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To the unknown man






CHARACTERS

Greta Svava Valdinova Vladisavljevic is Valdin’s sister

Valdin Valdinovich Vladisavljevic is Greta’s brother

Valdin Vladisavljevic, only called Linsh, is their father

Beatrice, mostly called Betty, is their mother

Lavrenti Vladisavljevic, frequently called Casper, is their older brother

Greta Gregers, in certain contexts called the other Greta, is their sister-in-law

Tang is their seventeen-year-old nephew

Freya is their six-year-old niece

Anthon Vladisavljevic, usually called Thony, is their uncle

Giuseppe Alonso, often called Gep, is their uncle’s husband

Xabier Alonso is their uncle’s husband’s brother and that’s it

Geneviève is their mother’s best friend

Cosmo is the closest they have to a cousin

Lavrenti Vladisavljevic, always called Vlad, is their grandfather

Fereshteh, Rashmika, and Elliot are friends of Greta

Vyacheslav, known as Slava, is a friend of Valdin

Holly is someone who works at the university

Ell is a PhD student at the university






Sender

V

I come back to the apartment and find the worst thing in the world. A yellow postcard has been shoved between the door and its frame. This is not a postcard that says something like I wish you were here with me on the Costa del Sol or Why didn’t you tell me the Camino de Santiago is full of slow-moving retirees? This is a postcard that says CARD TO CALL. It means that someone has arrived at my apartment with a package after driving through the narrow city streets, probably double-parking, and walking up six flights of stairs, and then, seeing as I wasn’t there, because it was the middle of the day on a Wednesday and I do have some semblance of a life, has taken the package away again. Now I will have to go through the stress of relocating this product in whatever mystery location it happens to be in. I hope it’s not Penrose because I don’t have a car.

I pull the card out, and while I’m thinking of a way that I could pass this burden on to someone else, it occurs to me that I haven’t ordered anything. Maybe Greta ordered something? She orders a lot of books online and then shouts at me when they arrive. She shouts that she knows it’s unethical to buy books from big conglomerates but it’s the government’s fault that she can’t afford to be an ethical consumer because they took away allowances for postgraduate students in 2012. That’s her official statement, but I know she just doesn’t like the girl who works at the bookshop near our house.

Greta and I were at our uncle’s birthday recently, and she had too many Bacardi and lemonades and announced that the girl who works in the bookshop near our house thinks she’s better than everyone because she works in a bookshop and has a stupid nightingale tattoo and, well, Greta has also read Oscar Wilde, so this girl can fuck right off. I said I think the people at the bookshop are fine, and she told me to go and fuck the Happy Prince with them, then. I don’t like them enough to suggest we have an orgy with a fictional French statue. Not at this stage, anyway. When I turn the card over and read it properly, I see that it isn’t for Greta. It says VALADDIN VLADISAV J in big Sharpie letters. This isn’t how I usually spell my name, but I can’t prove beyond reasonable doubt that they meant someone else.

I painstakingly enter the twelve-digit reference code into the courier website. The package is at the depot on Victoria Street West, which isn’t far away, but it’s hot and I want to go inside. I walk back down all the stairs, groaning. I want to sit on my nice new turquoise couch, drink the sparkling apple juice that’s in the fridge, and read my book of Spanish poems. I don’t like reading about pain and trauma, I have the Al Jazeera app for that. And at the moment, for personal reasons, I don’t like reading things about people being in love with each other either. Greta studies comparative literature, and I can hear her exclaiming things in her room all the time, like, Oh, god, this man’s just bloody jumped out the window because of hyperinflation! Oh, Jesus Christ, everyone’s got cholera because the warning posters are all in Italian! A book about the beauty of the desert and sea and mountains and other Spanish landscape features avoids such things, for the most part.

I don’t let myself consider going back inside as I leave the apartment building. I have to follow through with everything I plan to do. If I don’t, I’ll feel as if I’ve upset the natural order of things. Sometimes when I think things aren’t going quite as I would like them to, I burst into tears or throw up. It’s so bad, it’s so embarrassing. I can’t handle people cancelling plans with me. This happens, of course; plans change all the time. I wish I could be chill about things like that; I wish I could receive a message about not wanting to go and see the new remake of Pet Sematary because it’s actually supposed to be really bad, but I can’t. I just say that I don’t mind, but I do, and I go down to Event Cinemas Queen Street by myself because if I don’t I’ll throw up in my just-cleaned bathroom sink. Having OCD is so stupid. I wish I had something cool, like double joints or purple eyes. I feel as if the pathways in other people’s brains are like well-maintained Department of Conservation hiking trails, while mine are modelled on the dodgiest slides at Waiwera Thermal Resort after it was shut down.

There are a lot of teenagers hanging around the fountain in Ellen Melville Square, their hands in the water in the January heat. Kids who go to the fancy city school with subjects like media design instead of uniforms. I went to a state school that was famous for its championship-winning sports teams and infamous for stealing promising athletes from other schools. None of this had anything to do with me. Greta wasn’t involved with any sports either, except for a brief stint as a tennis player that was mainly to do with a short story she’d read about people playing tennis in the 1940s and wanting to wear a white skirt. Our older brother, Casper, was involved with sports insofar as he wanted to report the school to the media over the sudden influx of boys on the rugby team who looked about twenty-one and all claimed to be transfer students from Foxton, but our mum strongly suggested that he keep his head down and get enough credits to pass without creating a media circus in our front yard.

I didn’t cause any problems. I didn’t say a single word to anyone the whole time I was at school, which was troubling to my parents, but the teachers didn’t really have time to worry about it. Then my parents didn’t have time to worry about it either, because Casper impregnated someone and ran away to Moscow. I was good at things, still. First in physics, first in maths, first in history. I yearned to learn French, though. I wanted to wear a beret and meet a mysterious man late at night in a Parisian park. My ideas of what was sexy and what happened under cover of darkness due to conditions of homophobic oppression hadn’t been fully developed at that stage.

