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ONE
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The office used to be an old shipping container, its walls scratched and dinged and pitted with rust, now painted gray. These days the only traveling it does is on the back of a truck as it rolls its way up and down the country—a journey it makes once, sometimes twice a year. One of its two long walls has been removed to make way for a door and for a window that over the years has looked out over empty lots as they’ve become apartment complexes and office blocks. Its current view is of a seven-story building. A few of the floors haven’t evolved much beyond steel beams and slabs of concrete, all of it is surrounded by scaffolding stained with dirt and paint and sweat.


The inside of the office has found a way to attract cobwebs, and at the same time repel any warmth, both of these things making Detective Inspector Mitchell Logan shiver as he stands inside it on what so far has been a perfect Christchurch summer morning. The walls have been plastered over, and pinned to them are survey maps and design sketches and blueprints and photographs. There’s a rack holding half a dozen hard hats by the door, with a sticker beneath it that says A HARD HAT A DAY KEEPS THE CONCUSSIONS AWAY. The dust on the window is thick enough to double the thickness of the glass. There’s a desk full of papers, and on the other side of that desk an annoyed-looking foreman by the name of Simon Bower. Bower has slicked-back brown hair and what, up until recently, Mitchell would have called a Unabomber beard, but what his wife has recently pointed out is now called a hipster beard. Bower is a good-looking guy approaching his midthirties, tanned, athletic, and, by the way he keeps looking at his watch, impatient too.


Mitchell glances at his partner—Detective Inspector Ben Kirk—and looks for any sign his friend is cold, but Ben doesn’t show any.


“What kind of questions?” Bower asks, looking at his watch again, as if to make sure it hasn’t been lying to him.


“It’s all fairly routine,” Mitchell says—only it isn’t. None of this is. Mitchell is forty years old, and is fast approaching the date when he will have spent exactly half his life on the force, and in that time he’s learned that the bigger the lie, the bigger the secret. Today the lie is going to be massive. The man they are here to see is going to tell them he was on the other side of the planet visiting his sick mother in hospital. He was on a boat in the middle of the Pacific Ocean rescuing dolphins. He was orbiting the moon. He was anywhere except for the one place they know he had been—Andrea Walsh’s car. And where is Andrea Walsh? They don’t know. But the bloody power saw found near her car suggests she could be discovered in a variety of places—all at the same time. Not only was there blood on the saw, but hair and bone and pieces of flesh, some no bigger than a splinter, others the size of a knuckle, including, what the medical examiner told them, was an actual knuckle. The car was found abandoned two nights ago, pulled up off the motorway, out of petrol. A motorist who had almost run into it reported it. The police had not been able to contact the owner and, the following day, had begun to search the area. The bloody saw was found in a ditch fifty yards off the side of the road with the knuckle lodged under the retractable guard.


It was a mistake for the saw to be dumped so close to the car—but Mitchell is sure whoever dumped it felt it was the better alternative than walking down the motorway with it. The power saw had a serial number. The serial number told them it belonged to a construction company. That is what has led them on a path to this very shipping-container office to talk to this very foreman.


“So why do you need to know who the saw belongs to?” Bower asks. “Somebody steal it?”


“Something like that,” Ben says.


“Don’t you … like, you know, don’t you like need a warrant or something?” Bower asks.


“We’d need one, if we were here to search the premises,” Ben says.


“And we’ll get one, if we need to,” Mitchell says.


“Only we know there’s no need,” Ben says, “because we’re not here to look around, we’re here to talk to who uses the power saw that matches that serial number, and you’re going to tell us who that is.”


“All this for a stolen saw?” Bower asks.


“Just give us a name,” Mitchell says.


“Fine, don’t tell me then.” Bower breathes heavily and does his best to sound put out as he moves his coffee cup to the side and slides some papers off his computer keyboard so he can tap at the keys. After a few seconds of typing and clicking, he starts to nod. “Oh,” he says.


“Oh?” Mitchell says.


“The saw belongs to Boris McKenzie,” Bower says.


“And?” Mitchell asks.


“And Boris is … well … a bit of a hothead. He’s a good guy, a hard worker, but … just a suggestion, if you’re here to hassle him for something, you might want to bring reinforcements. He can fire up pretty quick.”


Okay, so it’s not the biggest lie Mitchell has ever heard. It’s not up there with him saying he was busy saving kids from a burning orphanage, but it’s definitely a lie. Mitchell looks at Ben, and Ben gives him a slight nod. It’s what they had expected.


“And where do we find this …?” Mitchell asks.


“Boris McKenzie,” Bower says. “He’s on the fourth floor.”


“What’s it like up there?” Ben asks.


“It’s easy to find.”


“That’s not what I asked.”


Bower shrugs. “A mess, I guess. Some half-completed offices, some open planning.”


“A bit of a maze then?” Ben asks.


“I wouldn’t put it like that, but yeah, maybe.”


“How about you show us the way?” Mitchell asks.


“I got a lot of work to do,” Bower says, and proves this by looking again at his watch, and wincing while doing so, as if every passing second is hurting him. “We’re behind schedule as it is, and to be honest, I don’t really want Boris knowing it was me who sent you to him.”


“A place like this, with all these materials and tools and open walls with big heights, it’s better we know exactly who we’re looking for and where we’re going,” Mitchell says.


“Plus, it’s a hazardous area,” Ben says. “Neither of us wants to end up getting electrocuted or having a steel beam dropped on us.”


“Which means you’re coming with us,” Mitchell says.


“I really have to—”


“What?” Ben asks. “Impede an investigation? Or be a good citizen and do your best for the community?”


Bower exhales loudly again, then moves around the desk and grabs a hard hat. He hands one each to Mitchell and Ben. “You go where I go,” he says. “And you do what I say. It’s a danger zone up there if you don’t know what you’re doing.”


“Exactly why you’re coming with us,” Ben reminds him.


They follow him outside. The warmth of the morning masked by the office comes back. They cover the twenty yards to the building, passing electricians’ vans and plumbers’ vans and glaziers’ vans. There’s the beep-beep of a cement truck backing onto the site. There’s activity from every direction as things are measured and cut and poured and connected. They reach the elevators, which, Bower tells them, were installed four weeks ago. “Otherwise right now we’d be climbing a hell of a lot of ladders,” he says.


