shore. Of course she enjoyed seeing them but, if she was absolutely honest, it wasn’t the end of the world if he rang to say they were too busy to make it over that week. Maybe she was being unfair but, when they did come, she always got the feeling they’d spent the drive over working out why they couldn’t stay for very long. 

			The truth was the relationship hadn’t been quite the same since she’d politely but firmly rejected her son’s suggestion that he should take over the running of her financial affairs. It was for his own good, not that he could see that. Despite ample opportunity he had failed to demonstrate that he’d inherited his father’s astuteness in money matters. A couple of her husband’s friends, who did share his astuteness in money matters, were happy to look after her affairs and had done a very good job of it. Unlike some other widows she knew, she’d come through the recent financial turmoil relatively unscathed. When the time came her son could do as he pleased with his share of the inheritance, and if he didn’t, his wife certainly would. The look on their faces that time she jokingly suggested she might leave a decent whack to the SPCA—. Clearly there were some subjects one simply didn’t joke about.

			Goodness gracious, what was that racket? Wag really was on her last legs if she could sleep through that. It was one of those dreadful radio people being inane at the top of his lungs. Why were they so proud of being imbeciles? It sounded as though it was coming from downstairs, but her help had left hours ago and anyway wouldn’t have dared to put talkback on at that volume. It had to be some kind of electrical fault or power surge. Oh well, nothing else for it but to venture downstairs for the first time in months. 

			Leaning on her walking stick, she made her way to the top of the stairs. What a god-awful din. She thought of trying to find the ear plugs she used to block out her husband’s snoring. He, bless him, claimed it was all in her mind.

			She lurched forward, losing her balance. The landing rushed up to meet her. Her last thought was to wonder if the loud click that seemed to come from inside her head was the sound of her neck breaking.

			LORNA

			Parnell, Auckland, one month ago

			She had to clasp the cup in both hands to stop it spilling, and it clattered in the saucer when she put it down. The man at the next table was staring at her. She could feel his prying gaze roam over her like a torch beam. She could almost hear his eyebrows clench as he observed her burning cheeks and shaking hands and the mess she’d created — the puddle of milk, the dusting of sugar. She trapped her hands between her thighs, where they couldn’t shake and couldn’t be seen, and looked straight ahead. Everyone in the café must be looking at her thinking, what’s going on there? What’s up with the woman of leisure in the Trelise Cooper outfit and the Blahnik shoes?

			It was a good question. What the hell was she doing there? Why was she, a sensible, enviable, middle-aged married woman who’d hardly done a reckless or wilfully foolish thing in her life, sitting there summoning up the nerve to go into the apartment building across the street and have sex with a man she barely knew? Why would anyone in her position and in their right mind even contemplate it?

			Because while her husband doted on her (which, in his mind, was proof of love), he wasn’t really interested in her as a person. He was solicitous, respectful, indulgent, but never sought her opinion on anything beyond trivial domestic or social matters, and struggled to conceal his indifference whenever she volunteered it. He was happier to go to work than get home, happier to hook up with his male friends than stay with her. 

			Because there was more to life than lunches with other ladies who lunched, and tennis, and yoga classes, and charity work (socialising by any other name), and overseas holidays, and supervising the gardener. 

			Because the children had left home. 

			Because she was ashamed of not having done more with her life, in the sense of using her ability and exposing herself to a wider range of experiences and challenges. 

			Because it was too long since she’d had an adventure. 

			Because she was bored.

			Because she wanted to have a secret, something thrilling and forbidden she could relive second by second when she woke up at three in the morning.

			Because when it was over she could walk away, knowing there would be no aftermath, no repercussions.

			Because there was no risk.

			She finished her coffee. Her hands had stopped shaking. She placed her palms on her cheeks. They were warm as opposed to hot, which meant pink as opposed to crimson. Pink she could live with. 

			She stood up and walked out of the café, not caring if people were staring at her, feeling the first, faint stirrings of arousal.

			CHRISTOPHER

			St Heliers, Auckland, two weeks ago

			He’d always wondered how he’d react if it came to this. Pretty well as it turned out, assuming you subscribe to the code of the stiff upper lip. Quite the stoic, in fact. He hadn’t swooned or broken down or got angry; he’d sought clarity on the time frame and, as the condemned often do, thanked his sentencer. The specialist had admired his courage, belated acknowledgment that he was a patient rather than a case study. 

			It was a different story at home, of course. He’d thrown up, he’d howled and ranted, he’d soaked his shirt front with tears like equatorial raindrops. When the crying jag had run its course, he stared at himself in the mirror above the basin. A Latin phrase he hadn’t used or thought of since boarding school popped into his head: Morituri te salutant — those who are about to die salute you. He seemed to remember it was what the gladiators said to the emperor before hacking each other to bits for his entertainment. 

			He sat beside the pool drinking $300 cognac. Buggered if he was going to leave that for the wake. When the sun went down he went inside and passed out on the sofa. He woke up in a room stuffy with sun, having slept for fourteen hours. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d managed ten; probably not since his student days. It was a fine time to regain the knack of sleeping in. 

			He thought about telling his friends, but that could wait. There was nothing they could say or do and he wanted to put off being treated as an endangered species for as long as possible. They would ask, “Have you had a second opinion?” This was the second opinion — and third, fourth, fifth, and sixth. The best people in the field in Australasia, doyens and young Turks, safe pairs of hands and pushers of the envelope, optimists and pessimists, had read the notes and studied the images. They were unanimous: It’s inoperable. It’s terminal. Time is very short. We are very sorry.