The footpath on High Street is narrow, and I keep swerving around the bags of rubbish outside the shops and stepping off the kerb to let other people pass. I’m wearing jeans and white sneakers, a bad choice, because now I’m worrying about them getting dirty and it’s way too hot. People smoke shisha all day and night on this part of the street, the raspberry smoke clouds lingering in the dense humidity. It must be nearly thirty degrees. I’ve never smoked shisha, it’s too much of a public statement. The men sit with their legs very wide apart, and these jeans are new and too tight to do that. I prefer to sit with my legs crossed, anyway.

On Victoria Street, I start to worry about what the package might be. Maybe an official letter in a flat cardboard packet. I could technically become a Russian citizen—maybe they’ve sent me a letter saying I have to go there and serve in the army. God, wouldn’t that be just the worst? What does their uniform look like? I look good in green, but I don’t want to kill anyone. Or get up early. And my heart tells me their uniform might be navy. What else could the package be? I wait at the diagonal crossing outside Farmers, and I have a bad and confusing feeling that might be more than just the heat.

Why would he have sent me anything? He’s been gone physically for more than a year now, and recently he’d all but evaporated from my mind as well. Why did I have to think of him again? I feel the folded Card to Call in my jeans pocket and think about him having touched it too, which doesn’t even make sense, and I hate myself for it. Why would he have sent me anything? Why would he want anything to do with me? He was the one who broke up with me, that day in June, it was raining, I had come home early because I thought we could get a table somewhere nice if we went right then.

Xabi. God. I try not to think his name or say it out loud, using choice words like someone I knew and this guy I went out with. Those phrases always fool the listener. They make Xabi sound like a guy I met at the clubs and went for brunch with a few times before realising I just liked açai bowls and didn’t like him at all. It was not like that. I loved him in a way I’ve never been able to love another person. When I was with him, it felt like nothing else mattered and I would be fine forever. That sounds stupid, but it’s how I felt. I think that’s how he felt too. I wasn’t living in a fantasy of my own creation, my friends weren’t at Food Alley drinking Black Russians and talking about how dumb I was for thinking I loved someone ridiculous, someone with a chest tattoo and a bejewelled vape, the kind of person who would leave you for someone they met at the trap club night you didn’t want to go to because it seemed like cultural appropriation and it didn’t start until midnight.

People liked us together, even though he was older than me. He was conscious of that; he wasn’t one of those guys who makes a habit of dating younger men. He didn’t make a habit of dating anyone, really. That made me feel special, but maybe in retrospect it was a red flag. He was used to being alone. He always felt like he was in the way. Things went wrong when I started feeling bad all the time, crying every morning before work. I didn’t know what the problem was. No one wants to go to work; you just have to. Xabi thought it was his fault and went to live on a ranch in Argentina by himself. I don’t resent him for doing that. I was so deep inside how bad I felt that I wasn’t able to articulate what the problem was to anyone, not even to myself. I just really wanted him to love me and I was upset that I had become so deeply unlovable. Then it turned out that I just didn’t want to be a physicist, despite having studied to be one for eight years, but he was gone by the time I figured that out.

Sometimes I think I can regain control by doing everything right, but the things I think I need to do don’t make any sense. It’s like being extremely superstitious but also hating yourself. When I don’t do things right and I check Al Jazeera, I think everything is my fault. The war rages on in Yemen because I didn’t close the freezer properly. The Amazon burns because I bought socks from the Korean stand in the arcade that were too small. People own five properties while other people sleep in cars because I dropped my phone and it cracked. I know it sounds self-centred. It’s a horrible way to feel, and I wish I felt some other way. I walk up the hill past the Sky Tower, and if it falls over today, it won’t be my fault. I’m going to pick up the package right now.



I can tell things are not going to be easy when I enter the post depot. There is a queue, and the woman running the show looks as if she was once an excellent shot-putter. A man in front of me wearing a mismatched basketball uniform and Nike slides is holding a Malaysian passport, a driver’s licence, and what looks like a power bill. Jesus Christ, it’s like trying to buy a gun in here. Or applying for a library card.

The guy at the front of the line hasn’t got his Card to Call or a photo ID, but he does have cargo shorts and too many keys. He’s shouting about how he’s an electrician. None of that matters here; no one wants to hear his sob story. The argument rages on for several tense minutes, and the man leaves with nothing, pushing past me and muttering. This makes me feel like I’m a part of the show. I’m Miss Brill in the Katherine Mansfield story “Miss Brill.” She thinks she’s observing everyone in a park in France, but it turns out everyone’s looking at her and thinking about how she’s a miserable old bitch. No, I don’t want to be her at all.

“NEXT.”

The basketball man throws down all his forms of ID. The post depot woman is sizing him up; is this man going to get his package today? She takes pity on him, and he thanks her profusely. He rips his package open. It’s an HDMI cable.

I step forward. The counter is grey with a peeling laminate top and multiple taped-down notices about ID requirements. There are three wires strung across the front of the window, I guess to stop you from jumping over and grabbing your package in frustration. I’m too tall; I peer at the woman between the wires. Her name badge says LORETTA.

“How can I help you today, sir?” Loretta asks.

“Hello, I’d like to pick up a package,” I say, in what I hope is a bright and friendly voice.

She looks at me like this is the dumbest fucking thing anyone’s ever said to her. She has her hair gelled back in the tightest bun. I’ve put gel in my hair before, but I looked creepy and scared myself. I looked like Bela Lugosi.

“Do you have a Card to Call?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Well, where is it?”

I put it on the counter, and Loretta picks it up in disbelief. “This is your name? Your name is Valaddin? Like Aladdin?”