Mitchell thinks the constant sound of power tools firing up and winding down would make him go crazy. Workers are yelling and arguing and laughing and Mitchell keeps waiting for somebody to shout look out as something heavy falls towards him. It’s a relief to get inside the elevator, where there is no elevator music and no elevator small talk as they take the ride. The doors open. The building is as much a shell inside as it is out. There are internal walls with cables hanging out of them. Cables hang from the ceiling too. Nothing has been painted. No flooring has been put down—there’s just concrete sprawling out in front of them, covered in sawdust and metal filings and the occasional nail. There are some windows, but there are also areas where windows haven’t been put in yet, those gaps covered by polythene that flaps in the slight breeze.


“Watch your step,” Bower says.


“How many people are on this floor?” Ben asks.


“Only Boris. And now us. Most of the crew are putting in big efforts on the ground floor today, but Boris is replacing some drywall that got damaged.”


“I can still hear other people,” Ben says.


“Once the windows and insulation are all in you won’t hear a thing outside of this floor,” Bower says.


Ben reaches inside his jacket and pulls out a gun. He points it at the floor.


“Bloody hell, is that necessary?” Bower asks.


“It is if Boris is as big a hothead as you suggest.”


“This isn’t just about a stolen power saw, is it?” Bower says.


“I think it’s best we separate,” Ben says.


“I agree,” Mitchell says, pulling out his own gun.


“Maybe I should go,” Bower says.


“Just stay behind us,” Mitchell says. “You want left or right?” he asks Ben.


“Left.”


“You’re with me,” Mitchell says, glancing back at Bower.


Ben goes left. Mitchell and the foreman go right. A sparrow flies down the corridor towards them, looking for an exit, and a moment later another one follows it. Mitchell can smell plaster. He keeps his gun pointing at the floor. Bower never strays any farther than a few footsteps. They reach the end of the corridor, where one of the windows has been installed, a six-foot-square view looking out over the office below. The glass dulls the sound from outside. Mitchell can see a truck dropping off more supplies and the cement truck still backing into position.


The next corridor isn’t much different from the one they step out of. Drywall that’s been plastered but still needs painting. Cables everywhere. Hand tools and sawhorses and two- and three-gallon pails of paint stacked along the walls, lengths of architrave next to boxes of nails and screws and soon-to-be-installed light switches, a nail gun and a tile cutter and bags of grout. Mitchell checks the rooms they pass and sees more of the same, some with windows, some with polythene. At the end is a six-foot window identical to that in the previous corridor, only this time instead of glass, a thick piece of polythene covers it. It’s clear enough that he can make out the mounds of dirt and a few vehicles below, but not in any detail. All in all, not much of a view.


He turns back to check on Bower. “We should—”


He stops talking. Bower has picked up the nail gun they passed earlier and is now pointing it at him.


“Wait,” Mitchell says.


Bower doesn’t wait. He squeezes the trigger. Detective Mitchell feels no pain, just a tugging at his body, a tightness in his arm, then his chest, like his muscles are being squeezed. He tries to raise his gun, but his arm won’t move. The nail gun makes a popping sound, another and another. There are four, five, now six nails in his chest. The gun falls out of his hand. He raises his other hand to pull at the nails, but before he can manage it one punctures his palm and goes right through it, sticking his hand to his shoulder. Still there is no pain, only numb pressure points across his body, acupuncture on a giant scale. There is a thud as a nail skims off the side of his hard hat.


“You’ve ruined everything,” Bower says.


“Don’t,” he says, but he knows that isn’t going to stop Bower. This is the moment when his nightmares come true. He can see the police visiting his wife. He can see her collapsing at the news. He can see the police looking into his past and uncovering all the bad shit he’s been doing for the last five years, bad shit he wanted to take to his grave—which he guesses is what’s about to happen. He drops to his knees. The smell of plaster is weaker. The concrete mixer isn’t as noisy. He can no longer hear the cement truck backing up. He can taste blood. There are more popping sounds. Pressure in his neck. In the side of his face. Bower moves in closer. He places his foot against Mitchell’s chest and there’s nothing he can do to stay balanced as the foreman pushes him backwards.


The polythene separating the inside world from the outside holds his weight for a second, and then another. Then it stretches. It sags in the middle, then stretches some more.


Then it tears.


Mitchell looks up at the building as he falls. He slams into the outer railing of the scaffolding and instead of bouncing inwards, he bounces out, and he thinks, Just typical as he passes the third floor, the second floor, the first floor, gaining speed as he drops.


He doesn’t hear his bones shatter when he hits the ground.


Doesn’t feel his spine or his neck snap.


He doesn’t feel anything.




TWO
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When Ben Kirk moves into the corridor, his view is of his partner’s feet as they disappear from view. Standing next to the torn polythene staring outwards is Simon Bower. The rage is immediate. Ben points his gun at the foreman and his hand is shaking and the urge to squeeze the trigger is immense.


“Don’t move.”


Bower doesn’t move. He keeps looking outside.


“Put the nail gun down,” Ben yells, “then slowly turn around to face me.”


Bower doesn’t put the nail gun down. He turns around holding it. “I don’t know what you think happened,” Bower says, “but it’s not how it looks. Boris ran at him. They both went through the plastic. They’re both down there. We need to help them.”


“You’ve got two seconds to put the nail gun down before I open fire.”


Bower puts down the nail gun.


“Face the wall,” Ben yells.


“Your partner is down there,” Bower says. “You’re wasting time here.”


“You put him down there.”


Bower shakes his head. “I tried to warn you what Boris was like. I tried to stop it from happening. We need to hurry. Your partner is going to die if we don’t do something.”


Ben knows that unless Mitchell is hanging on to the scaffolding, he’s already dead. The idea of that … it hurts, it breaks his heart, and it’s going to break a lot of other hearts too. There has to be some way to take it all back, a big reset button, only there isn’t—there’s just death and pain. The only thing holding him together right now is the anger, and he has to hang on to it. If he lets it go, he’s going to collapse.


“Face the wall and put your hands on it above you.”


Bower complies. Ben moves over to the gaping hole in the polythene and looks out at the scaffolding where his partner isn’t. People are yelling from the ground and moving towards something he can’t see from this angle, but he knows what it is. He can feel something tearing in his chest. He can feel something inside him starting to snap. A certain kind of rage that needs a certain kind of release.


He’s tempted to throw Bower through the window.


He takes a deep breath. He has to get himself under control. He reminds himself why he came here. “What do you weigh?”


“What?”


“You look like you take care of yourself. You run?”


Bower starts to turn back.


“Keep facing the wall and answer the question.”


“What question?”


“You look like you run. You look like you hit the gym a little too. What about smoking? Are you a smoker?”