			He would put off telling the kids for as long as possible too. They were both overseas and there was no point in disrupting their busy lives any earlier than necessary. That was how he rationalised it anyway. The real reason was that their grief would be intolerable.

			He thought of getting in touch with his ex, just out of curiosity really. Would she feel guilty about the way she dumped him, without warning or sympathy? Would she offer to nurse him? He suspected the answers would be no — she simply didn’t do guilt, that one — and yes. She’d probably want to be involved, not because he meant anything to her, but because she would respect the fact that he was dying. But he wouldn’t have that. No matter how bad things got, he wouldn’t have that.

			There was only one person he yearned for, one person he wished he could cling to in the night, but she was out of reach. He’d made sure of that. 

			TITO IHAKA, JOHAN VAN ROON

			Wairarapa, yesterday

			Well, would you look at this, thought Johan Van Roon as he nosed his car through the trees into a space between two grimy utes. It was a classic summer scene. A cricket match was in progress on a converted farm paddock, a natural oval bordered by a long, curving stand of macrocarpas on one side and a stream on the other. Brown hills undulated across the horizon. Late afternoon was becoming early evening, and the burn and dazzle of Wairarapa summer had receded to a benign, golden glow.

			Van Roon got out of his car, almost planting his boat shoe in a fresh cowpat. Yep, classic Kiwi all right.

			He jumped the stream at a point where it narrowed to not much more than a metre, and negotiated a low wire fence to join the scattering of spectators on the boundary. Some boys were having their own game with a plastic bat and tennis ball, while a couple of toddlers tottered like drunks among the female support crew spread over several picnic rugs. 

			A classic scene, perhaps, but not one in which Van Roon had ever expected to see Tito Ihaka. Yet there he was at square leg, typically the only fielder not wearing a cap or floppy hat. Unless Van Roon’s eyes deceived him, Ihaka had shed some weight. It wasn’t that he was a shadow of his former self, like the ex-fatsos in diet adverts who pose beside life-sized cardboard dummies of their old, blubbery selves, but there was definitely less of him. 

			Next over Ihaka was stationed on the long-off boundary, not far from the spectators. Van Roon wandered across. Ihaka was too focused on what was happening in the middle to notice him.

			“You’ve been down here too long, mate,” said Van Roon. “I suppose you’ve taken up pottery as well.”

			Ihaka glanced over his shoulder. “Detective Inspector Van Roon. What brings you—?” The rest of the sentence was drowned out by a group bellow from the middle. Ihaka’s head whipped around. His team-mates were trying to alert him to the imminent arrival of a skier. Ihaka got a sighter, unhurriedly positioned himself and took the catch with a minimum of fuss, the ball seeming to nestle gratefully in his meaty grasp. 

			The other fielders converged. After a minute or so, Ihaka extracted himself from the back-slapping huddle and walked over to Van Roon. “If I’d fucking spilled that,” he growled, “you’d be face-down in a cowpat right now.”

			Van Roon retreated to a wooden bench a few metres back from the boundary. Nothing’s changed, he thought. Ihaka might have spent five years in this backwater, he might have lost a bit of weight and taken up a team sport (and a pretty white, middle-class one at that), but under those cricket whites was the Tito he knew and loved — and had sometimes regretted ever setting eyes on. 

			A few minutes later Ihaka came on to bowl. Van Roon expected him to try to bowl faster than was sensible for a man of his age and build. In fact, he shuffled in off half a dozen paces and rolled his arm over as gently as if he was bowling to an emotionally fragile eight-year-old in backyard cricket. While his slow-medium trundle seemed, to Van Roon’s admittedly untrained eye, to sit up and beg to be flogged to all corners of the ground, it proved too crafty for the opposition. In quick succession three batsmen launched violent swipes and were either clean bowled or caught in the deep. With the youngster bounding in from the other end chipping in with an athletic caught and bowled, the game ended in a clatter of tumbling wickets. 

			The fall of the final wicket was the cue for a round of hugs and high-fives. Van Roon wished he’d brought a camera: he knew people who’d pay top dollar for photographic evidence of Ihaka participating in mass man-love, however sheepishly. 

			The players came off the field, the teams shook hands, chilly bins were looted. Van Roon sniffed the beguiling aroma of sausages on the barbecue and wondered how long he’d have to wait for Ihaka. But less than five minutes later he came over with a bottle of beer in each pocket and a sausage wrapped in white bread and smothered in tomato sauce in each hand. 

			“So how do you like Wellington?” he said, parking his backside with a thump which made the bench shake and Van Roon think that maybe his eyes had deceived him after all. “And spare me a five-minute bleat about the weather.”

			“Who needs five minutes?” said Van Roon. “The weather sucks, end of story. Apart from that, Wellington’s great.”

			“And the job?”

			“The first few months were interesting in the sense that nightmares can be interesting. It seems to be getting less interesting, thank Christ. And you?”

			“What about me?”

			“How’s it going over here?” said Van Roon. “I mean, it’s been five years, right? I didn’t think you’d last six months.”

			Ihaka shrugged. “Time flies when you’re asleep. You didn’t drive over the Rimutakas to watch me play cricket, so what’s up?”

			“Missed you too, mate. McGrail wants to see you.”

			“What the fuck for?”

			“He didn’t share that with me,” said Van Roon. “Said it was confidential.”

			Ihaka grunted derisively. “What did he say?”

			“That he wants you up there ASAP.” Van Roon rummaged in the pockets on his cargo shorts and produced a folded sheet of paper. “Your flight details.”

			Ihaka scanned it. “I’m on a flight first fucking thing in the morning.”

			Van Roon nodded. “He said — and I’m not making this up; he really did use these words — ‘time is of the essence’.”
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