“No, that’s not my name, my name is Valdin.”

“Valdin Valaddin?”

“No, Valdin Vladisavljevic.”

She looks at me like I’m joking. I like my name, but I kind of wish I was joking right now.

“Why does this say Valaddin then?”

“I’m not sure, I guess the courier spelt it wrong,” I say, and then feel guilty about it. I’m reluctant to blame anyone but myself.

She shakes her head and goes over to the computer. “Spell it.”

“Um, V-A-L, like Valerie Adams, D-I-N.”

She raises an eyebrow. “B-I-N, like chuck it in the bin?”

“No, D, like… eternal damnation.”

“Oh, yep. And your last name.”

“Do you just want to look at my licence?”

“Don’t have my glasses.” She stares impatiently at the computer screen.

“V-L-A-D, like Gladwrap, but with a V for… Vortex Mega Howler. Then I-S, like…” I can’t say Islamic State; that’s not a good example. “Like isthmus. A-V, like an AV library; L-J, like L.J. Hooker—”

“The real estate company?”

“Yeah.”

“Then what?”

“E-V-I-C. Echo, Victor, Indigo, Charlie.” I forgot I knew the real phonetic alphabet.

She does some more typing. “You from Slovakia?”

“Oh, um, nah, I’m Māori. My dad’s, um, Russian, though.”

She raises an eyebrow again. “Your package is here. I’ll just go get it.”

I’ve been so distracted that I forgot how worried I am. My heart rate rises as Loretta shuffles off and searches in some bins behind her. Who’s sending me something, and why? I hope Xabi hasn’t sent me anything for my birthday. Why would he want to do that? And my birthday isn’t until next month anyway.

Loretta comes back with a thick brown envelope, scans a barcode on it, and hands it to me under the bottom wire.

“There you go, Valdin. Now you just sign there and then have a good day, okay.”

“You have a good day too, Loretta.”

“Oh, I will,” she says confidently.

I take the package outside, and I feel like my ribs are going to burst apart. I walk down the concrete steps and stand in a small carpark next to a wall of red post office boxes. The package feels like a book. I have a sudden horrible image of Xabi having sent me back a book of mine that got mixed up with his things. The book was called Summerhouse, Later, and it was very special to me, but I don’t ever want to see it again. I don’t want to see it back here with a handwritten note saying something like V—found your book while I was sorting through things. Hope you’re well, X. I don’t want to see that.

I tear the side off the envelope and slide the contents out. It is a book. It is a book called Dead Sea Fungi: Fungal Life in the Dead Sea. What a stupid, stupid title. There is a note tucked into the cover.


Dear Prof. Vladisavljevic,

Thank you so much for your recent lecture at our research facility, it was greatly enjoyed by all and very informative regarding the recent developments in your region.

We hope to see you in Oman again soon,

Dr. Hissah Asfour



This isn’t for me; this is for my dad. My dad has the same name as me. They must have used the university database; we’re both in there. No one’s sent me anything. I don’t know why I thought they would.






Lanyards

G

I think maybe I hate the university as an institution and question my involvement with it as both a staff member and a student, but nothing matters when I’m on the fifth floor of the library, touching the books and looking out at the harbour and the islands in the Hauraki Gulf. I like looking in the backs of the books and seeing how long they’ve been sitting on these shelves, sometimes fifty years. Everything that’s happened in the world in the last fifty years, and these books were right here. Apart from, maybe, a few sojourns in someone’s flat, or going along on someone’s holiday to the Motueka Top 10 Holiday Park where they didn’t even read the book because they were, like, too busy kayaking in Tasman Bay or whatever.

The reason I’m so happy is I’m in love. I think about whispering this to a copy of Anton Chekhov: The Voice of Twilight Russia, but I don’t want to embarrass myself. I’m in love with a fellow English tutor. I only refer to her as my co-worker so that my feelings remain a mystery. If I say something like “My co-worker and I were having an ice cream at Island Gelato Company last night,” and someone replies saying something like “Oh right, yeah, Holly said,” I act surprised. Maybe that’s her name, how would I know? We’re just co-workers.

I indulge myself in a fantasy about Holly inviting me to her family Christmas in Napier, where the National Aquarium is. I imagine her parents are on a first-name basis with all the penguins who live there. Holly will say, “This is Greta Vladisavljevic,” because she knows what my name is and she isn’t afraid to say it, and in this fantasy she knows how to say it properly as well. There won’t be any holly, a Christmas plant in other places, which I will point out for some seasonal humour. Everyone will want to pull a cracker with me, even the dog. I assume they have a dog. And a deck. A big deck. We’ll all wear paper hats, and they won’t slide off or slip down over our eyes.

My own family will hardly notice I’ve gone to have Christmas somewhere else. My brother V will be busy bossing everyone around, hiding the presents in case we open them wrong somehow, and changing into a second outfit like it’s his televised wedding reception. While waiting for V to get ready, my dad will drink too much plum brandy and start speaking Russian exclusively, telling my mum she’s as beautiful and knowledgeable as Sofia Kovalevskaya, the first woman to get a PhD in maths.

Holly doesn’t drink plum brandy, she drinks whisky. I’ve never in my life thought, you know what, I might just have a whisky. Holly walks around at parties, whisky glass in hand, laughing, nodding. She knows a lot of people, and they all want to talk to her. Boys like to talk to her about books and politics. Boys never talk to me about those things, even though my thesis is on Cold War Russian and English novels. They just ask me who I’m there with. I walk around at parties wondering where the recycling is.

I always hope that at the end of these parties Holly might ask me to come back to her house, but she never does. Maybe she wants to keep things professional. Maybe I shouldn’t be thinking so much about kissing my co-worker. Maybe I shouldn’t be looking at my co-worker’s bum when she helps my supervisor plug in a computer screen. I try very hard not to look at Holly’s Instagram photos of her with her ex, from when she did her master’s in the UK. I know nothing about this woman, but I assume she’s blonde and called Natasha and they used to sit in little dark cafés talking about Proust. I imagine, if I met her, she would think I was very sweet and say that she could never grow long hair like mine.