“What? No, no, I don’t smoke. But what are—”


“You drink?”


“What the hell are you getting at?” Bower asks.


“Answer the question. Do you drink?”


Bower tries to turn again, but stops when Ben pushes his gun into the back of his neck. “I … I guess, on occasion, yeah, I drink. But not much. I run a little, but not much.”


“You got cancer? You sick at all?”


“I want my lawyer.”


Ben pushes the gun in harder. “I asked are you sick?”


“No. I’m not sick.”


Ben pulls the trigger.


The bullet goes through the back of Bower’s neck and out the front of his throat, making a mess of the wall ahead of him, but nothing some plaster and paint won’t fix. Bower wraps his hands around the wound while falling to his knees. He twists towards Ben. The confused look on his face disappears as his body relaxes. His mouth opens and closes as he tries to say something, but the only sound he can make is a thud as he falls forward and hits the floor. His hands slip away from his throat. There’s a pool of blood spreading beneath him.


Ben uses a handkerchief to pick up the nail gun. He fires it in the direction he came from earlier, shooting half a dozen shots into the walls and down the corridor. The seventh shot he fires into his arm. It doesn’t hurt as bad as he thought it would, and for the moment there’s hardly any blood. He drops the nail gun onto the floor. None of his colleagues are going to go out of their way to disprove his version of events—that Bower shot at him first, and he returned fire in self-defense.


He crouches down in front of Bower. The man is still alive and watching everything Ben is doing, and most likely figuring out what it all means.


“We knew it was you before we even came here,” Ben says.


Bower says nothing.


“We were in your house before we came here this morning. We found your bloody clothes and her necklace, and my advice to you is you shouldn’t cut out newspaper clippings of people you’ve killed and leave them on the coffee table. We knew you were bullshitting us about Boris, but you still got one over on us, you son of a bitch.”


He reaches out and pinches Bower’s nostrils shut, and Bower squirms a little but doesn’t have the energy to do anything more than that. His eyes widen and blood starts drooling from the side of his mouth. Ben lets go.


“You’re probably curious as to why we brought you up here, and didn’t arrest you downstairs. Tell you what, if you tell me where Andrea Walsh’s body is, I won’t let you die wondering.”


Bower manages to raise his hand. He turns his palm upwards and gives Ben the finger. Then he smiles.


“You tell me where her body is, or I’m going to hold a press conference and say we found a hidden directory on your computer that was full of child porn. That’s going to be your legacy.”


Bower lifts his other hand, and uses it to point at the hand that’s giving Ben the finger. His smile widens, and he coughs, and blood comes out his mouth and his nose.


“So be it,” Ben says, and he reaches forward to pinch Bower’s nostrils shut again, but realizes there’s no point. The man is already dead.


He pulls out his cell phone and makes a call.


“Two minutes,” he says, then hangs up.


He wraps polythene around Bower’s neck to contain the blood so he doesn’t get it all over himself. He pulls the nail out of his arm and the blood starts to flow. He hauls Bower up into a fireman’s lift and gets him to the elevator. He calls the station when he’s on the ground floor and tells them what’s happened. He tells them both Mitchell and his killer are being rushed to the hospital. He removes the plastic from around Bower’s neck.


When the ambulance arrives, the paramedics look at the two dead men and don’t try to save them. There’s no point. They don’t make any conversation as they get the bodies loaded into the back. Ben takes Mitchell’s hand and tells him he’ll honor the promise he made him if something like this ever happened, then the ambulance tears out of the parking lot, and a few minutes later police cars tear their way in. A second ambulance shows up. Police officers are ushering back the construction workers and setting up a cordon. A paramedic who smells and sounds like he spends a lot of time hanging out with cigarettes takes Ben into the back of the ambulance. He sounds miffed when Ben tells him he doesn’t want to go to the hospital to have his arm checked out, that all he wants right now is to have it patched as best as he can. Police tape starts going up. There are so many people moving around, dirt and dust is getting kicked into the air.


Detectives start arriving. They have questions for him, and he promises them he will explain everything soon, but right now he has to leave. There’s a clock ticking and a lot that needs to be done. He ducks under the tape, and his arm is throbbing and the paramedic warned him it would only get worse, but for now he wants it to hurt. He wants to suffer. He gets to his car. An hour ago there were two of them, now it’s only him. He sits and stares at the passenger seat, remembering the conversation they had on the way here, remembering other conversations, other times, other close calls and near misses and the adrenaline rushes and the heartbreaks.


It’s always been the heartbreaks that made him and Mitchell try to improve the world.


“I’m sorry,” he says to the partner who is no longer there, and he clenches his jaw and swallows down his anger and his sorrow, because there’ll be plenty of time for that later. Now he needs to stay calm and keep it together. The drive to see Michelle Logan is the hardest he’s ever had to make. Mitchell and Michelle—cute names for a cute couple, he thinks. The kind of meant-to-be names. And they were meant to be. Everybody who knew them knew that. High school sweethearts who have been together for twenty-five years. Ben has known them that entire time—there were four of them who were best friends through high school, Mitchell, Michelle, Ben, and Ben’s brother, Jesse. They were all in the same classes together, they had the same circle of friends, went to the same concerts and drank the same beer at the same parties, they smoked weed and swam at the beach and queued up outside nightclubs and did a million other things together as they grew up.


The partying stopped when Mitchell applied to police college—he went from smoking a little bit of weed to arresting those doing the same thing. Michelle went to university and spent five years studying to become a veterinarian, while Jesse went to teachers’ college for three years, then started teaching. Ben broke up with his girlfriend to go and see the world, working behind bars and doing the minimum to scrape by. He did that for five years, coming back when Jesse got sick, which was around the same time Mitchell’s sister died, sixteen, almost seventeen years ago now. Ben came back unemployed and with no direction. Mitchell convinced him to apply for the police force, and now … now he’s turning a ten-minute drive into twenty because that will give Michelle a little extra time of not knowing.


The veterinary clinic she co-owns is in the north of the city. It shares its parking lot with a hairdresser and a pharmacy and a clothing outlet store. He parks next to a red BMW in which a woman is having a conversation with something in a cage that he can’t see. He gets out and leans against his car and considers how he’s going to break the news. He’s done it before, but never to anybody he knows. A guy in a shirt and tie walks out of the front entrance of the clinic carrying a cat’s cage at arm’s length. His sleeves are rolled up and there are fresh claw marks up and down his arms. The man notices Ben’s bandaged arm and nods at him, sharing a cats, huh? look, and Ben finds himself nodding back.