Sometimes when I ask Holly how she is, she says, “Better now you’re here,” and I feel like I might open my mouth and all of my organs will come out onto the library floor. No one would look up from their laptops, because they all know how it feels to be in love too. One of these moments occurs presently, when I’m looking in the back of a book that was last checked out in 1978, and she messages me: Hey, are you still at uni, can you help me with something?

I feel proud, to be needed to do something. Like at school when a teacher asks for two strong boys, how it must feel to be one of the selected strong boys. I straighten my dress as I walk across Symonds Street to go and meet her. Holly dresses like Hannah Gadsby, and I dress like someone whose boyfriend is late to meet them at the French Film Festival. She’s leaning on the railing of the ramp to the arts building, looking at her phone. She’s wearing a long-sleeved white shirt and navy suit pants with black Docs. Not really a summer look. It will be months before the leaves come off the big oak trees that line this part of the street.

“Hey, thanks for coming,” she says as I stand as casually as I can. “It shouldn’t take too long.”

“Oh, it’s no problem, I wasn’t doing anything,” I say.

Touching books is not really what you can refer to as doing something. She runs her fingers through her hair as we walk through the automatic doors into the building. She has short hair that goes into a point and reminds me of an illustration of a shark in a book I liked as a child. I wonder if she ever thinks about my hair, and what illustrations it reminds her of. I wonder if she remembers the time we lay on the floor of the PhD common room, after everyone else had gone home, listening to the same song over and over again.

We go in the elevator, and I still don’t know what we’re doing. She presses the button for the fourth floor and stands with her hands in her pockets, looking nervous.

“What are you doing tonight?” she asks.

“Oh, I’m not sure,” I say, trying to present myself as somewhere between too busy to spend time with her and not having any friends or social life at all. “I’m going to Wellington tomorrow. I don’t know if you remember.”

“Yeah, right, your mum’s down there, isn’t she?”

“Yes, she’s there for a couple of weeks running a summer theatre program. I’m going down with her friend Geneviève who has a very… bold attitude, so I don’t know how that’s going to go.”

Holly laughs and shakes her head. There’s something about her that makes me feel like every time we’re together is the first time we’ve ever met. Things never become more comfortable. She lets me get out of the elevator first. We walk down the corridor and stop at the English department PhD office, where she leans down to unlock the door with a key on a navy university lanyard. There are two kinds of people in this world: lanyard and non-lanyard people. Holly is a lanyard person. She has the confidence to pull it off. She holds the door open for me. That’s another thing I can’t pull off. When I hold a door for someone, ten people end up going through, thinking it’s my job. Asking where the toilets are.

Holly stands in front of two stacks of poster board with her hands on her hips. “How are we going to do this?” she asks.

“How are we going to do what?” I ask. It comes out a bit bewildered and suggestive.

“I have to carry these down to the gallery on Shortland Street. Didn’t I say?”

“Oh.” She definitely did not say that. “How far away is that, 850 metres?”

“I’m not sure how many metres, Greta.”

I pick up half the boards straightaway. They’re A1 and they’re heavy as fuck. I have long arms, but they’re quite similar to twigs in terms of breadth.

Holly surveys me. “Are they too heavy? Should I get someone else?”

“No! This is fine. Not a problem at all.”

She picks up the other boards with minimal effort. She has a much more suitable physique for doing things like this. I’m quite good at origami. Should I bring that up? Maybe later. I open the door with my knee, and we trundle back to the elevator. I press the button for the ground floor with my knee as well.

Holly laughs. “Are you trying to show me your dexterity?”

“No. I don’t need to prove anything to the likes of you.”

“That’s true. I have seen you open a bottle of pre-mixed gin and tonic on the side of a bus shelter.”

I pause. Then I say, “I’m also very good at origami.”

“Go on, then,” she says, looking down at the boards. We’re standing close together in the elevator. Our elbows are touching.

“I can’t do it right now, I need Zen.”

“Are you saying I’m not Zen?”

I shake my head slightly. “You are absolutely not Zen. You’re ruckus.”

“I’m ruckus?” 

“Someone in my stage one tutorial said that,” I say. “He said Chaucer was ruckus.”

We step out of the elevator on the first floor and walk through the foyer, past the German receptionist who’s always hated me, and through the courtyard. I used to meet my dad after school here on Wednesdays. He would call it his standing Wednesday 3:30 to make me feel important. He would get sushi and coffee; I had hot chips and a blue Powerade. There weren’t a lot of options back then. Now there are tacos and crêpes and all sorts, sold from inside painted shipping containers. Maybe Holly and I can get crêpes after this. We could go to the Kāpiti Store and get ice cream. I love ice cream. A couple of weeks ago we went to all four of my top Auckland CBD ice cream locations in one day. My favourite is the blueberry, lime, and sake flavour from inside the Ferry Building, even though the girls there always roll their eyes at each other if you take a long time to choose. Holly often chooses a bad flavour like rum and raisin or black sesame, but I don’t hold that against her.

We come up to the crossing opposite the High Court, and no one’s pressed the button.

“Do you want to use your knee for that too?” Holly asks.

“No.” I flick my hair over my shoulder, coyly. She raises one eyebrow and presses the button with her elbow, without dropping the boards and without breaking eye contact with me.

When my parents were away after New Year’s with my uncle and his husband, Holly came over and fixed my bike. We didn’t end up riding to Mission Bay; instead we sat on the driveway and I got sunburnt because we talked until it got dark. I took off my clothes in the upstairs bathroom and looked at the lines on my back. I felt like I was wearing our conversation.