He can’t put this off any longer.


He’s most of the way to the door when it opens again. Michelle comes outside. At five feet nine, and with wavy red hair that reaches below her shoulders, Michelle always drew a lot of attention back in their school days, and is more beautiful now at forty than she was at twenty. This is going to destroy her. It already is. She’s already crying, and he knows she must have seen him through the window with the blood on his shirt and the bandage on his arm and that’s all it takes for the partner of somebody in law enforcement to know that her deepest fear has caught up with her.


“How bad?” she asks.


“I’m so sorry,” he says, which tells her everything she needs to know. He wraps his arms around her and tries to hang on tight, but it’s not tight enough and her legs go out from under her and she sits on the step and he sits next to her. He can see people staring out the windows at them, some with hands to their mouths. She sobs into his chest. He can feel his own tears on their way but he hangs on. He has to.


“How did …” she whispers, and the words get stuck and nothing else will follow.


He tells her how it happened, all the while looking down at the hot, gray asphalt.


He wipes a finger at his eyes. “There’s something else.”


“What kind of something?” she says.


He tells her about the promise Mitchell asked him to keep, with the hope she will agree to it.




THREE
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Joshua doesn’t know why he’s cursed, he just knows that he is. He doesn’t know how many generations back it goes, but he does know he’s inherited it. Inherited it from parents he never knew. His dad jumped in front of a bus a few months before Joshua was born. He did it to save a small girl he’d never met who had slipped away from her mother’s grasp and had stumbled into the street. This selfless act made his dad a hero, but he was a hero who wasn’t around because of it. His mother, on the other hand, was in his life for five months before meeting a bus of her own, in the form of a brain embolism. Joshua was in a bouncy harness hanging from a doorframe when it happened, his feet barely touching the floor. Not that he remembers it. She strapped him in, and somewhere between Joshua and the hallway, everything in her head switched off. She was dead before she hit the floor. It was one of those things that the curse had placed on their road map. He bounced and cried and filled his nappy and went hungry as the afternoon turned to night turned to morning, and that’s when a neighbor came over to see why the baby wouldn’t stop screaming.


Predestination. It’s been a long time since his mind has churned up those chestnuts, but right now his mind is playing an automatic form of word association because of what Mr. Fox, his science teacher, is lecturing about. He’s talking about eye color. He’s talking about genetics, which is a word that always makes Joshua think of the curse, because family curses are in the DNA too—Mr. Fox may not agree, but Joshua sure knows it’s true. Mr. Fox is talking about how eye color is passed down from parent to child, what the combinations are, but really, it’s a hard topic to care much about when you don’t know what blue or green or brown even means. Joshua’s eyes are blue. So he’s been told. He knows the ocean is blue. He’s been to the ocean, but he’s never seen it. He’s played in the sun and sand, and sometimes the water is warm and sometimes it’s cold, sometimes he’ll stand on a stick or a seashell and it’ll hurt like crazy, sometimes he’ll lie on the sand and feel the sun on his face, but none of that tells him what blue is. The sky is blue. Smurfs are blue. When people are sad, they feel blue. But Joshua’s world is black. It has been his entire sixteen years. The curse made sure of that.


He shifts his legs and straightens himself behind his desk. His back is getting sore, and his legs are becoming numb and this lesson has slipped beyond boring and into the realm of pointless. Others in the classroom are repositioning themselves too. It’s not unheard of for students to fall asleep in Mr. Fox’s classes. Rumor has it a kid even wet his pants while taking a nap a few years back. Joshua stifles a yawn. He stayed up late listening to a horror novel about a guy who could put his fingers into his victims’ eye sockets and see everything they have ever seen. It made Josh wonder what he would see if he could do the same thing, only he wouldn’t know what he was seeing. It would be like learning a new language.


There’s a knock at the classroom door, and Joshua is grateful because the sound stops him from falling asleep. Hopefully it will be somebody coming to say that school is finishing early for the day. “Excuse me for the interruption,” a woman says, and it’s the school secretary, Mrs. Templeton. “I need to borrow Mr. Fox for a moment.”


There’s the sound of shifting chairs and turning bodies as all fifteen students follow the sound of footsteps across the room. She says something else then, something too low for Joshua to make out, but then the door closes, and when there are no more footsteps he figures that Mr. Fox and Mrs. Templeton are out in the corridor discussing something. He’s always wondered what she looks like. Mr. Fox too.


All at once, different conversations in the classroom start up. His friend next to him, William, says that Mr. Fox is probably being fired for being too fat. Pete says he bets they’re out in the corridor with their hands all over each other. Others laugh and agree, then they all go quiet when the door opens back up.


“Joshua?” Mr. Fox says. “I’m going to need you to get your bag and go with Mrs. Templeton.”


At first it doesn’t register that he’s the one being spoken to. Why would Mrs. Templeton want him?


“Joshua?”


The others make a collective ooh sound. Mr. Fox tells them to be quiet. Joshua grabs his bag and uses his cane to guide his way to the front of the class. “Have I done something?”


“Everything will be explained,” Mr. Fox says. “Please go with Jenny … I mean, Mrs. Templeton.”


He makes his way out of the classroom.


“This way,” Mrs. Templeton says.


“Can I ask what it is I’ve done?”


“You haven’t done anything,” she says. “Principal Anderson needs to talk to you.”


“About what?”


She doesn’t answer. She starts walking. He follows her. With the hallway empty of students, the sound of his cane echoes as it taps against the ground. Whatever it is they think he did, it’s all a big misunderstanding. A school of blind kids also means a school full of mistaken identities. Sometimes you can’t know who pushed you over or stole your lunch. Yesterday somebody pulled the fire alarm, which always gets a laugh in hindsight, but isn’t funny when you can’t see the flames that may or may not be coming for you, flames that you might not hear over the sound of the alarm and stomping feet, smoke you might not smell until it’s too late. Is that what this is? They think he’s the one who pulled the alarm?


He has to use his cane more when they go up a flight of steps. This is new territory for him. This is bad-kid territory. He’s never been to the principal’s office before. It smells of books and old cigars, and the door makes a creaking sound when it closes behind him. It reminds him of his dad’s study—though he’s not technically his dad. Technically his mom and dad are his aunt and uncle—they took him in after his parents died, and his last name was changed to their last name. His biological mom was his dad’s sister.


“Please, take a seat, Joshua,” Principal Anderson says. His voice is deep and slow, and Joshua can tell from its direction that he’s standing. It’s the first time the principal has ever addressed him.