We walk past Old Government House and the patch of grass where they put up a marquee and serve orange juice and sparkling wine at graduation events. V was upset at his graduation and kept saying it was because he didn’t want to wear the hat. That’s a thing he does whenever he has a big problem, like not wanting to be a scientist—he imagines all of his issues are the fault of a single object. Everything is the hat’s fault. He’s not crying because he misses his ex, it’s because the corner of his bed is too close to the wall.

“Are you okay?” Holly asks as I adjust my fingers on the boards.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” She smiles at me and I smile back.

“Sorry for making you into my Hire a Hubby.”

“No, no. It’s great exercise. My arms are going to be so jacked after this.”

She smiles again and shakes her head at me. “I would have done two trips, but I’m in such a rush. I’m so nervous about meeting Sonja’s friends tonight. It’s weird having a girlfriend again after so long, having to go through all this meeting-the-friends, meeting-the-family stuff. I haven’t done all of this since, you know, the disaster in Portsmouth. It feels different with Sonja, though. I know it’s only been, what, a couple of months? Do you remember?”

“No.” I have never heard of this Sonja before in my life. I maintain a steady grip on the boards as I walk across Princes Street and down the hill of Shortland Street.

“How long do you think it will take me to get to the hospital? I’m supposed to meet her there at five when she gets off.”

“What does she do there, phlebotomy?”

“No, Gre. You always guess such funny things,” she says. “She’s a mental health nurse. I swear we’ve talked about this.”

“No, we haven’t.”

“I feel like I haven’t thought about anything except her for weeks.”

I want to throw the boards on the ground, but I don’t. I grip them tighter and tighter, so tight that white patches form around my cuticles. I can’t breathe properly and I suck in as much air as I can without arousing suspicion, wishing I could suck back in every dumb misguided thing I’ve said and thought back into my body, pushing them all deeper and deeper until they never existed.

“Where did you meet?” I ask.

“The usual way.”

“Oh, so at a cocktail bar?”

She’s looking at me like I’ve lost my mind. “No, on Tinder.”

Whenever I go on Tinder, it’s all single mums keen to experiment and straight couples looking for an extra pair of hands. A nurse! Nurses are the heroes of our society! Russian literature students are definitely not! She swears we’ve talked about this!

“Do you think I look okay?” she asks. “I just want her friends to like me.”

“Why wouldn’t they like you? You’re fine.”

I’m melting into the footpath. I can see the gallery, our end point, but it’s so far away. I’ll be dead by the time we get there. Someone will have to call my mum to get a spade and scrape the puddle that used to be me into a bucket. She’ll throw me on her gardenias, and they’ll die too. The neighbours will ask what became of the pretty white flowers and their glossy green leaves and where did the pit of smoking ash come from, and my mum will say, Do you remember my daughter, Greta? She’s dead. I swear we’ve talked about this.

“Thanks, mate,” Holly says. “You always make me feel better.”

I try to shrug, but it’s hard when emotionally I’m dead and physically my arms are about to drop off.

“You’d really like Sonja. She’s a good person—you know, she cares about real things that matter. She’s not worrying about the kind of shit we worry about it. She doesn’t waste her life complaining that Das Kapital has been grossly misinterpreted by Anglophone scholars. We don’t argue about whether John Stuart Mill’s dad was gay with all his academic friends.”

They were definitely gay, all of John Stuart Mill’s dad’s friends were gay, one of them lived in Montpellier for god’s sake, they were going for walks all the time, talking about Herodotus. They were sending each other letters about how they didn’t want to be in the war. If that’s not gay, I don’t know what is.

“She’s hot too,” Holly says in a low voice, like we’re just a couple of bros having a smoke around the back of the pub, leaning on a fucking Subaru or whatever it is men do. “She’s Slovakian.”

I want to kick the cover off the manhole I’m walking over and fall into it. I bet Sonja’s last name is something good that fits on forms, like Jovich or Bobkov. I imagine her on the phone, being hot, saying, Yes, that’s right, B-O-B, K-O-V. She’s never once been prone on her kitchen floor while shouting at some poor person at StudyLink, No, V for Victor, L for lanyards, A for… aneurysm, D for… a didactic approach, hang on, only ten more letters, I for Icarus, S for Susan Sarandon—

“Cool. Hot? Nice,” I say, like I’m advertising ice blocks.

“Yeah, I don’t know what she’s doing with me.”

I don’t know what I’m doing with you, Holly, I think. I should be on a beach somewhere with people bringing me drinks and telling me that I’m hot too and that the things I like talking about are scintillating and not a waste of my life at all.

She unlocks the front door of the gallery with a swipe card. I don’t look at her. I put the boards down heavily in the foyer and fold my arms.

“What are these for anyway?” I ask.

“They’re for a competition where people make posters about their thesis topic.”

I think about making a big sparkly poster about my thesis, with Mikhail Gorbachev’s face made out of rhinestones and glitter. I don’t tell Holly, because I guess she would think that was stupid. Outside, she stands in front of me with her hands in her pockets. I don’t unfold my arms.

“I’d better get going to the hospital, then. Which way are you going?”

“The opposite way.”

“Oh,” she says, nodding. “Well, thanks for your help. I’ll see you soon.”

“Yes. Maybe.”

“Maybe?” She looks at me right in my eyes and smiles like nothing is wrong. “You’re a mysterious woman, Greta.”

We say goodbye and I turn around and start walking down the hill. I don’t know where I’m going, but I don’t turn back. She can’t ever know that I’m crying.