“Is this about the alarm?” Joshua asks, then immediately wishes he hadn’t. Asking about it makes him look guilty.


“If you take a seat I can explain everything to you.”


“It’s going to be okay,” Mrs. Templeton says, which doesn’t feel like a good thing to hear. It seems the kind of thing one would say when the opposite is true. He finds the chair. He sits down. He holds the cane tightly. Something is wrong here. None of this … none of this feels right.


“I’m not sure how to … This … this is going to be hard,” Principal Anderson says, “but I’m afraid … I’m afraid I have to give you some bad news, Joshua.”


Joshua says nothing. How ironic, he thinks, that five minutes ago he was thinking about the family curse. Is that what has happened here? His memory reached out and woke it up?


“It’s about your father,” Principal Anderson says, and of course it is. The principal puts his hand on Joshua’s shoulder. He crouches down so he can face him. “There’s been an incident.”


“No,” he says. “Please, don’t tell me. Don’t—”


But Principal Anderson does tell him. All Joshua can do is sit silently and listen, his hands shaking as he cries.


“It’s going to be okay,” Mrs. Templeton tells him, only it isn’t going to be okay.


How can it be?
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Joshua can’t process the words. He can hear them well enough, but there’s something about them that don’t add up. Despite having accepted that the curse is real, despite knowing that his dad’s job is dangerous, he can’t believe that what he’s hearing is true.


“I’m so sorry,” Principal Anderson says. Some of the students here call Principal Anderson Pineapple Andawoman. There’s no way somebody with such a stupid nickname can be telling him that his dad—his second dad—is dead. Something inside Joshua’s body is getting smaller, a piece of him shrinking up and dying.


“Everything is going to be okay,” Mrs. Templeton says.


Joshua stares in her direction. He’s trying to put what she’s saying into a narrative that reverses everything Principal Anderson has told him. Everything is going to be okay? How? In what way?


“We’re here for you, Joshua,” Principal Anderson says. “In any way you need us.”


“I don’t … I don’t …” Joshua says, and he doesn’t. He doesn’t know what to do. Doesn’t know what to say. Doesn’t understand how this can be real. He is, he realizes, halfway to becoming an orphan again, and if the past is anything to go by, his mom now has a clock hanging over her. “He can’t be dead,” he says. “I was with him this morning. How can he be dead when he dropped me off at school? How can—”


“Joshua—”


He shrugs the principal’s hand off his shoulder. “He can’t be, that’s how,” he says, which is as true as everything else that is going on, and, when you boil down the facts, a curse is nothing more than paranoia and ignorance and superstition mixed into one.


“It’s going to be okay,” Mrs. Templeton says.


“Stop saying that,” Joshua says. He stands up. He has to get out of here. Has to get some air. He moves towards the door and bumps into the side of the chair and drops his cane and keeps moving forward without it. He puts his hands out to guide the way, to where he isn’t sure, and he trips over something, hits the ground and gets right back up. That’s the trick to this—keep moving forward fast enough to stop the bad news from catching up.


“Joshua,” Principal Anderson says.


“I have to go.”


“Joshua …”


He gets his hands against the wall. The door should be to his right … but it’s not, and then it is, and he’s getting it open and a hand falls on his shoulder but he breaks free of it. He has to get downstairs. Needs to get outside. Once he finds his dad he can prove these people wrong. The hand he shrugged off grips him around the arm. Tight. He’s turned around, fingers crushing into him, a grip he can’t break.


“Joshua, please, please, I know this is difficult, but you have to try and calm yourself down,” Principal Anderson says.


“I am calm.”


“We’ll help you through this.”


“I don’t need your help. I just want my dad.”


“Your dad … your dad died,” Mrs. Templeton says. “I’m so sorry, Joshua, but that’s what we’re trying to tell you.”


No. His dad didn’t die. If it were true, it wouldn’t be Pineapple Andawoman telling him. It wouldn’t be the school secretary trying to comfort him. “I don’t want to talk to you anymore,” Joshua says. “Either of you.”


“We’re going down the stairs now,” Principal Anderson says, and a moment later that’s what they do, the arm around him guiding the way.


The grip is still strong on Joshua’s arm, and now it’s starting to hurt. He knows it’s going to bruise—he doesn’t know what a bruise looks like, but he sure knows how one feels. All blind people do. The truth of what is happening is starting to set in. He could run as fast as humanly possible, and it wouldn’t change what’s happened.


“I know it doesn’t seem like it right now, but you will get through this,” Principal Anderson says.


Joshua says nothing.


“You can’t fully acknowledge what’s going on, but you will, and soon, and it’s going to hurt. It’s really going to hurt.”


Joshua still says nothing. It already hurts. How can it get worse? They reach the bottom of the stairs.


Principal Anderson carries on talking. “It’s going to be hard, and it won’t make sense, and you’re going to feel numb and lost, but you still have your mom. She’ll be there for you, I’ll be here for you, and all the teachers and students will be here for you.”


“Not if the curse takes all of them.”


“What curse?”


All of a sudden he needs to know what this man looks like. Until now, he’s never cared, but in this moment it’s important—especially if the man is going to give him such bad news. Black hair? Brown? He knows what black is, because black is all he sees. Brown is a lighter shade of that, a warmer shade. What does Principal Anderson have? Is he bald? Does he look like the kind of person who gets things wrong?


They continue to walk with Principal Anderson’s hand on his shoulder. Joshua realizes he hasn’t asked the big questions, the how and the why, and he still doesn’t ask them now. How and why can lead only to more hurt.


They get outside. He can hear Mrs. Templeton catching up. He can hear birds in the trees and the warm breeze rustling through the leaves. They come to a stop, and Mrs. Templeton hands him his cane and his bag. He turns his face to the sun. He will remember these moments, he thinks. Next week, next month, in ten years’ time, each of these moments following his father’s death he will remember.


“Your ride is here,” Principal Anderson says.


He hears the car making its way down the extended drive leading to the Canterbury School for the Blind. It comes to a stop in front of him. The door opens. Footsteps as someone approaches.


“Hi, Joshua,” a woman says. “My name is Audrey Vega, I’m a detective who works with your dad, and I want to say … I want to say I’m so sorry about your father. He was a good man. A great man. I liked him a lot. Everybody on the force did. He was well liked and incredibly respected and … and this … this is a great loss to all of us.”


Joshua doesn’t know what to say.


“I’m taking you to see your mom at the hospital,” she says.