Desks

V

I hate the feeling of the book that isn’t for me. It burns as hot in my hands as the sun across my face, so I decide to get rid of it as soon as possible. I walk back up, down, up Victoria Street the way I came, then I keep going up the steep path to the university. I take the worst route possible because I don’t want to see anyone I used to work with and have to listen to the concern in their voices when they ask me how I am these days. In a small country, in a small field like physics, you can’t just make out like you got a similar job somewhere else and that’s why you quit. Everyone will know you had a breakdown. You will have to live with the memory of deleting your email account and of figuring out how to change your phone number so no one could contact you while you’re sitting on the floor of your parents’ basement watching your fortieth episode of Say Yes to the Dress. I decide not to think about that anymore.

There aren’t many people around at the university because it’s summer, mainly people doing extra papers and people who work at the radio station, so I don’t run into anyone. No one asks me if I’m okay or if I know where I’m going in this building, because it’s obvious what I’m here for. I’m here to see one of the most well-regarded yet infamous people at the School of Biological Sciences, to whom I also happen to bear a striking resemblance.

I knock on the door, and my dad says “Come in” in an authoritative, professional tone, because he doesn’t know it’s me. Not someone who respects him as an expert in the symbiotic relationship between crustaceans and gram-negative bacteria, but rather someone who respects him as the person who taught them how to set the VCR to record McDonald’s Young Entertainers in 1997.

He looks up from what he’s doing. “V. What are you doing here?” he asks. He has a printed-out crossword puzzle from the New York Times in front of him on his desk. It’s always strange seeing him in his work environment and his work clothes, today tan chinos and a forest green shirt, usually thinking about something serious. “Has something terrible happened?”

I shake my head. “No. Not that I know of. This got delivered to me by mistake. Why are you standing up doing that?”

“Haven’t you heard of standing desks?” he says, taking the package. “They’re all the rage; everyone stands up all the time these days.”

“I don’t think you’re supposed to just stand up in front of a regular desk.”

I put my hands in my pockets and look around the small room, imagining what it must be like to see my dad from the perspective of the students and colleagues he interacts with all day. Nervous about their dissertation meeting, excited about… fungi, I don’t know. There’s a picture of a clown pinned on the wall with the caption: hello Papa Linsh, are you afraid of clowns? I’m not. By Freya, age 6. Freya is my niece. There’s a photo of all of us too, outside a restaurant a few years ago. I have my mouth open, Casper has his eyes shut, and Greta’s looking in the opposite direction, but my mum looks good. Not really happy to be there, though. It was probably because the restaurant was in Ponsonby. She hates being around people who believe themselves to be in the upper echelons. My dad took the photo, and I guess he decided it was the perfect choice to print out and hang on his wall. I wonder what happened to the sage silk shirt I’m wearing in it.

“Dead Sea Fungi: Fungal Life in the Dead Sea. A creative title, huh?” he says, having opened the envelope and inspected the note in the front cover of the book. “Oh, it’s from Hissah. They were so nice to me in Oman. I will have to send them something back. Thank you.”

“What for?”

“Bringing this over to me. You could have just left it until we next saw each other.”

I shrug. “It’s okay. I just wanted to get rid of it.”

He looks up at me sharply, and I realise this phrasing delivered a bit more subtext than I would have liked. “Why?”

I look around again. Out the window, someone in green overalls appears to be hosing down a roof.

“Oh, I just… I don’t know,” I say. “I had to go and pick it up at the depot, and I thought it might be someone returning a book I lent them a long time ago.”

“Who would return a book via the post rather than use it as an excuse to meet up for coffee and gossip?”

The person hosing hasn’t thought their plan out very well, and the water is running straight back down the roof onto them. “I don’t know. Xabi, maybe.”

“Ah,” says my dad, and I don’t look at him in case he feels sorry for me. “Do you need the book back? I can ask Thony, if you would like.”

“No,” I say, in what I hope is a breezy, indifferent tone. I don’t love thinking about the fact that other members of my family are still in contact with Xabi. I don’t want to go into why that is right now. “I can just buy a new copy.”

“Look at you, buying books like you’re going to singlehandedly save the local book industry.” He leans on the back of the chair he’s standing behind at his desk. “Work’s going okay then?”

“Yeah. It’s fine.”

“Do you think you’ll ever get to film something in Oman? I think you would like it; you can see turtles on the beach there. I know you like how the turtle’s spine curves inside its shell.”

“I don’t know if that’s on the cards at the moment. I got in trouble about the episode we filmed in Matamata, with the tourism board. Because of what I said about the hobbits.”

He shakes his head. “Oh, Valdin. The hobbits are national treasures.”

“You don’t have to tell me. I was cc’d into many emails.”

He looks down at the crossword on his desk. I wish I had my own desk. I guess if I had stayed being a physicist, I could have had my own desk. Now I work in a shared space with a breakout room. I don’t know what I would do with a desk—I guess I could get one and put it in the middle of the living room and just sit at it. Greta would be annoyed. She would think I had made a communal area all about myself.

“How’s Slava?” my dad asks out of nowhere. Slava is my Russian friend. He works in marketing and keeps me up to date with all the latest gay slang and celebrity feuds, whether I want him to or not.

“He’s fine. I saw him the other day. He said he was going to start drinking more frappés as a power move, and I didn’t know what that meant.”

“Is there anything going on there?”

“What? No, he’s my friend. I wouldn’t want to go out with him; he would make me go to wineries and the sorts of cafés where the waiters are too friendly and they’re selling pieces of bread and calling them freedom loaves.”

He shrugs. “I thought you might be a bit lonely.”

“I’m not,” I say, but I don’t know how true this is. I hadn’t really considered it until I got the stupid Card to Call.

“What about Greta?” he asks.

I raise my eyebrows. “I’m not so desperate that I’m going to start an incestuous relationship with my sister.”

“I meant is she seeing anyone.”

“Oh. There’s this woman who hangs around our house a lot. Greta does an unnatural laugh when she’s there, so she’s probably in love with her. I don’t trust her, though. She’s always explaining things that Gre definitely already knows.”

“Like what?”

I think about it. “Like how to use the ice-cube setting on the fridge. It’s our fridge. Greta knows how to make ice, she’s always drinking caipirinhas and watching Brazilian soap operas. She won’t watch my show; she said it would be weird to look at me through a public lens. Anyway, I don’t trust this woman. She was doing this speech the other day about why Michelangelo painted the Sistine Chapel. And she was wearing a blazer in the middle of summer. She reminded me of one of those teachers who acts really fun and laid-back for the first couple of weeks and then gives you a low grade because they don’t like your attitude.”

“So you don’t think it will work out between the blazered woman and your sister?”

“I couldn’t say. Greta does seem to have a particular interest in people who tell her things she already knows.”

“I’ve noticed. Valdin, I was worried when you came in here. I thought something bad had happened.”

“Like what?”

“Anything could have happened. Something serious, for you to show up here in person.” He pauses and then says, “Maybe your brother had an accident at work and lost his hand.”

“How would he do that? He’s a visual art lecturer, not a mill operator. He’s not going to lose his hand setting up a PowerPoint.” I’m relieved that he hasn’t brought up the last time I came to see him unexpectedly. That time, I had quit my job and was crying and asking if I could move back home. Maybe I had presented some melodramatic ideas about how I was destined to live a life of poverty and abject misery. “Besides, Casper wouldn’t call me in an emergency, he’d call Mum. I’ll let you know if Greta gets bored to death by a lecture about how our rubbish collection works by one of her love interests.”

Someone knocks on the door. My dad says “Come in” again, in the same professional voice.

“Sorry to interrupt.” A person with a shiny bob and a button-up shirt pokes their head around the door, as if I might be someone serious and my dad wasn’t just doing a crossword. “I was wondering if you knew where Erik was?”

“Yes,” he says, looking concerned. “He had a dental emergency; his crown broke and he had to leave early. Is everything okay? Does someone need help in the lab?”

When my dad says crown, it doesn’t sound quite right, or rather, it doesn’t sound the way I say it or the people in a local advertisement for Crown forklifts say it. He’s lived here for a long time, since he was a teenager, but there are some words that always sound vaguely Russian when he says them. It’s strange to think that there was a time when he didn’t speak English at all, and a time when he must have had a strong accent. People weren’t filming themselves so much in those days; there are no known records. I suppose, in that way, the phenomenon of my father with a different voice doesn’t exist.

“Oh, no, it’s fine. It was just a supervision. A supervisor meeting,” the person corrects themselves. They aren’t from here either, they sound like… maybe Sean Connery playing the part of a mouse.

“Ah, I’m sure he’ll be disappointed to have missed you. I’ll let him know that you came by when I check on him.”

They thank him and look at me and nod their head before closing the door again, as if to signal that I can now get back to my vital business. I don’t really want to, though. I didn’t think bringing the book here through, and now I’ve exposed too many of my underlying emotions and feelings about Xabi.

My dad looks seriously at me. “Come for dinner with me.”

I shake my head. “I’m not that lonely; it was an overstatement. Because of the heat.”

He shrugs. “I am, though. Your mother’s been away for a while now.”

“Why didn’t you want to go and see her with Greta and Geneviève this weekend?”

“Oh, I don’t want to intrude. She’ll be back soon enough.” He straightens the book on the desk, almost too carefully. “Why don’t we go somewhere nice in Newmarket? We can invite Thony as well. And what about Greta?”

“She’ll be fine; she’s never lonely.”

He furrows his eyebrows then nods. “Okay, let’s hit the town.”






The Hill

G

I’ve solicited a woman. I’m Wellington Greta now, and she solicits women. I’ve put on a dark purple lipstick. I’m wearing the new lavender cord jacket my mum bought because I was cold. She didn’t believe I’d forgotten my jacket, but she didn’t know how much I’d been crying while packing. This woman is not part of Auckland Greta’s usual repertoire; her profile just said I’m depressed and frigid with a tongue-poking-out emoji. Auckland Greta is usually entranced by people who say they like books and films and things, and look where that’s got me. It’s time to shake things up.

I’m supposed to meet the woman in the suburb of Brooklyn and go to an after-party for a play. Obviously, I haven’t seen the play, but it was called elicitations and looked like it involved a lot of audience participation and throwing flour around. And I think that all sounds great and not anxiety-inducing or a situation to avoid at all costs because I am not a stick-in-the-mud anymore. I’m a fun, cool person who goes to parties where they don’t know anyone, in Wellington, where people pronounce the letter T so sharply that any offers of water sound like a threat. I had prepared this whole speech for Geneviève when she questioned me about leaving the hotel at ten p.m. to go and meet a stranger from the internet, but then she just said, “Okay, have fun.” My mum would have questioned my motives more, but she’s staying somewhere else, with some friend of hers. She felt bad that there wasn’t room for me to stay there too, but I didn’t want to stay on the coast. I like to be in the city, where the action is.

I walk from Courtenay Place to Victoria Street to wait for the number 7 bus. The town aspect of this town is quite different from my own town on a Saturday night. There’s just fifty metres of people really going for it, and that’s it. In Auckland, the concept of town is spread thinly over some kilometres. I suppose it’s like a Helen Frankenthaler painting as opposed to the Mark Rothko style they have here, if you want to use abstract expressionism as an analogy. I feel like I’m in a movie. Like Trainspotting. Or one of those reality shows that takes a behind-the-scenes look at the lives of bouncers in northern England.

I rub my legs to try to warm up. Most skirts are short on me, but this one is intentionally so. I hope the woman I’m going to meet doesn’t hate me. What’s the worst thing someone could reasonably ask me to do at a party? Maybe heroin. Don’t you even want some heroin? Sorry, I have an early flight. Otherwise, wow, yeah, that would have been… primo. I don’t go inside the bus shelter, because three people are smoking in there. Maybe the people at the party will think I’m more fun if I smell like smoke, though.