“I don’t understand. I thought …” Then it hits him, a sense of hope so strong his legs threaten to collapse under the weight of it. “He’s still alive. The doctors are—”


“I wish that was it,” Detective Vega says, and she puts a hand on his shoulder, as Principal Anderson did earlier. “I really do, Joshua. But he’s gone. I’m sorry. I’m here to take you to your mom.”


His mom. What is she thinking right now? What is she doing? He lets Detective Vega guide him into the car. He sits in the passenger seat, and before the door is closed Mrs. Templeton reminds him once more that everything is going to be okay, and Principal Anderson reminds him they are all there for him. Somebody puts his bag into the backseat, then Detective Vega climbs in behind the wheel. The car smells like takeout food and feels like an oven. He reaches for the panel to his side and finds the button to lower the window.


“Seat belt,” Vega says.


He clicks his seat belt into place. They start to drive. He can hear a helicopter overhead, moving across his part of the city on its way to another, and he imagines perhaps it’s a news crew going to where his dad died. If he switched on a TV right now, there’d be a dozen voices all yammering away about his father’s death. His dad once said that bad news for everybody else is big news for the media. He would often say, It’s human tragedy that keeps them employed. They’ll be asking the how and the why. As they drive, the need to understand what happened intensifies the closer they get to the hospital. Soon he can’t not know.


He leads with the what. “What happened?”


“Your father and Detective Kirk were following a lead,” she says.


“What kind of lead?”


“They went to interview a suspect. There was a confrontation and it went bad.”


“So dad was … was murdered?”


“Yes.”


“The person who killed him?”


“He’s dead too.”


Joshua is happy that guy is dead too, but then he changes his mind. He would rather face the man who had done this to his dad. Being blind means he can’t look him in the eye, but being blind wouldn’t prevent him from swinging a sledgehammer.


“How did Dad die?”


“He … he fell,” she says. “It happened at a construction site. I don’t know all the details, but your father fell from a great height. He would have died instantly. He wouldn’t have felt a thing.”


“Except he would have,” Joshua says. “He would have felt fear all the way down, and the higher he fell from, the longer he got to feel it.”


Detective Vega doesn’t say anything. She slows down for something, indicates, and a few seconds later takes a corner.


“What about Uncle Ben? Is he okay?”


“He’s fine. He’s with your mother now.”


A monstrous thought emerges. He wishes, and he can’t deny it, but he wishes it’d been Uncle Ben who had fallen, and not his father. He knows he’ll be having thoughts like this a lot over the next few days, the next few weeks, maybe forever. He can already feel himself obsessing over the what-ifs. Wishing like mad his dad had turned left instead of right, or called in sick that day, or gotten stuck at a red light when he had a green. Wishing away all the chain reactions that had brought them to this place.


He wipes at his eyes. Will the tears ever dry up?


“I know this may not mean much right now, but your dad died a hero,” Detective Vega says. “Any cop who dies on the job dies a hero.”


“My first father died a hero too,” he says.


“I … I know,” she says, and he’s grateful when she doesn’t add everything is going to be okay. They continue to drive. He doesn’t ask any more questions. He can hear other cars and motorbikes and buses and trucks. Occasionally somebody yells out at another driver. Horns toot and walk signals beep and brakes squeal. “We’re here,” Detective Vega says a short while later, and the car slows down, then comes to a stop.


They get out, and Detective Vega hands him his cane and carries his bag. “This way,” she says, and he takes her arm. He can hear traffic behind him and people around him; the hustle and bustle of the hospital nearly overwhelms him. “Doors are ahead,” she says.


The doors open and they step into the lobby. Joshua can’t tell how big the room is, but it sounds big. He can hear lots of voices, mostly soft murmuring, a desperate-sounding conversation perhaps between a patient at reception and a nurse.


“Joshua!”


Joshua turns towards Uncle Ben. Captain Kirk, as his dad always used to call him, not only because of his name, but because he looks like the original Captain Kirk too, according to his mom. A hand lands on his shoulder. It’s warm and firm and Joshua can smell familiar aftershave.


“I’m really sorry, kiddo,” Uncle Ben says, and he has always been Uncle Ben even though he’s not really an uncle. They hug each other tight, and suddenly he thinks back to the last time they hugged. It was a year ago. His dad had fired up the barbecue and his uncle Ben had come around for some steaks and some beers and had brought his girlfriend with him. Everybody had hugged hello. Back then, Joshua came up only to Uncle Ben’s chest, and now there’s only a few inches separating them. Joshua has always been skinny, but the last year has seen him on the path to becoming tall and skinny. His dad had noticed that very thing just a few days ago and had acted like it was some sort of amazing phenomenon, a source of pride, as if Joshua himself had done something to make it happen.


How can it be his dad won’t see him as an adult? Won’t continue to get excited about each and every inch?


He realizes Uncle Ben is saying something.


“Sorry … what?”


“I’m saying it all just … just happened so quick, you know? And your dad, he … Ah, hell,” he says, and Joshua knows Uncle Ben is close to tears too. They break the embrace and Uncle Ben puts both of his hands on his shoulders. “I wish …” Uncle Ben adds, but doesn’t say what it is he’s wishing for. Instead he says, “Thanks, Audrey, for getting him.”


“Good-bye, Joshua,” Vega says, and she gives him a hug before disappearing.


“Is he really dead?” Joshua asks.


“Yeah, buddy, he is. I’m really sorry. It wasn’t his fault. I want you to know that the guy who did this … He got what he deserved, okay? I’ve made sure he’s being put to good use. I mean … I mean—well, don’t say that to anybody,” he says, and his uncle sounds like his dad used to sometimes when he was wired on coffee, and he guesses his uncle is running on adrenaline. “I shouldn’t have said that. In fact I didn’t say that, okay? Do you understand what I’m saying?”


“Yes,” Joshua says, but really he means no. His uncle isn’t making any sense.


“Good. Good. The guy that killed your dad, he was a bad guy, and your dad died making sure that guy couldn’t hurt anybody else.”


Joshua isn’t so sure. He thinks his dad didn’t need to die. He thinks the thing Uncle Ben did that he can’t talk about could have been done earlier. That way his dad would be coming home from work tonight the same as always, and Joshua would be napping in Mr. Fox’s class.


“Where’s Mom?”


Before Uncle Ben can answer, they are joined by someone else. “Hi, Joshua.” A woman, warm and mature sounding, perhaps even as old as forty. “It’s a real pleasure to meet you, I only wish it were under different circumstances.”