The bus comes, and I tag on as if I’m from here and I’m going to Brooklyn for a normal reason, like I live there or a close personal friend of mine lives there. Not because I’m going to meet some woman I had heard neither hide nor hair of a mere two hours ago. I shouldn’t say things like hide nor hair when I get to the party. The old Greta, in love with any person who said they’d read a book, she would have said that. The new Greta says dope and lit.

The bus has bright fluorescent lighting. I sit on a fern-patterned seat and feel crazed. What if someone sits next to me and I don’t even go to the party, instead I go to this new person’s house and smoke weed and watch an absurdist sketch show, the kind that has lots of men and gross stuff happening, except I don’t frown and say I hate it, instead I say, Whoa, crack up! What if I bring this person to the party, and the woman says, Wow! What a power move, bringing a second date to your first date, and then everyone at the party stops to look at me and compliment me on how bold I am? Yes, yes, yes. I’m never going to be sad again. Am I drunk? Gen kept ordering drinks for me at dinner. Older people like to make up for having no idea what’s going on by splashing cash around. I didn’t even know there was such a thing as an absinthe cocktail.

The hill to Brooklyn is unnecessarily steep. It would be easy to become fit in this city; everything seems inconveniently placed and the bus routes make no sense. I have a strong interest in urban planning because I used to live in Germany. My friends probably expected me to come back from Europe insufferable, talking about drinking five-dollar bottles of wine while looking out over a fortress at sunset. But no, all I came back with were my thoughts about how we could improve the bus network.

The other three people on the bus start looking in their pockets and shuffling around. This must be the place where everyone gets off. I tag off and say thank you to the driver in a confident voice.

The bus people walk down the road in a line and stop at a set of traffic lights where there are shops. There’s a hairdresser with a blackboard sign out, inviting me to have a cut and colour with senior stylist Sarah for the new customer price of $180. I look at the sign to impress the bus people, as if I don’t get a twenty-eight-dollar haircut every six months and feel like I’m the Queen of Sheba.

The woman is not at the Brooklyn shops as agreed. I don’t message her right away, so I don’t seem too eager. I stand in front of a closed fish-and-chip shop for approximately thirty seconds and then message: hey I’m at the shops now. Suitably casual. I wonder if this is a friends thing or if she wants to do kissing and more. I don’t know who in their right mind is using dating apps to look for new friends, but apparently a lot of people are. This is why you have to swipe on the profiles that say things like I’m a gay horny bitch or full-time lesbian, part-time barista. My “depressed and frigid” could go either way. It’s quite depressing being one of the queer people sometimes. It’s a good idea to start off saying you’re frigid so no one expects too much.

I go into a liquor store and do some browsing to use up time. Maybe a nice pinot noir, maybe a cheeky cab sav. There’s a white guy about my age working here, and he doesn’t look at me. Not many people are in the right demographic to be looking at me in this city—lots of blue-haired teens, lots of old people with reusable bags. In Auckland, men look at me every day, shouting from cars that they would be interested in getting to know me and my oral services better. Not in those words; in other words. They aren’t great orators like I am.

I would like to buy one bottle of pre-mixed gin and tonic, but they only have four-packs. I buy a four-pack. The guy checks my ID for a really long time, as if I would have gone with “Greta Svava Valdinova Vladisavljevic” if I had been in the market for an inconspicuous fake ID. I try to glare, but my face smiles of its own volition, probably because of sexism.

After twenty minutes, I’ve inspected each and every storefront. None of them have really spoken to me except for the giant photograph on the side of the chemist of a clearly Slavic family enjoying some advice from a pharmacist. I’m cold. And now I miss my granddad. I decide I have to call the girl, which is an unpleasant situation to be in. I used to work in a call centre, so I’m used to calling people I don’t want to talk to, but that doesn’t make me feel better. She doesn’t pick up. Maybe it’s loud at the party and she can’t hear her phone. Maybe she’s on too much heroin already. I should have asked for the address so I could go on my own. At this stage, any option would be preferable to standing in front of a Ray White and looking at property options in the Brooklyn and Happy Valley areas. I wonder if I’m going to tell V about this incident when I get home. If this happened to him, he’d make it into a two-hour story where he made me role-play as one of the characters, probably him, while he drank a cocktail and narrated. He doesn’t always tell me things, though. That’s his prerogative as an older sibling.

It’s been one hour now. It’s ten past eleven. I should have got the woman to add me on Messenger so I could at least see if she was seeing my messages and ignoring them. I’ve already given her my number, because it’s a new bit I’ve been doing. It makes me feel cool and like I’m in the past. But I’m not. I’m in the present, wandering up and down aimlessly in a dark suburb.

I call her again and she doesn’t pick up, so I call her a third time. I think of a meme I saw that said, Double text? I’ll quadruple text you buzz buzz it’s me again bitch. Honestly, what the fuck is she doing? Did she die? Did she throw her phone out the window? This is ridiculous. She asked me if I wanted to come to the party, she should be acting appropriately as a host! I could message my friends to complain about it, but they’d probably just tell me to go back to the hotel. Clearly, I should go back to the hotel. I don’t need anyone to tell me that, fuck off.

I press the button for the pedestrian light on the deserted street and cross when it turns green. Well, here I am on the other side of the street. I call a fourth time. No answer. I look at my reflection in an Indian takeaway, and honestly, I look fresh to death. I look like a true party girl who loves to have fun and never brings up things like fracking or the Arab Spring. I drink one of my bottles of gin and tonic, still looking at my reflection. I look at my phone with its zero notifications. Fuck. This is my first time being stood up and I don’t know what to do. Wellington Greta is not going well.
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