“Joshua, this is Dr. Toni Coleman,” Uncle Ben says, and he knows the name but can’t figure out how.


“People prefer to call me Dr. Toni,” she says, and then there is a hand on Joshua’s elbow. A moment later a hand is in his, shaking it. He can sense her smiling and looking sympathetic at the same time.


“Did you try to save my dad?” Joshua asks.


“Dr. Toni is a different kind of doctor,” Uncle Ben says.


“Different how?”


“I’m an ophthalmologist,” she says.


Now he knows where he knows her name from. She’s been in the news. “I don’t understand,” he says. “What’s going on?”


“Your dad has died, Joshua,” she says, “and I’m sorry for that, but his wish was that if something ever happened to him, he wanted to give you a gift. We’re hoping to make you able to see the world the way your dad saw it. We’re hoping to give you his eyes.”




FIVE


[image: Image Missing]


The technology is still in its infant stages. That’s what Dr. Coleman will be telling the family right now, Dr. Tahana thinks, as he stands over the body of Detective Inspector Mitchell Logan. He imagines Dr. Coleman will tell them the procedure has been done no more than fifty times throughout the world, and all of those within the last two years. Giving sight to those who don’t have it—it’s hard only to thank medical science when it feels like a miracle. Twice it’s been done in New Zealand, each time at Christchurch Hospital by Dr. Coleman and her team. Coleman is a brilliant doctor who, he believes, still hasn’t reached the peak of her career—and one of only a dozen doctors on the world stage doing these procedures. She accepts the accolades and the respect that comes with that position, but he knows she doesn’t really care about them. If she did, she certainly wouldn’t be involved in what he was doing right now.


Tahana looks over the body of Detective Logan. His hand is nailed to his shoulder, more nails in his chest, one in his neck and another embedded into his gum via his cheek. It wasn’t the nails that killed him—and if it hadn’t been for the fall, Mitchell would have survived with minimal scarring.


Mitchell isn’t the only dead man in the room, and Tahana walks over to the second body—cause of death, a gunshot to the throat. Unlike Mitchell, whose internal organs were crushed in the fall and cut into by broken bones, this man’s organs are in perfect working order.


“At least you’re finally good for something,” he says to the dead man, which is something he has said to other dead men in similar circumstances. For twenty-eight years he has been harvesting organs and bones from the dead to save the living—and for the last five years, he’s been harvesting them from the likes of Simon Bower. Those killed in the commission of a crime have had their names retroactively added to the database of organ donors whether they wanted to donate or not. Earlier this morning, Simon Bower’s name was added. History has been rewritten so that, for all intents and purposes, when Bower applied for a driver’s license at the age of sixteen, he checked the box that said yes to donating his organs. There are fourteen people walking the streets of Christchurch who would be in the grave by now if Tahana and the others hadn’t been prepared to put their careers and their freedom on the line by illegally harvesting organs from these people who never wanted to be donors. However, he doesn’t care what their wishes were. The way he sees it, those who took from the community were, in death, able to give a little back.


He moves back to Mitchell. Removing the dead man’s eyeballs requires delicate work that cannot be rushed. One wrong cut, the tiniest of slips, and the eye becomes useless. He’s looking at forty-five minutes, perhaps an hour, per eyeball. It would take longer in a living patient—removing Joshua’s will be a far more delicate operation for Dr. Coleman, but even that will pale in comparison to the work required to attach the replacements.


As he makes the incisions to loosen the skin and muscle around the eye, he wonders how Dr. Coleman will describe the procedure to Joshua and his mother. It will be in simple enough terms, he thinks. A stem cell cocktail injected between the optic nerve and the new eyeball will help gel everything together after everything is attached, the eyeball carefully put into place and bandaged for it to heal, the biggest concern being the information from the eye to the brain traveling without corruption. Of course, it is more complicated than that—that’s why the technology is still groundbreaking—but in ten years’ time, hell, maybe even in five, it will be as common as a heart transplant.


A pair of surgeons enter the room. They acknowledge him with a nod before they begin working on the second body. Tahana listens to ribs being cut and bone being sawed as they open Bower to remove what can be saved. Neither of the surgeons knows Bower isn’t really a donor. Nobody will ever question it, least of all Bower’s family. The family never do—they’re too busy wondering what turned their child into a monster.


Like Mitchell, Simon Bower is also having his eyes harvested, and the doctor doing the harvesting matches Tahana’s pace. An hour later, each body has a single eyeball removed. Each eyeball is placed into a sterile bag full of saline, then each set placed into separate organ-transport containers filled with ice, each container carefully labeled. Other containers are filled with Bower’s organs and whisked away by interns coming in to get them, a heart rushed into an operating room, a kidney put onto a helicopter and raced to another hospital. Stored correctly, the eyes will last up to twenty-four hours, which gives them more time than they need.


It’s going to be a long day for Dr. Coleman and her team.


He goes to work around the second eye.
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It’s hot in Dr. Toni’s office. There’s a fan in the corner of the room that blows air over Joshua’s face as it turns one way, and ten seconds later blows air over his face as it turns the other. He can hear sounds coming from the waiting room and the corridor beyond. He can hear somebody revving a car loudly in the parking lot several stories below. The chair he is sitting in is comfortable. His mother sits in the chair next to him and holds his hand tightly as they listen to Dr. Toni explain the procedure. Occasionally he can hear his mom crying, and each time it happens she tries to hide it. Hearing her cry makes him want to cry.


He feels like something vital has been scooped out from inside him. If somebody were to cut him open, his stomach would be empty, his chest would be only a cavity, all that would be left would be some blood and bones and his empty thoughts. He listens to Dr. Toni’s words. He wishes he knew what she looked like. Of course, after all of this, he might be granted that wish. Of course, if wishes came true, he’d be asking for his father back. He’d give up the chance of seeing in a heartbeat to have him here. He keeps expecting him to show up and apologize for being late to this appointment, before firing off questions about the operation.


The first thing Dr. Toni says is that they’ve met before, a long time ago, back when he was much smaller. She used to know his mom and dad a little, and Uncle Ben too, so she met Joshua back then as a friend of the family, not as his doctor. She tells him she’s the only person in New Zealand who’s performed these operations.


“I’m sure you’ve heard of them,” she says, and she’s right, he has. He imagines blind people everywhere have been following the progress of the operations. The first one took place two and a half years ago in Japan and made the front pages of newspapers around the world. He spoke a lot about it with his parents, and then in class Mr. Fox spoke a lot about it too.


“It’s an exciting time,” Mr. Fox had said, “but it doesn’t mean any of you can slacken off from your studies. You have to plan for how the world is now, not for how it might be. And of course you can hope. We can all hope.”


Which is what Joshua and everybody else in the school was doing—they were hoping. The second procedure was performed four months later in the United States, then the third not long after that, also in the States. Now it no longer makes the news, but of course there are still stories online. Every week or two somebody somewhere gets the procedure done, and, other than a few cases, all the operations have been successful. When it was finally performed here in New Zealand two years ago, it made the news again. There is, of course, a downside—as there often is with transplants. They require something nasty to have happened to someone healthy. That’s the price of admittance.


Shapes, colors, lights—they are waiting for him, according to Dr. Toni. Faces, movies, words on a page—hell, he’ll even be able to drive. He’ll be able to walk through parks and cities and sail the seas and look up into the stars. This permanent darkness of his will disappear. What will fill his dreams? Until now, his dreams have been of sounds and tastes and falling and floating. His whole sense of reality is going to change. And, of course, the Joshua who woke this morning isn’t the same Joshua who will fall asleep tonight. This new Joshua Logan is going to be angry at the loss of his father. This new Joshua Logan is going to see for the first time, something he has wanted more than anything—just not at this price.


“If we had more time, I’d run through it again, but I’m afraid we don’t have that,” Dr. Toni says.


His mother asks about the risk of infection, the complications that can come from that, but Joshua tunes the conversation out. He closes his eyes and studies the darkness he’s grown up with, aware of a different darkness in his life now. The words drift past him, the breeze from the fan scatters them around the room. His mother asks another question, and the conversation continues.


“Can we get started?” he asks, interrupting them.


“Only when your mom is ready,” Dr. Toni says.


“I … I can’t risk anything going badly,” his mom says. “I can’t … I can’t … bear to think …”


“Joshua is going to be in good hands,” Dr. Toni says.


“It’s going to be okay, Mom,” he says, then smiles at the irony of saying the one thing he’s gotten sick of hearing. “I want to get started and … and to be honest, being asleep means I won’t have to hurt so much, right? All I feel now is pain,” he says—but more than pain, he feels empty inside. He’s tired too. He doesn’t want to talk anymore.


“I know, baby,” his mom says, and she leans across and hugs him. He can feel her tears on his cheek.


“I’ll leave you for a few minutes,” Dr. Toni says, and Joshua hears her get up and leave. The door closes behind her.


“Did you see Dad?” he asks.


“Yes,” she says, still holding him.


“How did he look?”


“He looked … peaceful,” she says.


“Is that the truth?”


“Yes,” she says, but he doesn’t believe her. People who die in their sleep might look peaceful. He imagines people who have fallen to their death look the absolute opposite of peaceful.


“Is it going to be weird?” he asks. “When you look at me, you’re going to see his eyes.”


She holds on tighter then, and her body shakes as she cries.


“Because I think it might be weird,” he adds, struggling to get the words out.


“I don’t know,” she says.


“Will you stay with me? During the operation?”


“I can’t be in there with you.”


“But you can be outside the room, right?”


“And I will be,” she says, “for as much of it as I can. But I have other things to … to arrange.”


“Things to do with Dad?”


“Yes.”


“What will happen after?”


“After the funeral?”


“After I can see again. What will happen to me?”


“I don’t know yet,” she says, “but it will be an exciting time for you, despite what’s happened.”


“I doubt that.”


“Joshua …” she says, and in the pause that follows he knows she’s thinking carefully about what she wants to say. “What your father has given you is a miracle, and you need to honor him by using that miracle to the best of your abilities. You’re only sixteen, but now you have a lot of growing up to do. You owe it to your father to be the best man you can be.”


Dr. Toni comes back and tells them it’s time. He’s taken down the corridor in a wheelchair. He catches snippets of conversations, people talking about broken bones and cancers and the weather and how hard it is to find decent parking. They enter an elevator. His mother still has his hand in hers. Somebody slaps at a button and they begin to move. A few moments later he’s being wheeled down a different corridor, this one quieter and cooler.


“Okay, Michelle, this is as far as you can go. I’m sorry,” Dr. Toni says, and he can hear a familiarity in the way Dr. Toni uses his mom’s first name and he wonders how well they used to know each other.


His mother crouches and puts her arms around him and hugs him tight again. He can smell her hair. Can feel her breath on his neck. He’s scared. He doesn’t want to let go. “I’ll be right here for most of it. I promise,” she says.


He can’t speak. His throat feels blocked. His tongue feels fat. She lets him go.


“You’re going to be okay,” Dr. Toni says. “I have a great team.”


“Is this going to hurt?” he asks.


“No.”


“I mean … after. Will it hurt when I wake up?”


“There are drugs we can give you for the pain, but mostly it will just be uncomfortable. The thing you’ll suffer from the most is the boredom of being kept in a hospital. Well, that and the food.”


“I’m going to be different, right? When this is done? Not because I can see again, but … I mean … everything will be different.”


“Life won’t be the same anymore, Joshua, and I’m sorry we haven’t had time to prepare you for the changes that are going to happen in your life.”


“What do you mean?” his mom asks.


“Not only will he see the world differently,” Dr. Toni says, “but the world he knows will see him differently. I’m sorry, but we really must get started.”


He climbs out of the wheelchair and onto a bed. The bed is rolled into a room that sounds like it’s the same size as his classroom. He wonders what his classmates are up to now. He imagines Mr. Fox telling them what happened. He wonders how his two best friends are reacting. He’s known William and Pete since his first day at school. They’ve been to his house a million times, as he’s been to theirs. He knows their parents, and they know his. Right now their shock will be the same as his, but not their pain.


“Are you ready?” Dr. Toni asks him.


He knows he’s so empty inside that when Dr. Toni removes his eyes, she’s going to see nothing behind them, only a cavity and the back of his skull.


“I’m ready,” he says, and he falls into sleep.




SEVEN
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Todd Wilkinson pushes open the door to the operating theater where the two bodies are being stripped for parts. Todd has always thought of it as an icky process, and the idea of having some other bloke’s heart or kidney or whatever inside you has always creeped the bejesus out of him. He guesses desperate people will do anything.


He lets the door close behind him. The operating theater serves two purposes: first, it’s a teaching theater, where has-been surgeons try to keep themselves relevant by sharing their knowledge; and second, it’s to this theater where bodies are brought to have their organs harvested. Over the years the theater has become known as the Cutting Room to the students who come here.
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